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For Elliot, who inspired this book with a simple question









Preface


What would you sacrifice for love?


As I look back on my life, I’m haunted by the question. Perhaps what troubles me most is that I never got to choose. The pain I suffer, the loss I feel, the regret that clouds every single day – I never chose my sacrifice. Someone made the choice for me.


Would I have taken a different path?


I don’t know, but the opportunity would have been nice. Instead, like a character in a story, my fate was decided by someone else.


My son.


I think about Elliot every day. Sometimes in anger, often with remorse, mostly in pity, but always with love. You can draw your own conclusions about the morality of his actions. To this day, my own mind is not at peace with what happened.


Is regret real?


We feel it, but it doesn’t exist anywhere. I can’t point to it, any more than I can relive the events that caused it. But does that mean it isn’t real? I devoted many of my years to science, and after decades spent pondering the intersection between perception and reality, I’ve come to the conclusion that regret and all the other emotions we feel so deeply are just as real as the clothes we wear or the air we breathe. I’ve dissected my life, studied the great thinkers of every age, and considered all the theories of reality I could find, and I’ve come to accept one inescapable truth:


Life is memory.


Everything we experience of the world exists only in our minds or the minds of those around us. The past is generally accepted as memory, so must we accept the present and future as fictions of our mind. Moments we perceive as ‘now’ have already passed, and the future is the imagined memory of things to come. We commonly think of time moving forward, but there are some who believe we’re travelling backwards, that the past lies ahead of us and the future behind. In many ways, this view of the cosmos makes sense. We can see the past, but are blind to the future. Are moments gone any more real than those yet to be had? We are equipped to experience the now, to take in sights and sounds, tastes, smells, to touch and be touched, to feel pain, heartbreak, anguish, and yet as we move from one moment to the next, each instant fades and the new now becomes more real than anything we remember, but it too is memory the instant we experience it.


What was, what is, and what will be – I now understand these things exist only in our minds, but that doesn’t make them any less real, any less inevitable. We are bound by the chains of causation that allow time to hold back chaos, and each link is essential to ensure we never escape our destiny. Every moment of suffering, every stab of pain, every shed tear is simply the price of order. We each long to be exempt from such tight bonds, to have one link unfastened to undo a moment, to alter the chain that constrains us, but such dreams are futile. We are stuck, bound to stories that have already been written. We just haven’t lived them yet, and when we have, it’s too late for them to be changed.


The story that follows has been decades in the making. I’ve pieced together court reports, electronic records, newspaper articles, video recordings, letters – everything I could to make my account as close to the truth as possible. I’ve relied greatly on the words of the woman who destroyed my son’s life and then redeemed it: Harriet Kealty.


Harri strikes me as a lonely figure. Perhaps that’s what law enforcement does to a person. Maybe daily exposure to the violent, dishonest, and downright murderous makes trust a luxury? Perhaps that’s why police officers travel in packs, and end up socializing together.


She was thirty-one or thirty-two when she first met my son. She’d been born and raised in London, and spent her childhood living in a four-bedroom terraced house near Battersea Park. Harri was twenty when her mum died, and her father retired to Melbourne shortly after she joined the police force. He died a few years later. There were a couple of cousins, one on the Isle of Wight, the other in Toronto, and a brace of school friends who met her once a year for drinks, but beyond that, Harri was a loner. She didn’t keep a conventional diary, but every few days she would send herself a chatty email chronicling recent events. She kept the emails in a folder called ‘journal’ and as far as I can tell she never shared them with anyone. The emails read like round robins, and the fact she felt too isolated to share her news with anyone but herself fills me with sadness. I consider myself a voyeur trawling through her private recollections, but given her role in Elliot’s life this book wouldn’t have been possible without the intrusion. If I’ve wronged her, I hope she will forgive me.


I’ve been in two minds about sharing the trove that has enabled me to tell this story. They always say a magician should never reveal their secrets and I think the same is true of authors. If I hadn’t revealed my access to Harri’s emails, court records, and other histories, you might have thought me more imaginative, or a better storyteller, but I feel it is important you know I’m honest. I’ve traded mystery for accuracy. However much this diminishes your perception of me as a storyteller, you know that all I’m doing is colouring between the lines of reality.


Of all the books I’ve written, this is the most difficult. Not a page passes that I don’t think of my son, alone, described by the social workers who came to assess him as ‘troubled’, ‘withdrawn’ and ‘suspicious’. I long to reach out to my boy and hug him. I want to hold Elliot and make the pain go away. I want to tell him how sorry I am for abandoning him, to tell him how much I love him.


But I can’t.


And that eats at me.


I’m hollow.


I miss him so much.


But he’s gone.


Or rather, it’s me.


I’ve gone.


I left him.


I left him alone in that house.


I didn’t know what I was doing. I still don’t. I can’t come to terms with what I’ve done. That’s part of the reason I’m writing this book: to try to make sense of it all. I’ve spent years telling stories, but this was the only one that really mattered, and I’ve never had the courage to tell it publicly because it’s too raw. It still causes great pain, and all my failings as a father are laid bare. I want to hug my boy. I want to make him feel better, but I can’t. And that’s on me.


Me, and no one else.


I return to the house every year. I make the trip in summer when the Peak District is at its most beautiful. I travel the familiar track to the cottage we once called home, and wander through the untouched memorial to a happy life. I don’t think anyone lived here after Elliot left, and the place is damp and imbued with a stillness of abandonment that crushes me every time I cross the threshold. The doors are bowed and flaking, the windows long broken, the frames woodwormed and splintered.


The roof has been pockmarked by the relentless march of time, and here and there the cracked slate floor is contoured by the residue of water puddles. I’m not sure how much longer the old place will withstand the elements, but where others might see a ruin, memory takes me beyond the decay and fills my eyes with glistening images of a husband and wife, happy together. Their joy at a child. The bubbling sounds of family life.


Years ago, I found an aluminium box concealed in the cubby behind the loose brick beside the fireplace in the sitting room. A trove left by Elliot, who was always obsessed with secrets. I remember showing him the cubby in happier times, before our lives were blighted by misery. I still recall how his eyes lit up when I said it would be a good place to hide pirate treasure or the clandestine messages of a spy. He always had such a wonderful imagination.


I can’t remember what prompted me to look behind the loose brick all those years later. A desire to make physical contact with that moment, perhaps? To be linked to my son, no matter how tenuously? To relive a memory? My reward was a connection more real and haunting than I could have ever imagined.


I found letters Elliot had written to me.


I remember standing in the ruined room, hearing no sound, sensing nothing, as though time itself had stopped. I devoured them, pausing only to compose myself when some handwritten phrase broke me. Some of the letters are so raw I have only been able to read them once. Others I revisit often. This is one of my favourites, for reasons I hope will become clear.




Dear Dad,


Do you remember when you showed me this little pirate’s hollow? You told me Jack Sparrow might hide treasure there. Or Alex Rider some top-secret plans. I remember that day. I hope you do too. I pray you find these. I like to think of you standing by the fireplace reading my words. These scrawled symbols on the page link our minds. It doesn’t matter how many years have passed; the moment of your reading will be tied to the moment of my writing and through these words we can be together again. They tell part of my story, but you’ll have to dig deeper if you want the whole truth.


You didn’t deserve what happened. None of us did. But fate conspired against us and I was forced to make a choice. Although I sometimes wonder whether I ever really chose. When I look back on what happened, it always seems my path was chosen for me. Perhaps you’ll be able to find sense where I have not?


I have two regrets. The first is that we can’t be together. It causes me pain every single day, but without that pain, well, you know the alternative. You lived it. For a few agonizing weeks, you saw what life would have been like. My other regret is Sabih Khan. His face haunts my dreams and helps me accept my punishment.


I hope you don’t miss me as much as I miss you. There’s no need for sadness. We were blessed to have had more years together than we were due. It was an honour to call you father, but you know you were more than that to me – you were also a friend. The best I ever had. If you find yourself mourning me, take comfort in the knowledge that one day I will find happiness. Please don’t be sad for me. I have as much as anyone could hope for, even if it’s not everything.


With all my love,


Elliot





Those of you familiar with my work might be surprised by this tale, but before I became an author, I had another life. Writing is a metaphor for my journey. I came to it unwittingly, unwillingly and am captive to it.


Don’t pity me. Like my son, I’ve suffered more than most and been trapped in ways few could understand, but I have almost everything I’ve ever wanted. There is just one thing missing, and it’s the thing I miss the most.


I’ve tried to tell this story once or twice before, but even my closest friends don’t believe it. Their sidelong glances of scepticism grind away at me and I’ve always lost heart before reaching the end. So I’m publishing it as a book, perhaps my last, and my readers can make of it what they will.


This is my son’s story. I have no doubt it will be sold as fiction, but rest assured every word that follows is true.


David Asha









Part One


The Child









Extract from the court report of R v. Elmys


ROGER SUMPTION QC for the Crown Prosecution Service


Ms Hardcastle, you run Sunshine Start, is that correct?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Yes.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Could you describe what you do?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


We provide temporary care for children until they can be placed with a foster family or adopted.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Can you explain how you first encountered the defendant?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Mr Elmys was going to adopt Elliot Asha. Well, he did, but when I first met him, he was still going through the legal formalities.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


I believe you told the police there was something odd about Mr Elmys’s behaviour on the day he came to collect Elliot.


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Yes.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Can you elaborate? Tell us about it for the benefit of the jury.


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


It was last August. I remember because we were planning our annual sunshine holiday. It’s a little treat we give the children at the end of every summer, sort of to make up for them not going away like they might if they were with family. I was sad Elliot was leaving us and missing it, but pleased he had a new home. Well, an old home.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Can you explain?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


David and Elizabeth Asha had made Mr Elmys trustee of their estate and Elliot’s guardian. Elliot was going back to the family home to live with Mr Elmys.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


And how did he seem to you that day?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Elliot? He was sad. At least to begin with.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


And Mr Elmys?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


I, well, we met in my office. I like to give new guardians the opportunity to ask questions while I’m doing final checks.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Did Mr Elmys ask any questions?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


No. He just watched me going over the paperwork. He seemed distracted.


GRACE OYEWOLE QC for the defendant


My Lord, as someone might be if they were suddenly responsible for a child.


HIS HONOUR JUDGE THOMAS


Indeed.


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


That’s true. A lot of people who adopt struggle with the responsibility. But this was different. Am I, I mean, I hope it’s not untoward or anything, but Mr Elmys seemed troubled.


GRACE OYEWOLE QC for the defendant


My Lord.


JUDGE THOMAS


Please keep to your recollection of events, Mrs Hardcastle. You’re not qualified to give opinions on Mr Elmys’s frame of mind.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


What happened then?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


I asked Mr Elmys to stay in the welcome room. It’s a play space we use to acclimatize children to their new families. I left him there and went to fetch Elliot, who was with Stephanie Cliffe, one of our counsellors. She was observing him interact with other children. Or rather, not interact. His parents’ deaths had hit him hard. Is it OK to say that? I mean it’s my opinion, but it’s based on decades of working with children.


He was sitting apart, like he did every day, staring out of the window at the old oak tree that grows just beside the residential wing. Whenever I’d ask him what he was doing, why he was daydreaming rather than playing, he’d say he was counting souls. Each leaf was a person. One day they’d start to fall, and by winter they’d all be gone. I thought it was a very strange way for a ten-year-old child to look at the world.


Anyway, I found him by the window, and Steph and I took him to the welcome room. It was very distressing.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Why?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


He was crying. Fighting with us both. We don’t use physical restraint at Sunshine, but this was as close as I’d ever come to having to do so.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Would you say he was afraid of Mr Elmys?


GRACE OYEWOLE QC


I hesitate to rise, but my learned friend knows the rules. Can I ask that he sticks to them so that I do not have to address My Lord further?


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Then I will ask a different question. Did you get Elliot to the welcome room?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Yes.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


What happened then?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


He ran away from us and went into the corner. He was very upset. He sat with his back to us, but I think he was crying. I asked him to come and say hello to Mr Elmys, but he ignored me. I reminded him Mr Elmys was one of his parents’ oldest friends. ‘They wouldn’t have left you in his care if they didn’t think he was a good man,’ I told him, but he stayed put.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


What did Mr Elmys do?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


When I looked at him, I thought he was crying, but he caught my eye and turned away, so I can’t be sure. These are emotional experiences. Big rocks.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Excuse me?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


It’s what I tell the children. When you go to the beach, it’s mostly pebbles, but occasionally there will be one or two big rocks you have to climb over. Just like life. Most days are pebbles, but every so often you’ll hit a big rock. Adoption is a big rock. A murder trial is another big rock.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Quite. Going back to that day, Mrs Hardcastle, what happened next?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Elliot was shuddering and shaking. He was very upset. I told Mr Elmys we would have to try another day if we couldn’t calm him down. I was about to go to the boy, when Mr Elmys asked if he could try. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but Mr Elmys was already on his way. He crouched beside Elliot and spoke to him.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Could you hear what he was saying?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


No. He wasn’t whispering exactly, just speaking softly. After a short while, Mr Elmys stood. I thought he’d failed, and was about to go over, but Elliot got up and turned around. He wiped his tears and then took Mr Elmys’s hand. Steph and I were blown away. I’d never seen anything like it. The boy was transformed. He seemed calm, happy almost.


‘How did you do that? What did you say?’ I asked Mr Elmys. I’ve worked with hundreds of children and I was stunned.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


And what was the defendant’s reply?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


‘We made a deal, didn’t we, Elliot?’ And he looked down at the boy, who nodded. The two of them smiled.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


Did you ever learn the nature of this deal?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


No.


ROGER SUMPTION QC


So, it was secret?


ELAINE HARDCASTLE


Yes. It was secret.









Chapter 1


Harriet Kealty had spent almost an hour sitting alone outside the Nantwich Bookshop, and was now nursing her third espresso. She watched the other customers and listened to their conversations as Steve and Denise, the friendly owners of the bookshop, and their staff shuttled in and out, ferrying orders of coffee and cakes. It was a Saturday, so the town centre was busy and the square opposite the crooked Tudor building was packed with shoppers buzzing from one market stall to another.


Harri checked her watch: 11.58. Two minutes off an hour. More than any reasonable person could be expected to wait. But she wasn’t a reasonable person. She was desperate to reclaim a life she’d lost a few painful weeks ago. She’d been lured here by hope, and to leave would be admitting it had been extinguished.


But in the end, after another twenty minutes of sitting there with a gnawing sense of inevitability, Harri finally accepted defeat. John Marlowe, the man who’d emailed her, promising she would get her job back if she came to this meeting, had been yet another troll, a liar who felt entitled to waste her time and humiliate her because she’d been so successfully cast as the villain by the local papers.


Another dead end.


She asked Denise for the bill, paid in change, and drifted into the shop. There were tables and chairs arranged between bookshelves, and the hubbub of conversation filled the room. Friends and family bound together by shared experience. She had nothing to keep her company. Ever since that awful night, her life had been one misstep after another. She desperately wanted what all these people had: an ordinary life. She wanted to feel good. Overwhelmed by loneliness, her mind reached, as it had so many times, for Ben. He’d made her feel good for a while, and she was afraid she’d never meet anyone like him again. Self-pity brought tears to her eyes.


Great, she thought. A private humiliation and a public embarrassment. She hurried towards a flight of stairs and a sign that read ‘Toilets’.


Her footsteps echoed around the narrow, crooked stairwell, and the sounds of the cafe faded as she emerged into an almost deserted second-hand books section. Cracked spines sliced long runs of other less damaged but clearly used books. Beyond the high shelves, almost directly opposite the top of the stairs, was a corridor that led to the toilets, where she might find a mirror in which she could check her make-up, and the privacy to compose herself. There was only one problem. The old man who stood between her and the corridor. He looked startled, as though her rushed arrival had caught him in some mischief.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, fighting for composure.


‘Please don’t apologize,’ he replied, obviously trying to recover his own.


‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’


He smiled indulgently and his face creased like an unmade bed. ‘You didn’t. I was just thinking.’


His eyes fell and for a moment Harri forgot her own worries. The man’s sadness hit her like a wave. His craggy face was downcast and his eyes were heavy and shining with the prospect of a storm. His mop of grey hair was neatly combed, and he looked as though he was dressed for a date. His tweed jacket, black trousers, and white shirt were well pressed, and his red woven silk tie was bright and clean. If he was on a date, then like her, he had been stood up, because there was no one else around. He was tall, and might once have been handsome, but whatever gifts youth had conferred were long gone. Only a brightness in his eyes hinted at the charisma that might have drawn people to him and the energy he might have had long ago. His slight frame was angled against a supportive ebony walking stick. Harri took a generous guess he was the right side of ninety. She wanted to get past him, but felt awkward as it seemed as though he was expecting a conversation.


‘My wife and I fell in love the instant we met. She’s gone now, but she’s always with me, you know, in all the moments we shared,’ he said, and Harri feared he might cry. He took a couple of breaths, and she prayed he would hold it together, because she didn’t think she’d be able to stop herself if she saw someone else weeping. ‘She loved to read,’ he added at last.


He managed a false smile. The world was full of people like him, their best days gone, their glories forgotten. All they loved, everything they’d done, nothing more than memories fading like writing in sand, washed away by the tide of time.


‘I’m sorry. It’s not long since I lost her and . . .’ he trailed off, and they stood in awkward silence for a moment.


‘It’s all so overwhelming,’ he added sadly. ‘You take a journey together, and you know everything that starts will have an end, but you can never quite bring yourself to believe it. Somewhere there’s a secret tribe of quiet immortals, right? Some race of souls who never perish. You come to believe you’ll find a way to join them, and you push the end from your mind.’


He took a step forward, and for a moment Harri thought he’d reach out and touch her, but he stopped a pace away and settled on his cane.


‘It was sudden. Heart attack. We never had the chance to say goodbye,’ his voice was cracked with age, but as he spoke of his loss, emotion fractured it further. ‘I couldn’t save her. It was one of those things. I’m so sorry . . .’


His words drifted to nothing, but his eyes stayed on Harri, before shifting away.


‘She was very beautiful, you know? Like you.’


Harri didn’t feel at all beautiful. She’d gained six pounds since her dismissal, and even though she wasn’t overweight, she felt the extra baggage on her normally slight five-foot six-inch frame. She hadn’t been to the salon for months and had her light-brown hair tied in a tail to conceal the tangles and split ends. Her usual wardrobe of suits had been replaced by scruffy trainers, jeans, and T-shirts, and whereas she’d once taken time over her make-up, she could barely muster the enthusiasm for lipstick. She might be many things, but right now beautiful wasn’t one of them.


She thought he was just being polite, so she didn’t thank him for his dishonesty, and grew increasingly uncomfortable in the beat that followed. She could hear the hubbub rising up the stairs, and longed to be part of the crowd. Fate had thrown her in the path of this broken old man, but she didn’t have what it took to fix him. She was just as damaged. Her discomfort must have shown, because his demeanour changed.


‘Listen to me.’ His voice brightened, but his eyes told her the levity was forced. ‘I’m a blathering old fool.’


‘Not at all,’ Harri said automatically. Her mother had raised her to be polite. ‘Death is difficult.’


‘If you could know the moment of your end, would you want to?’ the old man mused.


She thought about all the bad things that had ever happened to her. Would it have helped to know about them in advance?


‘No. No, I don’t think I would,’ she replied. ‘It would hang over me like a cloud.’


‘True.’ He nodded. ‘I promised myself I wouldn’t get carried away, that I’d be strong, but it’s so hard. I’m so alone, you see. Almost everyone I’ve ever known is gone. She was my love. She still is. Just being here is so difficult.’


‘It’s OK. That’s normal. In the police we call it survivor’s guilt.’


The man bit his lip and cast around the room, as though something in the old books might support him in his grief. He found strength from somewhere.


‘You’re good and kind. You have a big heart,’ he said, and Harri almost broke down in tears. He was a soul in torment and he was trying to be nice to her. ‘We all face the same end. Whatever our road, we finish the journey pleading with the void. Begging for just one more moment. But there’s never enough time. The relentless turn of the seconds. The ticking clock. That is our enemy. I loved her so much.’


His eyes met Harri’s and they shimmered.


‘What would you give for just one more moment with someone who meant everything?’


Harri found herself wanting to take the old widower’s hand and soothe the pain, but he moved back a half-step and eyed her with the sudden alertness of someone waking from a dream.


‘Listen to me casting a shadow over your day. That’s not who I am. I’m a bringer of smiles. You know what my wife used to say? “You are my star. You light up the darkest day.” Don’t you think that’s beautiful?’


‘Very,’ Harri replied.


‘That’s what I should be doing; lighting up days, not darkening them. I’m sorry I’ve upset you.’


‘Not at all,’ she assured him.


‘I’ve wasted your time at the very least. It’s most selfish of me. Clinging to moments. Hoarding memories. I’m old. My day is done. Yours is ahead of you and I have no right to waste another second. It’s been my absolute pleasure. Thank you for your kindness. Goodbye.’


Harri couldn’t suppress a surprised smile when the old man abruptly pivoted around his walking stick and hurried past her. Within moments, he was clanking down the stairs.


She was about to head to the toilet when she noticed a book on the floor. It had been concealed by the man, and lay cover wide, spine broken, like a dead bird. Had he been looking at it when she’d startled him?


Happiness: A New Way of Life.


A woman smiled up from the cover. She looked annoyingly contented. Harri preferred thrillers and would never normally have been interested in such a book, but she was desperate, and if the smiling author, Isabella Tosetti, had just one useful nugget of advice, she’d take it. Harri picked up the book and checked the inner leaf. Fifty pence for a whole new way of life.


Bargain, she thought, and she took the book with her.









Chapter 2


There was a knock at the door, and she put down the book and crossed the small bedroom of the little flat she’d bought when she first moved to Stoke-on-Trent. It was on the sixth floor of a modern building on a quiet back street, not far from the old pot banks that stood to the south of Hanley. Harri’s one-bedroom home might have been small, but the big windows in the living room gave her a panoramic view of the city and the emerald countryside beyond. It used to inspire her, but she didn’t even glance at it now.


‘Who is it?’ she asked, pressing her eye to the spyhole.


‘Me,’ Sabih Khan said.


He was in a tailored suit which clung to his wiry frame, and his hair was as immaculately coiffed as ever, the black waves shining with product.


Harri opened the door for her old partner.


‘All right?’ he said, lingering on the threshold. ‘I thought I’d stop by to see how you’re doing.’


‘Did Powell send you?’ Harri asked, sensing Sabih’s reticence.


‘No,’ he replied indignantly. ‘I’m here because—’


She cut him off. ‘Because you care?’


‘You know, people ask if I miss you, but right now I can’t say that I do.’


‘Well, you know the way out.’


‘I will come in, thank you,’ he said, pushing his way past Harri.


She shut the door and followed him through the open-plan kitchen diner to the living room, and she flushed as she suddenly saw her home through a newcomer’s eyes. It was a battlefield of misery and the casualties of her war with depression were scattered everywhere: clothes, magazines, unopened post, half-consumed cups of coffee, crumb-covered plates – some relatively recent, others relics from weeks ago. She hadn’t felt this low since her relationship with Ben had ended. Harri registered the look on Sabih’s face.


‘I know what it looks like,’ she said. ‘But these aren’t telltale signs. I’ve just been busy.’


‘Empty bottles, discarded food, unkempt appearance,’ Sabih responded, and Harri’s hand rose instinctively to straighten her hair. ‘None of these are signs of depression. Is that what you’re telling me?’


He held her gaze, and they stood in silence as she eyed him defiantly.


‘I was just passing,’ he said at last. ‘I’m not here to intrude on your business. If you say you’re fine . . .’ he trailed off. ‘But if you need help—’


‘Listen,’ she interrupted. ‘You can tell Powell, or anyone else who wants to know, that I’m doing brilliantly and winning at life.’


‘I’m sorry, Harri,’ Sabih said. ‘I let you down. I never thought Powell would go for you like that. I don’t know what to say. I wish I could take it back. Do better. Be stronger.’


And just like that he took the angry wind of indignation out of her sails. Harri couldn’t cope with kindness. Not today. She nodded, not trusting herself to reply. She’d thought about that night so many times, and wondered what she could have done differently. Her partner, her friend, was being beaten to death. If she hadn’t stepped in to save him, well, he wouldn’t be here. In her self-righteous self-pity she’d forgotten his suffering.


‘How are you?’ she asked. ‘The ribs?’


‘OK. Still hurts to breathe, and I don’t think I’ll be setting any track and field records for a while. The body heals. It’s the mind that’s harder, right? Do I still have what it takes? Will I be the first in next time, or a step behind everyone else?’


She could only imagine how his confidence had been knocked. Her own was shot.


‘You’ll be the classic fool rushing in,’ she remarked.


He didn’t look reassured. ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘How are you doing? Really?’


‘I’ve been better. Some guy wasted an hour of my life today. Emailed me claiming he knew something about the footage of that night. Said I’d get it if I came to meet him in Nantwich. Never showed. I emailed him, giving a few choice thoughts on him wasting my time, but it’s probably some troll with a fake account.’


‘Harami,’ Sabih said. ‘Powell should have done more to keep your name out of the papers.’


Harri nodded. She’d devoted her life to the police, but none of that had mattered and her boss had hung her out for the vultures.


Sabih’s phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket.


‘Sorry, it’s the guv’nor,’ he said. He answered the call. ‘Go ahead, guv.’ There was a brief pause and Harri imagined Powell rattling off an instruction. ‘I’m on my way.’


He hung up and gave Harri an apologetic puppy-dog shrug. ‘Sorry. Duty calls.’


Harri felt a pang of envy. A few weeks ago, she would have been going with him.


‘Ah, that was insensitive of me. Great body, sharp mind, not so hot on all these complicated human things,’ he said, his index finger shuttling back and forth through the air between them.


Harri suddenly felt sorry for him. He’d been beaten and battered physically and psychologically, and he was grieving too. He’d lost a partner.


‘Complicated human things?’ Harri replied. ‘What are you, a robot? Just say, “Let’s grab a beer sometime”, and leave with a smile on your face.’


‘Let’s grab a beer sometime,’ Sabih said as he backed towards the door. ‘You’re the best, Harri. A top girl.’


She couldn’t resist a smile at his awkwardness.


After he was gone, Harri stood in the little flat for a moment, listening to the distant sounds of the city, where thousands of lives far more productive than hers were being played out. She glanced around the messy room and thought about tidying up, but the brief surge of energy that had risen in Sabih’s presence soon dissipated. The mess could wait. She left everything as it was, and returned to her book.




Extract from Happiness: A New Way of Life


By Isabella Tosetti


Printed with permission of Vitalife Press


Happiness as Love


Romeo and Juliet. Star-crossed lovers, ill-fated to suffer. A picture of love that’s endured to this day. One of pain and sacrifice. Love as tragedy. Alongside this runs a steady stream of novels, television, film and song that tell us love is the most powerful source of happiness.


Death cannot stop true love.


You had me at hello.


You complete me.


And so on.


The world’s libraries could be filled with nothing but books on love, and still the poets would think more needed to be said.


Dr Martha McClintock demonstrated what we perceive as falling in love is actually a sense of attraction manufactured by our brain because it has used a combination of visual and olfactory stimuli to gauge that union with the man or woman in question would produce offspring with optimized immune systems. Less star-crossed love, more evolutionary biology. This is true even of same-sex relationships, because the matching of immune systems is blind to prejudice and untroubled by concepts of gender.


We’ve all heard friends say, ‘I don’t know what she sees in him,’ or, ‘He loses his mind when he’s around her.’


The obsessive, infatuated lover is a staple of romantic poetry. In addition to manufacturing a powerful sense of attraction to help with evolutionary optimization, our brains increase the chances of mating by shutting down the regions of our brain associated with critical reasoning. Semir Zeki and his colleague John Paul Romaya found that people deeply in love experience temporary and specific loss of brain function whenever they think about their lover. Using brain-imaging techniques, Zeki and Romaya measured a significant deactivation of the frontal cortex. If we could see a person’s faults, we’d be less likely to mate with them, so our brains quite literally blind us with love.


Eventually the hormone rush wears off and the brain stops its tricks. Some people wake up one day and wonder what they ever saw in the person lying next to them. Others stay together, and blind love, that evolutionary trap, turns into something else, something profoundly real.


Love can make you blind. It can give you fleeting brain damage, it can cause pain, anguish, and suffering. But when all that is gone, you’re left with someone whose life you share. You hope you make each other better. You share experiences. You sacrifice, but each sacrifice must be repaid, or else there is imbalance and exploitation. The most powerful relationship (and always remember why I use the word powerful) is the one that is harmonious. A healthy relationship strikes a note of truth and brings equilibrium to the lives of the lovers. It is through that truth and balance that we find happiness, because without being true to ourselves and those around us, we manufacture an illusory self, and a gap is created between who we really are and who we’re pretending to be. If there is no harmony in the relationship, that gap is likely to grow, and it is this gap between the true self and the projection we manifest into the world that is the source of so much unhappiness.


Love should create no gap. It should not force you to manifest any illusion about who you really are. Love that is worthy of the word will be real and true. It will provide fuel for your generator. In ordinary times, love should heal you. It should bring you happiness. If you find yourself in extraordinary circumstances and your world requires sacrifice, make sure it brings you harmony, and through whatever it is you do for the one you love, you must ultimately find balance and that all-important power. A love that helps you be true to who you really are is the most powerful love of all.


Happiness as Novelty


Misery is comfortable. It becomes familiar and if we grow accustomed to it, we seek it out. How many times in life have you thought, Not again? How many times have you felt yourself making the same mistake? The same bad lover, the same awful job, the same terrible friendship.


We’re creatures of habit, and once we establish a pattern for ourselves, it’s difficult to break. Whether it’s nature or nurture, we’re malleable creatures, programmable, designed to adapt to our surroundings, and if we come to have certain expectations in life, we will subconsciously ensure they are met. The bad lover will become an archetype we seek out. When the relationship inevitably deteriorates and finally breaks down, it will reinforce whatever feelings of self-loathing led us into his or her arms and reduce our self-esteem to make us even more likely to accept another inferior scoundrel.


The same goes for jobs and friendships, and pretty much every aspect of our lives.


So what can we do?


If you find yourself falling into an unhealthy pattern, don’t wallow in the comfort of the familiar. Challenge yourself to break it. Do something different. Reflect on what is leading you into a cycle of repetition, of recurrence, trapping you into making the same mistake. The same play rehearsed over and over again with slightly different lines and an altered cast of actors.


If depression puts you in bed, ignore its heavy grip and force yourself to go for a walk. I have talked about the nourishing qualities of trees and the power of forest bathing and have no doubt you’ll benefit from the phytoncides mentioned on page 286, but a walk will also broaden your world rather than shrink it. Change and optimism are hardest to deliver when we’re low, but that’s precisely when we need to be able to realize them. Don’t wallow. Get up. Get up and get out. You want a different result? Get out there and do something different to get it.


The Gap


Why aren’t you happy? Because you don’t have the woman you want? Or the man? The job? The house? The car? Have you lost someone you love?


It is far easier for us to pinpoint the sources of unhappiness than it is to explain why we’re happy. Does happiness even exist? Can you laugh during the bleakest moments? Of course. But would you describe yourself as happy? And when you are at your most contented, would you describe yourself as happy in the common meaning of the word? Or are you simply at peace? Free of desire, untroubled by longing.


We often mistake happiness for elation, and are encouraged to nurture the gaps in our lives by companies that will profit from desire. They lead us to believe transitory, endorphin-based elation is the happiness we need, but the quest for elation only creates an addiction that can never be satisfied.


Contentment is elusive and can be hard to realize. It’s much easier to believe a new car will make us happy. Or a new house. Or a new relationship.


Happiness comes from within. You’ve heard that one, right? But it doesn’t come from within. It is the within. If you let go of desire and regret (for what is regret but the desire to undo the past?), you will realize you have everything you need. There is no gap in your life. Once you accept that reality, you can find peace, contentment and a happiness more profound and lasting than anything you’ve ever experienced. End the quest for transient elation. Unlock the happiness within.


I want.





The words were scrawled in the margin in red ink. Harri noticed a couple of scribbles above them where it looked as though someone had tried to get a pen to work. She was a little annoyed to be reminded it was a used book and that someone else had read it before her. She’d been lost in Isabella Tosetti’s words, and the knowledge another reader had got them first seemed to somehow diminish their significance. They’d been striking a chord with her, particularly the section about being love-struck. That’s certainly how she’d felt the first time she’d met Ben. She absently turned the page and felt a sudden chill when she registered the handwritten words in the margin overleaf.


I want to live


Help


He’s trying to kill me









Chapter 3


Harri hadn’t been able to concentrate after finding the message. She hadn’t been able to sleep much either. The words could have been a cruel prank, but something about them touched her finely honed instincts as a detective. There were the scribbles of someone trying to get a pen to work, and the message itself was simple and to the point. There were no dramatic flourishes, just a clear plea for help. She kept picking up the book to examine it. She hadn’t found any more writing, but there had been a ‘Leek Library Released for Sale’ stamp on the endpaper. Finally, as the first grey light of dawn edged the curtains, Harri drifted into a fitful sleep and dreamed of the last life she’d failed to save.


Alan Munro.


The man who had cost her almost everything.
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