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			For BS, JS, and MS

		

	
		
			I am beginning to understand why grief feels like suspense.

			—C. S. Lewis

		

	
		
			Zach

			I stood on the common and watched her up in the school library. The lights were on and she passed by the window several times. The third time, she leaned her elbows on the sill and looked out. She seemed to stare straight at me, though I knew I was hidden, my back pressed against the tree, my face concealed behind a web of branches. I had it in mind to step forward when a man came into view behind her and, as she turned, I saw her laugh, a chink of white throat. I imagined his lips then in the dip of her neck, where the vein throbs, her eyes closing, his hands on the swell of her breasts.

			If I know for sure that she’s moved on, that she’s forgotten what we had, I’ll kill her.

			She has no one to blame but herself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Lizzie

			February half-term, 2013

			A deep breath. Petrol, manure, the mineral tang of salt. I’m not that far from the sea, even here. My face is damp from the drizzle and the spray of tires on wet road. I’m gripping the flowers in both hands now, like a bride. I chose hyacinths, though I wasn’t sure—blue ones only. Zach told me you should only ever have one color in a bunch. I’ve wrapped the stems in wet paper towels and secured them in a small freezer bag. Either I made the paper too wet or there’s a small hole in the bag, because water is seeping out. It’s dripping down to my elbow.

			Over the road, I can see a slope of grass, a copse of blunt trees, the shadow of a hill behind. Above that, sky the color of dirty sheep, darker patches, a dribble of falling sun in the distance as the cold afternoon closes in. I am concentrating hard on all these things, because I know that somewhere in the corner of my vision, across the carriageway and away to the left, is the spot. But I’m not going to look. Not yet.

			It is Valentine’s Day, exactly a year since my husband’s car crash, and I am two hundred miles from home beside an A-road in the middle of Cornwall. This trip is an ending or a beginning—I’m not quite sure which. It’s time to move on. People tell me that all the time. I’m trying to believe them.

			I pick my moment between the streaming cars and run. When I reach the far side, I look back at the lay-by where my Nissan Micra sits, rocking in the backdraft of the passing lorries. My dog watches me from the side window. I’ve had a feeling since I parked that I’m being shadowed. It’s probably just the remoteness of the place; so many people driving past, no one else stopping. Or it’s guilt—guilt about all sorts of things, but mostly that I should have come sooner.

			It’s conventional to visit the scene of a fatal accident, to leave flowers: all those lampposts decked with cellophane where poor cyclists have been killed. It’s less usual to leave it this long. The night it happened, when PC Morrow came to the door, she would have brought me here straightaway. The patrol car was waiting. My sister Peggy stopped me. She told Morrow I needed to go home with her, not drive five hours to a wet, windswept Cornish roadside, to smoke and wreckage. It would be insane, she said. I could go another time. Zach was gone. There was nothing I could do.

			And it wasn’t as if I didn’t know what happened. Morrow, fresh from her Family Liaison training, went over it again and again. I understood about the lethal combination: the sea fog and the wet road, the sharp bend, the soft-top roof, the bottles of his favorite distillery-only whiskey on the passenger seat, the oil paints, the solvent-soaked rags in the boot, the thick trunk of the tree—the disastrously placed tree.

			I kept putting it off. People understood. Cornwall was Zach’s favorite place. He had a house down there that would need sorting out; they assumed I would get to it in my own time. But then, in the days and weeks that followed, I began to dread it—seeing the emptiness of his bungalow, feeling the loss of him all over again.

			I feel a shiver up my back. The clouds are thickening. A gust whips my coat. I must hurry up, get this done, return to the car before it gets any darker. A motorbike, overtaking a lorry, howls. I step back. This thing that had seemed so necessary when I was two hundred miles away has started to feel mad, reckless.

			I pick my way along the narrow crumbling shoulder between the white line and the barrier. One foot in front of the other. That’s how you get through—everyone tells you that. One step at a time. I focus as hard as I can on the littered ground: a hamburger wrapper, smeared with ketchup; a used condom, oddly bright in the polluted grass. A polystyrene cup, lodged in the barrier, flips and flaps every time a car passes. As I near the bend, a horn blares—in anxious warning maybe, or perhaps in astonishment at the madwoman in the road with her hands full of flowers.

			When I get there, I’ll put the hyacinths down flat at the base. Is that right? Or do they need to be higher? Perhaps I should have thought more about it, brought Scotch tape. Zach would know—though he’d hate me for coming. He would take it as an insult, not a tribute. He hated sentimentality. He didn’t even like anniversaries. He’d think I was giving in to cliché, or to the advice of others. “Who’ve you been listening to, Lizzie Carter?”

			I can sense the tree’s form now, its arms veined against the gray sky. I reach the frayed slash in the hedgerow. Pale green shoots on the tip of each twig. It’s callous, the way this hawthorn has regenerated, the way it has bounced back. I glance behind once more and then I hoist myself over the crash barrier, and there it is: the tree, an oak, oddly dignified despite the deep gash in its gnarled bark.

			Zach’s tree. I reach out to touch it, to feel the rough grooves of the bark with my fingers. I rest my head against it. My eyes fill.

			My friend Jane didn’t think I should have come on my own today. I made her laugh to prove I could cope. I put on a funny voice and talked about my “ceremonial visit,” my “ritual deposit of floral tribute”—phrases from the self-help book my sister gave me. I didn’t tell her the whole truth—how complicated my grief is, how murky, how, more than anything, this is about laying ghosts.

			Is all grief so confused, or is it just my particular misshapen form of it? There are days I accept his death and I move through the world as if underwater. Ordinary tasks, like filling the dishwasher, or sending off bills, feel brutal and empty. I resent the pigeons nesting outside the bedroom window, the schoolkids at the start of the term in their new uniform. I can be sideswiped by the smallest of things. I saw a white bike helmet on the head of a man cycling down Northcote Road last week and a wave hit me with such strength, my knees buckled. I had to crouch for a bit on the pavement outside Capstick Sports. Other days, I forget. I am almost carefree, relieved, and then I am overcome by feelings of such intense shame I don’t know where to put myself. I succumb to lethargy and depression. I put things off.

			Standing here, I feel close to him in a pure way. This was the point of coming. His death feels real for the first time. I must let him go, hard as it is, because, despite everything, he was the love of my life. Peggy is right. He was the man I have spent most of my life loving—the most minutes, the most hours, the most days, the most time. I close my eyes, blink my tears away, and wonder if I can now let my restless thoughts lie.

			Something crackles beneath my foot, and I look down.

			Propped against the roots is a bouquet of flowers. Casablanca lilies, formally wrapped in cellophane, secured with a large purple ribbon.

			I step back. Another accident in the same place: that’s my first thought. A black spot. The curve of the road, and the unfortunate lay of the land. Another night of fog, perhaps. More rain.

			I’m disconcerted. I don’t know where to put my hyacinths. The lilies look so professional and important. I stand there, wondering what to do. I’m not sure Zach, despite his contempt, would want to share. So it’s a moment before I even see the note. It’s white. Someone has drawn a large heart with a name—I tilt my head sideways: X E N I A—spelled out around it. And at the top, in big black letters, it reads: FOR ZACH.

			And for a moment, honestly, I think: what a coincidence. Someone else called Zach has crashed and died here. Did they, to use PC Morrow’s verb, “fireball” too?

			And then, as the truth settles, I lay the flowers down meekly, on the ground. I rise and, in a trance, pass again through the gap in the hedge, over the crash barrier, and I’m heading along the road the way I came, empty-handed, head down. It’s only when I look up that I see another car—a silver SUV, right up close behind the Micra, tight against its bumper.

			A knot begins to press at the top of my spine. I try to run back across the road, but my legs feel weighted, drugged. Cars are coming from behind. A horn blares. My skirt is flapping, trails of scarf whip around my face. Brakes squeal, another horn sounds. A rush of air and spray.

			I fumble at the car door, hurl myself into the seat, greeted by the dog, his wiry lurcher body, licking and wriggling and trying to get away from me all at the same time. In the rearview mirror I watch the SUV pull out, catch the hunched form of the driver wrestling the wheel. He must have stopped to check directions, or take a call. Mustn’t he?

			Seen in the mirror, my eyes are red-rimmed. A scratch has appeared across my cheek. I rub the top of Howard’s head, roll my fingers under his collar and dig them into the folds around his neck. I am trying not to cry.

			A hand-drawn heart. Xenia. He never mentioned a Xenia.

			I feel a sharp ache of jealousy, mixed with the old longing, but I am aware also for the first time of its opposite: a slipping of responsibility. Someone else loved him. I have a taste at the back of my throat, clean and metallic, and, despite everything, I realize it’s relief.

			• • •

			The Internet played Cupid. I like to be up front about that. My sister Peggy, who cares more about appearances than I do, decided early on that we shouldn’t. Pretend it began with a chance encounter at the supermarket. “Tell people you bumped into each other by the fresh fruit,” she said, “reaching for the same Fairtrade pineapple or what have you.”

			“Or at the ready-made meals for one,” I said.

			“Picking over the Mr. Brains Pork Fingers,” said Zach. “Or what have you.”

			I was wary at first. I couldn’t think what he saw in me. But at that moment, in Peggy’s kitchen, watching him charm my sister, the “what have you” already a private joke between us, I let myself fall in love.

			Jane, happily married to her childhood sweetheart, had encouraged me to sign up. Since we first met at sixth form college, apart from a brief period in my twenties she had never known me not single. We worked at the same school—it was Jane who put me forward for the job in the library—and she nagged every break time. “It’s not like it used to be,” she said. “No stigma. You just need to pick a website attached to a broadsheet news­paper. You’ll get the right kind of person there. You know”—she made a rolling gesture with her hands, spinning delicacy from ­snobbery—“educated.” Jane went to university and sometimes forgets that I didn’t.

			For my profile, I wanted to write: dowdy librarian, few qualifications, main carer for parent with dementia, very little romantic experience. Jane had other ideas. My friends describe me as an outgoing and fun-loving world traveler, she wrote, batting me away from the screen. Equally comfortable in jeans and a little black dress.

			“I don’t even own a black dress.”

			She tutted dismissively. “Who cares?”

			Zach was my sixth date. An artist, he lived in Brighton, way beyond my prescribed five-mile radius, so I almost didn’t meet him. On the phone, he suggested a walk. They tell you to avoid that sort of interaction; better to meet in a public place. He had already showed himself a rule breaker. The others had engaged in a series of emails in which personality-revealing issues were debated—country life versus town, sexual excitement versus companionship. He just asked if he could ring me. Plus he used his real name right away, not “Lookin’forluv_007,” say, but Zach Hopkins.

			In his photograph he wasn’t skiing, or braced in front of a vintage car. He didn’t have his arms around a German shepherd. His picture was black-and-white, out of focus, shot at a low speed, taken from above, his mouth half open, a slight frown, the puzzled concentration of a person deciphering a crossword. The picture looked artless, picked at random, though as I would find out, nothing was ever artless or random with Zach.

			I said yes to the walk. I don’t think I hesitated. His low, steady voice; his air, very slightly ironic, of cutting to the chase. Already I was enthralled, knocked off course by his certainty.

			He caught the train from Brighton to Clapham Junction, and I waited for him nervously outside the new entrance at the top. It was November, overcast, with a light chill in the air—but it wasn’t cold. He was wearing a Russian fur hat and a heavy coat over a baggy linen suit. As we set off toward the common, me tugging at Howard to stop him from leaping up at the hat, he told me it had taken a long time to choose his outfit. “I wanted to impress you with my natural sophistication. You are, after all, a world traveler.” He gave a small bow. “I was also pursuing a note of eccentricity, an oddity about which we could reminisce. I wanted us to be able to look back and say, ‘Remember that fur hat you wore on our first date. What were you thinking?’ With the added advantage”—he paused to strike a pose—“I thought the trench made me appear more muscular.”

			I found it hard to talk because I was so overwhelmed by how handsome he was. The breadth of his shoulders, the blue intensity of his eyes, the stooped height of him. Halfway through my previous date, a coffee in Starbucks with Mr.NiceGuy, a telecoms engineer from Crystal Palace, I had caught sight of the two of us in a mirror. Our rounded shoulders, our bland and yet vulnerable expressions. We looked like two turtles without their shells. I couldn’t think what Zach was doing here. Or why he would waste any time with me. The way he spoke, too, the self-conscious theatricality and the slight nervousness behind it, the accelerated intimacy that might have been ironic or might not. He was the opposite of shell-less turtle, the opposite of bland.

			“You seem quite muscular to me,” I said eventually.

			We hadn’t even walked as far as the traffic lights across the South Circular when he reached for my hand, stuffing it inside his pocket along with his own.

			I remember that more than anything—the rough warmth of his fingers, the dryness I was to discover came from oil paint and white spirit, the cracks across his palm. I remember that more than his volubility, or the heavy overcoat, or the ridiculous hat. He didn’t told my hand stiffly, either. He rubbed it as we walked, massaging it back and forth with his thumb, as if testing the flesh.

			Later, when I knew more about him, when he’d explained about his childhood, the problems he had with trust, when he had gazed so deeply into my eyes I felt as if my insides were melting, he told me it wasn’t loneliness that had led him to the Internet. In the normal run of things, he met single women all the time. He was in search of a new beginning, that was all. He just wanted to start again.

			• • •

			I turn the key in the ignition and pull out. The traffic is heavy. It’s the dull end of a Saturday afternoon, locals are heading away from a soccer match. Dusk is beginning to roll out across the fields. I still have twenty miles to drive from here and I promised Jane, who knows how much I am dreading opening the door to Zach’s holiday house, that I would reach it before dark.

			I keep going the long way—the Bodmin bypass and the main road into Wadebridge; two sides of a triangle. It’s the route Zach used to take to Gulls before he discovered the shortcut. A year ago, according to Morrow’s analysis, Zach missed the junction and turned round at the next roundabout. Morrow said he’d probably been drinking. He would definitely have been tired, out late the night before with an art dealer in Exeter, a bad night in a B and B, and then a long day with his paints on the moors.

			I think, before I can stop myself, about the last time I saw him—the morning before he died. We were in our small kitchen in ­Wandsworth. The radio was on, broadcasting the results of a by-election in Hampshire. I was late for work, wary of him, shrugging on my coat, finding a lead for the dog, stuffing on my hat. But as I passed by the door, he reached out and grabbed my sleeve. His pupils were smaller, the irises a lighter blue. His mood had changed. “I love you,” he said intensely, tugging me closer. “You do know, don’t you?”

			“I do,” I said. I never doubted that.

			“Because I do,” he said. “I do love you.”

			He kissed me full on the mouth. I tasted coffee, and mint, and last night’s whiskey. I felt myself sink, yielding, as I always had. My stomach clenched. Tears began to prick. If he had moved his lips to brush the hollow of my neck, I’d have gone upstairs with him, however late I was for school, however scared I was.

			I said: “I’m sorry the chicken had mushrooms in it.”

			His voice was soft. “It’s just I thought you knew.”

			I said: “I should have remembered. And I’m sorry I was late home. Peggy was in a state about the baby.”

			“She’s got you round her little finger,” he said.

			Howard came up then and nudged my elbow. I scratched behind his ears. He hadn’t been well and I put my hand to his chest, checking.

			Zach looked away. “You love that dog more than me.”

			“I don’t.”

			He rearranged the coffeepot and his coffee cup on the table so the handles faced the same way. He aligned the teaspoon on the saucer. “Do you promise?”

			I’d been kneeling and I stood up, forcing myself to laugh. I had already decided to leave. I had written the letter and posted it. It would be waiting for him in Cornwall. I’d sent it there because I thought it would be better if he were a long way away when he read it. I was hoping this last breakfast would be normal. But my voice sounded too high, strangulated, the words squeezed dry on my tongue. “I promise I don’t love the dog more than you.”

			I spoke to him twice more before he died—once on the phone that night and once late the following afternoon. I wanted to hear his voice one more time. He was still on Dartmoor when I rang, at a point called Cosdon, painting a run of ancient stone tors. Bleak and funereal, he said, stretching into the distance like unmarked graves. He was after a dying light. He would reach the bungalow after dark. I told him to be careful on the last unlit stretch of road. It was the last time I spoke to him.

			I pull off the dual carriageway, slow down, head over the bridge. The road narrows to a single lane. I put my lights on. I stay under the speed limit. I always do. Zach said I drive like an old woman. It’s the sort of thing I try to remember, his fondness for a casual insult, the way his jokes could tip into something nastier. I hope it will make me miss him less.

			It doesn’t work.

			You can love and hate someone at the same time. You can so pity them it’s like a fist in your stomach, be so resentful you want to hit them. They can be the best thing that ever happened to you, and the worst. You can have thoughts of leaving them, and yet the memory of their skin, the pads of their fingers across your rib cage . . . these can take your breath away, even after a year.

			The letter will still be there at the house. It has sat unopened for a whole year. I imagine it buried under the pizza flyers and the TV license reminders, the Electoral Roll brown envelopes.

			Thank God he died before he read it. That’s one thing to be grateful for. He never learned of my betrayal.

			When I get there I am going to burn it.

			I change gears for the hill. The car jerks. Howard, curled next to me, doesn’t lift his head from his paws.

			I have driven past the holiday park, and caught, through a hedgerow, my first velvet glimpse of sea, when I see headlights glaring in my rearview mirror. Undipped, right up close. I am on a slight incline and I accelerate until the lights have receded. Stupid idiot, I think, but then the lights are back. Dazzling, flashing. The car is on my bumper. Its horn is sounding. I think of the silver SUV in the lay-by. Is this an SUV? I can’t see anything else, not the sea, not the banks, not the road, just these insistent, blazing lights, and I’ve started driving faster and faster, hurtling down the hill toward the village until I reach the farm shop. I skid into the entrance and screech to a halt.

			The car zooms past and is gone. I wait for a moment. Howard has got to his feet and is nosing at the window. It is dark out, the vegetable racks loom like gallows, and suddenly everything is very still.

			The self-help books with their formal stages of grief, they expect a standard trajectory: shock, disbelief, bargaining, anger, depression, final acceptance. I think I’ve got jammed. The one Peggy gave me, The Flowering of Your Passing, had a chapter on “pathological grief.” It’s when a bereaved person finds it impossible to move on. I think pathological grief might be what I’ve got.

			No one is out to get me. It’s pathological. Survivor’s guilt. Leaver’s guilt. Unfinished business.

			If I had stolen the lilies, I could have them with me now. I would touch them, rub their dusty satin between my fingers, breathe their sickly scent and know that I hadn’t made them up.

			It’s a short drive from here, along a web of rough roads that follow the contour of the hill. Gulls is on the outside of this network, close to the edge of the cliff where the properties begin to run out. I put on the radio and rattle the last pockmarked stretch of journey, singing thinly to Taylor Swift.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Lizzie

			Wheelie bins block the entrance to the studio Zach converted from the old garage next door. Rotten pears from last summer cover the steep pitch of grass. Decayed heads of hostas flop drearily along the path. The main limb of the climbing rose I tried to train across the porch two years ago has fallen backward to the ground.

			I approach the bungalow from the side, as you would a nervous cat. I never liked it here. It’s too remote for me. This end of the cliff road is run-down and desolate; the other houses look shut up and empty, even when they’re not. Zach, who bought the house after his mother died, claimed to love the wildness and the isolation, but it felt like an affectation. I think it was what he thought an artist should say. The fact is he hated being alone.

			The key snags and catches. I push gingerly against a pile of post. My letter will be under there. I’ll destroy it as soon as I can.

			The door gives and I stare into the gloom. No one is here. No one has been living here. Those flowers from “Xenia” in a way are the proof I was looking for. He’s not been hiding here. He’s gone. There’s a dank smell. Pieces of furniture stand in murky shadows. I step over the threshold and switch on the light at the wall. Not working. I cross the room, tripping over the edge of the rug, to turn on the lamps on either side of the fireplace. A yellow glow pools on to the dusty surface of Zach’s cricket table. I rub the oak with the heel of my hand, leaving a smear in the shape of a tear.

			How stupid it is to be scared by a house. I begin to walk around, switching on all the other lights, looking in all the rooms. A tap drips in the bathroom. In the kitchen, mouse droppings are scattered along the base of the Dualit toaster, and a tendril of ivy creeps through a crack in the window frame. The row of ash-glazed jugs along the shelf are neatly lined up, the handles at the same angle; the natural birch washing-up brushes sit stoutly in their pot. Something acrid curdles in the air. It feels damp, that’s all.

			The bedroom is how it would have been left the last time we were here—pillows stiff, bare duvet folded like a body under the antique Durham quilt. The sheets are in the bottom drawer of the linen press—crisp, lavender scented. I remember the last time we put them away: Zach’s broad hands as he folded, the look of concentration on his face, the small dance as we came together, the drop, the laugh, noses above the sheets, a long kiss. Moments of perfect happiness—I can never deny those.

			My legs feel shaky. I sit down on the side of the bed and lean my head against the wall. We didn’t match, Zach and I. People used to wonder what he saw in me. His confidence, my diffidence. I’m nothing to look at. His were the kind of looks that drew the eye, that made shop assistants simper. What a catch he was. All my friends thought it. I’d lucked out—I could see it in their expressions. Jane was envious of the newness. But it was more about oldness. I felt tied to him, almost as soon as we met, caught at the ribs. Connections tangled beneath us, drew us together. He had been at school with my old boss. We had rented flats in the same block in Clapham, been unwitting neighbors. He voiced feelings I had had myself but hadn’t put into words. He stood up for me—no one had ever done that before. And he had this way of speeding things forward (“How many children shall we have?”; “Where shall we retire?”) to the point where I felt I’d always known him, and always would.

			And in bed, with our clothes off, we fitted. The things I’d read about in books turned out not to be clichés after all. I would melt. I didn’t know where he ended and where I began. Whole nights would pass in a tangle of limbs. And he felt it, too. I know he did, for all his experience. His hands in my hair, the breathless silence, the look of ecstatic anguish on his beautiful face as he came. His sighs afterward, his weight pressing me into the sheets, the rasp of his chin in the crook of my neck. The small moan of satisfaction as he pulled me to him. I had my own power.

			My eyes have closed, but I open them now and I realize I am staring down at a wire on the floor, trailing from a plug in the wall. I poke at it with my foot. It’s a dirty white color, half coiled, with an adaptor halfway along. I bend down and, reaching under the bed to where the wire leads, bring up a silver laptop—a MacBook Air.

			I try and make sense of it, turn it over in my hands, feel the coldness of the metal.

			Zach owned a MacBook Air. He wrote on it all the time, poured down his ideas, notes for paintings, for projects. He was obsessive about it. He never let it out of his sight. He had it with him when he left London. He would have had it with him when he died. His was destroyed in the fire. So this isn’t that one. This must be someone else’s.

			I open it. ZACH HOPKINS flashes across the screen, with a space for the password. The screen saver is the view from the cliff top—low cloud, rolls of Atlantic Ocean, Zach’s favorite view. I snap the laptop shut and, hands trembling, lay it down carefully on the bed next to me.

			Zach wouldn’t let me touch his laptop. I lifted it off the kitchen table once, just to clean underneath, and he yanked it so roughly out of my hands it fell to the floor. He picked it up, checking it over, swearing at me, and I left the room so he wouldn’t see my face. Later, when we made up, when he clung to me in bed, he apologized for overreacting. “It’s just that my life is on it,” he said.

			I stand up quietly now, trying not to make any noise. I pull out the drawer where he kept a few old clothes. I think a pair of shorts is missing, navy ones, and a gray sweatshirt, and a worn leather belt that is normally coiled in the corner. I kneel down on the floor and look under the bed. There should be a holdall—kept here, as it’s too bulky for the closet—but it’s gone. I run into the kitchen. I search the oven and the cupboards, shake out the tea towels. From the cupboard, a flashlight is missing, along with a stash of emergency money, £40 or so, that was kept in an empty box of muesli. I go through the house, room by room, searching for evidence with a different eye, with a different set of assumptions. On the wall in the living room, a dirty square below an empty nail. A picture has been taken down. It was an early work of Zach’s, an oil, simple, rough, of a woman in a doorway. His Hunter boots, in accordance with his strict sense of orderliness, should be in the closet, lined up in their usual place. My old blue Dunlops are there. But his—dark green, size forty-three, the left one chewed by Howard and mended by me in panicked secrecy with some special glue I bought online—are gone.

			I sit down in the chair by the fireplace. My mouth is dry. I’ve started shaking. It’s beginning again. I’m back where I started. People have told me I’m mad, and maybe I am. Perhaps I am imagining it. But I’m not. He has been in this house.

			My letter.

			The pile of mail is still lying by the front door. I pick it up and take it to the table, push through the brown envelopes and free newspapers and flyers for plumbers and electricians, gas bills and TV license demands, then drop it all at my feet. There’s no letter from me.

			Howard is still out the front, in the garden. I move to the door and call him. It’s a cold Cornish night, with a wisp of warmer Gulf wind. It’s completely silent. He’ll have gone farther down the lane, on the nose of a scent, perhaps looking for Zach. I shout louder.

			Phrases spool over and over in my head. My beloved, I’d begun. I need space . . . a little time apart: pat sentences, the kind of fake sentiments Zach hated, received ideas. I was too scared to write the truth. “Be honest,” he used to say. “Look at me. Tell me how you feel.” Panic rises within me, remembering that. Often, I didn’t know how I felt. Sometimes, frozen by the ferocity of his desire to know, I didn’t feel anything at all.

			“You’re everything,” he used to say. “I couldn’t live without you.”

			You love that dog more than me.

			Howard still doesn’t come, and I go back into the house, into the kitchen. The trash bin is Brabantia, top of the range—Zach insisted. It has a vintage look to it. Details were so important to him. I click open the lid.

			My letter and its envelope are scrunched up at the bottom.

			“HOWARD!” I’m out the front, screaming now, too loudly, filled with trepidation.

			My dog comes bounding, skidding across the dank grass, falling over his own feet. He knocks into my legs and then passes me into the house. His dirty paws, the white boards, the pale rug. The old panic sharp in my chest: I’ll have to clean up before Zach sees.

			• • •

			In London, at night, I leave the light on since the accident. I don’t trust myself. I double- and triple-check windows and doors. My brain is unreliable. When I am with people, I have a thought and then I don’t know whether I have actually said it out loud. I repeat myself, Jane says. Other times I am unnaturally silent. I feel as if I’m waiting. My limbs turn heavy and uncooperative. If I’m not careful, I think, I will fall down the stairs, crack my head, break all my bones. I’m scared I might die.

			I see Zach everywhere. I’ll see a man in the street or along the platform on the Tube and my heart will stop. I’ll run, pushing people out of the way, and then I’ll reach him, or he’ll turn, and it won’t be Zach at all, but a stranger with the same gait or messenger bag, the same floppy dark hair.

			Peggy is always telling me to clear out his clothes. But it feels wrong. How can I get rid of his shoes, his shirts? He’ll need them when he comes back.

			PC Morrow assures me this is common. The brain needs to forge new synapses. It hasn’t caught up with the heart. I am like a soldier, she said, experiencing phantom sensations in an amputated limb. It is neuropathic confusion. It will stop, she said, when I am more myself.

			I am still waiting. But my mind seems to be getting more confused, not less. I sense his breath on my neck. Once, at work, I was alone in the library, putting books back on the shelves, and I smelled his aftershave. Acqua di Parma—Colonia Intensa (not Assoluta: I made that mistake once). The light in the room changed, as if someone was blocking the doorway. When I got there and looked out, the corridor was empty.

			We had a break-in. I had a break-in. Although break-in isn’t quite the word. No busted lock or broken window; nothing left on its hinges. My handbag, the television, the loose change on the kitchen table, were untouched. They took Zach’s iPod. “It’s all kids want these days,” Morrow said, “small electronic gadgets they can sell on.” Even so. The front door tightly closed, the post neatly piled on the table in the hall—did I leave it like that? I couldn’t remember. Morrow said I must have left the door unlatched. An open invitation. I make that sort of mistake all the time. Was it dread or longing that sent quivers up my spine, that made me imagine he had let himself in with his key?

			At night I hear noises. A car pulled up in the street in the middle of the night a few weeks ago. Elvis Costello, “I Wanna Be Loved,” his favorite song, leaked from the rolled-down window. The car stayed there, engine running, right outside the house. The music was loud enough to reach me, even in the back bedroom where I sleep. By the time I got to the study window, the car had pulled off. I saw its lights at the end of the road.

			I dream about him most nights. In the folds of sleep, my eyes shut tight, I think of his face pressed against mine. I put my hands between my legs and imagine his lips running across my neck, down to my breasts, his fingers around my nipples. A feeling of something weighing on me, under the sheets, my hands curled tight, the cotton sucked into my mouth. In the morning, when I wake, I think he crept in through the window and under the covers. I can smell him on my skin, see the dent of his head on the pillow. He has spent the night with me. It is Zach, I am sure, who made me come.

			I don’t tell anyone. They will think I am madder than they already do. Peggy says that when you lose the love of your life, you are allowed to lose your grip on reality, though I am not sure she banked on it lasting more than a year. Probably exactly a year. Peggy believes in absolutes. She doesn’t do messiness.

			Jane knows a little about my marriage, but no details.

			There is darkness in my head, memories that burn—things neither of them know, that I couldn’t begin to tell.

			• • •

			I destroy the letter and its envelope on the front step. I take a match to them both, watch them curl, and then sweep up the papery gray ashes and throw them out into the lane. Zach was here. I clean my teeth, gulping water straight from the tap—clay red in its first gush—and sit, fully clothed, in the armchair. I’m trying to think straight. I’d been so fearful of his reaction, so weak, I’d sent a letter to a cottage two hundred miles away. I spoke to him an hour before he died. Nothing in his tone told me he had read it. He was lying even then, suppressing his anger, working out what to do to me.

			Darkness presses against the windows. Night noises—the wind rattling the windows, mice in the eaves. I think about running away, finding a hotel room, driving back to London, but I’m unable to move. I resolve to wait. If he’s out there, let him come. I deserve it.

			The truth is, I would never have left him. Zach could be funny and confident and clever, but it was his darkness that drew me. The shadows that crossed his face, the unexplained headaches, the snaps of anger (not directed at me; not to begin with). Once, after we’d been out with my sister and her husband, he ranted about how Rob had put him down: “Did you see him smirk every time he mentioned my ‘art’?” It made me love him more, things like that. His obsessions and his insecurities, the sensitivity to condescension: I knew where they came from. I’ve seen what childhood abuse does to kids at school—how withdrawn and angry they can be, how delicate their sense of self. His moods, I knew they weren’t about me—the wrong food I’d cooked, the wrong clothes—even if he said they were. I knew that; I really did. By the end everything was so tangled between us and so intense, so absorbing, the loss of it, the hole he has left, has been almost too much to bear.

			I think about Xenia and her heart-shaped note, let myself feel a clean, sharp jealousy for this unknown woman, this person I have never met, a wild, dizzying pain under my breastbone. Was she his lover? I let myself imagine him here, with me, a whiff of whiskey on my neck, the feel of him against my thighs. Early on he told me he was touched by my obsession with his body. He said I was like a hatched gosling who had imprinted itself on the first living creature it saw.

			The year is up. He has been biding his time, waiting for me to come to Gulls before he makes his move.

			I am ready.

			Whatever he wants, he can have.

			I will stay awake all night.

		

	
		
			Zach

			July 2009

			The way she chews plays on my nerves. Her mouth hangs half open, her small teeth crunch; there’s a sucking sound as the two surfaces separate. She mops her lips with her tongue between each bite. I know it’s unreasonable of me to mind, but I can’t stop myself. It turns my stomach. The flat is too small, a bad conversion: I think that’s part of the problem. I’m claustrophobic. Every time she shifts on the sofa, the springs twang.

			Her eyes were fixed on the television. We used to call it a TV dinner. Now it’s a ready meal. Count on Us. Four hundred calories or less. Salmon and wild rice. When she finished, she put her tray down on the carpet. A dollop of miso sauce from the bottom of the tray stained her skirt, but she didn’t notice. She swung her feet up and laid them in my lap. She was wearing ankle socks. I could see the horizontal indentation where the fabric dug into her flesh. I shifted my groin away. After a bit I moved her feet to one side, got up, and went to the window to look out.

			If only you could see the sea from here, that would be something. Instead, it’s a run of red and gray roofs, the distant glass dome of the shopping center. I don’t get this about Brighton. Most of the houses shoulder the water when they could face it. Why would a builder worry about the wind, not the light? She likes the warmth and practicality of this place—two square rooms, a single hop from TV to bed. One road up, now that’s a place I could fancy—a Georgian parade, a wedding-cake sweep, with its own communal garden.

			I sat back down, then waited for a raucous segment of the show before saying I needed air.

			“Oh sweetie, sorry,” she said, jumping to her feet. “Do you want to watch something else? I can switch it off if you like.”

			I paused, as if I were considering it, though I was way past that. Mentally, I was already out, pacing the streets, sucking up the ozone. I tried to make my voice sound considerate: “You darling girl, you need your downtown. I won’t be long.”

			I felt relieved as soon as I was out in the open, repentant because of the look on her face, but also liberated. It’s her fault it’s not working. I want it to work, or I used to. What’s wrong with her? Why doesn’t she see what we could have? She’s a clever girl; for Christ’s sake, she does psychometric testing for a living. She should have sussed out what would make us happy. She doesn’t appreciate me, that’s the problem.

			Brighton in high summer. Bins spilled their contents onto the pavement, black plastic flapping. The rancid smell of rotting fruit mixed with fried food, the pungent tang of Chinese. Men on a stag, pushing and pulling each other, falling into traffic, the tragic failed camaraderie of a halfhearted singsong. Down at the beach, a group of women lay on the pebbles in the still light, their red and white sunburned legs outstretched, the gleam of their throats, raucous laughter. Rihanna’s “Umbrella” blazed tinnily from someone’s iPhone. “Ella, ella, ella,” the girls shouted. Drunken hens. Or shoppers—Primark carrier bags behind their heads—tanked up from happy hour. The sea glimmered in the sinking sun like oil. Seagulls, fat and dirty gray, pranced and flapped along the boardwalk. Even the seagulls down here seem unnatural.

			I walked along the front toward the pier. It wasn’t so much that I was attracted to the flashing lights or the high-pitched whir. I just didn’t want to take the backstreets and risk passing Blank Canvas. It would be like turning over a stone, seeing wood lice on their backs, legs flailing. Those three artworks—none sold last time I looked. No one wants them. People don’t want heaviness, layers. They want small children with spades, the sky a shade to match their curtains. I don’t know why I bother. I should stick with the casts. Jim, “my boss,” rang earlier to say three more commissions came in today. A newborn’s feet and two mothers wanting plaster representations of their kids’ pudgy hands. The residents of Brighton really can’t get enough of their own limbs.

			I found myself outside Green’s Wine Bar. It’s far enough off the main drag to be quiet. Plus, no one wants solid, old-fashioned French anymore—they want artisaned and heritaged and locally sourced. I thought about ringing someone but I’m not good company; it will be different when I sell a picture. I sat in the corner, and the new waitress, dyed blond hair and a heavy hand with the fake tan, perched on the edge of my table to take my order—grilled chicken with sautéed potatoes and green beans. When the food came, I divided it into sections, eating the potato first, then the beans, and lastly the chicken, smothering each mouthful with enough mustard to make my head sing. Sometimes I’ll do anything to get sensation back where it should be.

			It was dark when I got back to the flat, the TV off. Charlotte had tidied up the living room and was waiting for me in the bedroom. She had changed her underwear from the overwashed shapeless gray I saw her put on this morning, into a matching red-and-black nylon-lace bra and thong. I’d seen the La Senza bag in the recycling. I don’t know if it was pity or the tackiness of her “lingerie,” but I felt aroused, despite myself. She told me she was sorry, but I don’t think she knew what for. It’s what I wanted, but I don’t know what for. Either way, I felt hollow. I don’t know what I’m looking for, but everything seems empty.

			Afterward I came back out here to the sitting room and poured myself a glass of Glengoyne. It seems to work when I’m feeling out of control like this. Out the window is a purple-orange sky, white and yellow lights. Music throbbing from the nightclub a street away. Loud voices rising up across the rooftops. Brighton’s wrong for me. It’s not a good fit, literally. I’m too big for this flat, this town. The carpet is too static, the furniture too flimsy. The whole place brings out the worst in me. I should live in Cornwall. Perhaps I’ll do that.

			No—I need sweetness, naïveté. I need someone to rescue me from myself.

			I could be happy, I think. I could be good.

			Something’s got to happen. Something’s got to give.

			Somewhere out there someone is waiting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Lizzie

			I wake with a jerk. My neck is stiff. Howard is on my feet. He raises his head, and then lies back down.

			It is 8:00 a.m.

			A branch scrapes the window.

			I shift my legs and Howard stands up. A pale light fills the room. It’s a day of flat cloud. I can’t believe I let myself sleep. Nothing here has changed. The front door is shut; the pile of ravaged post lies on the floor where I left it.

			I should feel relieved, but I don’t, just a terrible deflation. I shiver and get gingerly to my feet. It’s cold. I’m wearing the same clothes as yesterday—an old floral skirt of my mother’s, from the back of my drawer. Zach wouldn’t have liked it. Early on, he took all my old fleeces and jeans to the charity shop. He was only happy when I wore clothes he had bought. Once Peggy gave me one of her castoffs, a swirly purple wrap dress. I thought it looked nice, but he said it didn’t suit me and it disappeared from my cupboard.

			In the chest of drawers in the bedroom, I find an old shirt of his—soft gray chambray, with a stain on the front. It was my fault, the stain. I rested a leaky ink pen on top of the ironing. He caught me trying to scrub it out, dabbing at it with a Stain Devil in the bathroom. I can still see him standing there in the doorway, a cold smile on his face. I jumped. “Are you scared of me?” he asked, and I said I wasn’t. I forced my voice to stay steady. “But I know this sort of thing matters to you. I’m just trying to avoid unnecessary stress for both of us. It’s just a shirt.”

			My tone surprised him; he looked confused, lost. He very rarely realized his obsessions were anything but normal. It was one of those moments when I experienced my own control. I felt a quickening low in my stomach, hooked my fingers into the belt of his jeans, and pulled him to me.

			Now I hold the shirt to my face, feel the threads against my lips. It smells of different washing powder—the only brand in the shop down here. I put it on with one of his old jerseys over that. I find an extra pair of socks in the drawer too. I catch my face in the mirror. I look old and pale. He liked me in makeup, but I haven’t worn it since he died. That red lipstick he bought me, I don’t know where it is. I sit on the bed wearing his clothes, and a wave of intense sadness and guilt surges through me.

			Thoughts I have been keeping at bay begin to press. What if he read my letter and drove back to London to confront me? What if he had been drinking, was so crazed with anger that he wasn’t seeing straight? What if he died on his way?

			Am I losing perspective? Have I been too much on my own?

			I’ve got to get out.

			My Converse are damp from last night, and I open the cupboard for my Wellington boots. I stare at the empty space where Zach’s should be. He must have been wearing them. Did he go for a walk when he first arrived, to blow away the cobwebs, and then come back and find my letter? I imagine him ambling back through the door, carefree, and then picking it up, and the thought is unbearable.

			I grab my Wellies then, knocking the fabric conditioner to the floor in my hurry. I put the bottle back on the shelf, in alignment with the washing powder. The dustpan and brush I used yesterday have fallen off their hook. Or perhaps I was so anguished I didn’t hang them up, as Zach taught me, just hurled them back in. I rehang them, thrust my feet into my boots, grab Howard’s lead, and unlock the front door.

			The wind is stiffer this morning and I take my waterproof jacket from the backseat, pulling up the hood to keep the wind out of my ears, digging my gloves out of the pocket. My mobile phone is tucked in the plastic groove on the inside of the handle on the driver’s door, where I left it last night. I don’t feel like speaking to anyone, but I promised I would ring Jane, and Peggy.

			I straighten up and shut the car door, and as I do that, I catch a movement out of the corner of my eye. A figure on the other side of the lane, a girl with long hair, in a blue coat. She stares at me. I can’t see her expression from this distance, but something about her body language, the way she’s positioning herself, legs apart, shoulders thrust forward, is disconcerting. I wonder if she is lost.

			“You all right?” I call and begin to walk toward her, but she doesn’t answer. By the time I have crossed the road she has disappeared down the alley that runs alongside the bungalow opposite, and is gone.

			I take the same path, pocked with puddles from the recent weeks of rain. It leads down between a network of garden fences, along the boundary of the hotel, to the cliff top—the point where civilization runs out and the swell of grassed cliff begins.

			The sea: it’s always a surprise. Zach used to say it was some sort of consolation, no matter where or when. You feel it coming, smell it in the air, sense the opening light, and then there it is—that great expanse, that stretch. Today it is riffled, uneasy, not rolling but tufted like the hair of a terrier. It is colored in layers, sage and granite, only a few white tips, a smudged horizon. Stepper Point, across the bay, is a patchwork of green and mustard yellow, edged with thin parings of sand. Seagulls yelp and wheel above my head. Behind, on the back wall of the hotel, polished jackdaws caw.

			I’d never imagined the kind of happiness I experienced with Zach would belong to me. When I met him, I had got used to thinking of myself as an aunt and a sister and a daughter, not a lover. I had set my sights on average contentment. And yet within months I was striding along this cliff top, his hand in mine, gorse underfoot, the wind in my ears, the sea in his eyes. He told me when we were walking here one day that I was a source of constant surprise to him, that my humble delight in the world was infectious. I wasn’t used to making a difference to anyone. When I wonder what he saw in me, I often think of that.

			An elderly man passes with a black Labrador. I stand back. I’m having trouble breathing. I’ve got a tightness in my throat, an empty feeling in my abdomen, a need to sigh. I am biting my lip. This loss, this sense of emptiness, is worse than last night’s fear. It’s why I put off coming. The world seems blank. He used to ask me if I’d choose to die before or after him. “Before,” I used to say.

			I walk faster. There’s a bench around the headland, below the large holiday houses, the ones with the telescopes and the balconies, the ones Zach used to hanker after, and I reach it and sit down. Below me, the sea swarms around the black rocks.

			I fumble for my phone. There’s a signal here. I ring Jane first, but she doesn’t answer. Sunday morning. She and Sanjay are probably having brunch in one of the new cafés that have opened near their flat. She will tell me about it later. She believes in the comfort of food—the sunrise muffin, or the eggs Benedict, or the Turkish pide. I will tell her I’m fine, and she will pretend to believe me. She might mention Sam Welham, the new psychology teacher. She loved Zach—my knight without armor, she used to call him, my fairy-tale prince—but she thinks it’s time I moved on.

			Peggy answers. I stare at the sea and, keeping control of my voice, tell her Gulls is still standing. “And yes, I am too.” Her Clapham kitchen, with its kids’ drawings, its piles of washing, seems a long way off. She hasn’t managed to visit Mum. “You know what weekends are like.” She is preparing Sunday lunch, and her five-year-old is helping. “No, no, no,” she keeps saying. “Careful, Alfie. Sorry, Lizzie. Are you okay, not too sad? Watch out. HOT.” Zach was irritated by the way Peggy’s role as parent spilled into every corner of her life, but I’m touched by it. “I’ll ring you back,” she says suddenly and goes.

			I stand up. I’ve just got to reach the shop, buy a few things, organize for an estate agent to visit. It’s not much. I can go through these normal motions. I walk around the last bend and the village stretches out below, a crescent of buildings around a deep bay, a glimmering stretch of beach studded with rocks. It’s low tide, the sea pulling away in the distance. A scattering of sleek black-neoprene figures, leaning against yellow boards, disconsolate at the waterline. Several more bobbing a hundred meters out. Children scattered, people idly walking, more dogs. The mobile van’s here—“Rip It Up: Gary’s Surf Adventure”—even if the waves aren’t.

			Zach loved it here. He actually grew up somewhere else, on a different coast, in a village on the Isle of Wight, but a girl he met when he was young had a holiday home here and he got to know the area through her. When his mother died, he sold her house and invested the money in property here instead. For him, it was a breaking of ties, but I don’t think it was that big a leap—it’s still the same small, tight world he grew up in: the middle classes in all their faded-red-trousered glory. He just swapped one privileged sailing community for another.

			South London on sea, some people call it. It’s funny, that, how limited the imaginations of the wealthy few, how they all end up in the same handful of places on holiday. Lots of parents at my school have houses here or relatives in the area. Down here, in the summer with Zach, I was guaranteed to bump into someone I recognized. It made me uncomfortable, horribly self-conscious. I’d see them thinking, What’s that funny little librarian doing here? My arms would dangle by my sides. My voice would fail. I wonder, with a sinking feeling in my chest, if I will see anyone I recognize now.

			I attach Howard to the lead and cross the last field to the path that runs down to the car park.

			A river trickles from the hill, under the bridge and onto the beach, spreading and turning silver across the sand. On the rocky inland side, plastic bags tangle in the weeds, a supermarket trolley is upended. Three boys, bikes spread-eagled, are using it as target practice. Locals? I cross the bridge to the short row of shops. Outside the Spar hover two mothers with a gaggle of small children. Holidaymakers—you can tell from the warmth of their ski jackets: goose-down padding, fur-lined hoods. (The local lads with the bikes are in T-shirts.) They are peering at a peeling notice on the door—an appeal for help in the search for a missing person. “God, can you imagine?” the taller woman is saying almost under her breath. “Losing someone like that. Never knowing what’s happened to them. You’d search for them, wouldn’t you, everywhere you went?”

			“Unimaginable,” the other woman says. She puts both hands on the shoulders of a small boy who has been trying to fit himself under the flap of the advert for Wall’s ice cream. “Do you think he’s dead?” she adds over his head.

			I’d planned to buy a few essentials, but the women are blocking the entrance. I turn round, pretending to admire the view. A café-bar, the Blue Lagoon, tops the surf shop next door. On a whim, I climb the steps, Howard right behind me.

			It’s too early in the year for the balcony to be in use. The white plastic chairs are stacked to one side and the stripy umbrellas tightly furled. I push open the door to a hubbub. Families mainly, in smaller and larger groupings, spilling among the tables. It is a big, open-plan place, azure walls and bleached wood, model seagulls on sticks—a self-consciously “seaside” form of decor Zach found nauseating. There’s a cloying smell of beer and slightly stale oil. Children are drinking hot chocolate. Somewhere a baby is crying.

			I sit at the bar, my back to the room, and order a coffee. I should eat but I have no appetite. The young waitress brings a bowl of water for Howard and kneels down to make a fuss over him. She is from Lithuania, she tells me when she straightens up; her parents live on a farm and have lots of dogs. She tilts her head while she is talking, and there is a certain look on her pale, pinched face, a look you see on kids at school sometimes, an openness, a vulnerability, that makes me want to hug her. But we don’t talk for long because the owner emerges from the kitchen door. The waitress grabs a handful of menus and scurries off.

			I rack my brain for the owner’s name. Kumon? Something odd. When Zach came down to paint, the two of them would hang out, drink whiskey, play poker.

			He’s seen me. He runs his hands through his graying surfer locks and then reflexively down the front of his pale blue sweatshirt. We both want to hide, but it’s too late. His eyes have a glaze, the masking of momentary panic that I have seen a lot over the last year. I smile, because although people expect me to be sad, they seem to find it easier if I’m not.

			“Babe.” He leans sideways across the bar, stroking his goatee with one hand. I don’t think he remembers my name either. “How’s it all going? How are you?”

			“Oh, you know, fine.”

			He stares at me, making small, regular nods of his head.

			“Kulon!” Activity at the door—new arrivals, voices raised, a big entrance. I look over my shoulder and turn back quickly. It’s Alan Murphy MP. His wife, Victoria, is the old teenage friend of Zach’s who introduced him to the area. They live in Winchester I think, but have a holiday house down here. It’s been in her family for years. He’s a Conservative rising star; she’s a think tank economist with a public profile of her own: local celebrities, not least in their own eyes. Zach loathed Murphy, and he and Victoria had drifted apart, though we did once bump into them walking around ­Trebetherick Point. Zach was forced to introduce me, but I don’t think Murphy will remember.

			“Kulon!” The MP shouts louder this time. “How the hell are you, you old devil, you!”

			Kulon—of course, not Kumon. He raises his left arm high in a salute. He has already half swiveled, his expression shifting. “Elena. Move some tables! Push these two together!” He turns back. “Poor old Zachamundo.”

			“I know.”

			He shakes his head. “Shit, man, I miss him.”

			“I know,” I say again.

			“Mind you, the bastard still owes me money from that last game, just before . . .”

			“He owed you money? Oh God, I must pay you.”

			“Nothing. Nothing. Peanuts!” He slaps his hand down on the bar. Relief floods his features. He has navigated the waters of my bereavement and, through this apparently generous gesture, come out the other side. “Really. Nothing.”

			The Sunday newspapers are laid out on the bar and I pretend to read. Alan Murphy MP has a group of people with him, but he’s holding court, talking loudly, trying to lasso in anyone in the room who will listen. Since he became Minister of Culture, Media and Sport, he has become a big topic of conversation in the staff room. Sam Welham says the whole buffoon malarkey is an act, that he’s utterly ruthless. But Peggy loves him, or at least the persona he presents on Have I Got News for You—all bluster and blunder. He is said to represent a new spirit in politics, a return to character. Zach used to say he was a cock. What would he think now, listening to him work the room, brandishing his charm like a spotted handkerchief? “How long you down for? . . . Isn’t it heaven?”

			It’s hard to concentrate on anything else, but after a short while I notice two girls have started talking to Howard, cooing and rubbing his ears. I put the paper down. Their voices are familiar. Uggs, leggings, long blond hair. I know them from London, from Wandle Academy: Ellie and Grace Samuels, twins in year seven.

			Ellie looks up. “Miss Carter!” she exclaims.

			“Hello, girls,” I say. “Having a nice holiday?”

			Across the room, amid Murphy’s entourage, I am aware of a plump woman in an oversize sweater and glasses rising and steering rather quickly past chairs to reach us.

			“Yikes,” she says, making a face. “Sorry. They don’t call it South London on Sea for nothing! What a nightmare, coming all this way and then bumping into kids from school!”

			“Doesn’t matter at all,” I say.

			“I always tell the girls, if you see a teacher you should pretend you haven’t.”

			“No, really. It’s fine.”

			She tidies her hair behind her ears. “We’re staying with my parents in Padstow. We’ve just come over this side to spend the day with old friends.” She makes a small, dismissive wave in the direction of Murphy, clearly embarrassed to be thought bragging about the connection. “Alan was at school with my husband. But am I right that you have a weekend cottage near here?”

			“My late husband did. A bungalow, anyway. He used to come here to paint. I’ve come to put it on the market.”

			She has flushed slightly. “I did know about your husband, but I’d forgotten. I’m so sorry.”

			“Thank you. Everyone told me not to make any changes for a year. The year is up and here I am!”

			“You poor thing.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “You’re too young to be going through such a thing. It must have been such a dreadful shock. Have you got anyone with you?”

			The sincerity of her sympathy is like a small sharp stab under my rib cage. Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. I look down to blink them away and shake my head, but I can still feel the pressure of her hand. The Review section is open in front of me and I watch a tear fall, as if in slow motion, and spread, darkening the paper.

			“So, what’s going on here then, Sue?”

			Murphy has popped up behind Mrs. Samuels, his arms around her stomach, his chin resting on the top of her head. I wipe my eyes quickly with the back of my hand and try to smile.

			“Now remind me. Have we met?” He is shorter in real life than on television, but also more handsome. Success has given him a physical confidence Zach said he didn’t have before.

			“Oh, Alan.” Sue tries to push him off.

			He rocks her sideways in a little dance. “You definitely look familiar.”

			I clear my throat. “We’ve met once or twice. I’m Lizzie Carter. Zach Hopkins’s wife?”

			“Zach Hopkins. Of course.” He releases Sue and hurls himself onto the adjacent stool. “How is the old dog?”

			Sue raises her hands, as if to try and stop the words from coming. “Alan—” she begins.

			“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I don’t know why you should know. He died. In a car accident.”
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