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    Chapter One




    Last night I dreamt I went to Mandalay again. Not the beautiful old country house in Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, but the rather more modern and ostentatious Mandalay Bay Hotel in Las Vegas. The hotel where Charlie and I spent our honeymoon.




    I dream about Charlie nearly every night, it seems. Some nights it’s a good dream, like this one. We’re at the poker tables, losing money and laughing. The wedding ring on my finger gleams with newness. The hotel hears our news and moves us to one of their honeymoon suites. In the dream, I can smell his aftershave, can feel the heat of his skin under my fingertips.




    Other nights I dream about the day he disappeared. In this nightmare, it’s the smell of the lemons in the lemon grove that’s still in my nostrils when I wake up, my heart thudding. Other nights still, it’s the decomposing body with which my sleeping mind tortures me.




    Even those dreams still give me a strange contentment that lasts most of the morning. It means I’m not forgetting him. It means he’s still always, always on my mind.




    I woke up from that morning’s Las Vegas dream to the sound of the doorbell ringing. One minute I was in Charlie’s arms, under the satin sheets of the golden honeymoon bed, sunlight spilling through the window, and the next I was on my own, in our one-bedroom flat in Islington. It took me a while to orientate myself, to realize why I was awake. The doorbell rang again and I flung myself out of the double bed and pulled on my dressing-gown, furious with whoever had snatched me from that dream, today of all days.




    A small man holding a large bouquet of flowers peeked out from behind them as I yanked open the front door.




    ‘Delivery for Kate Grey?’




    White roses, and big red flowers I didn’t recognize. ‘Who are they from?’




    ‘There’s a card, miss. Could you sign here, please?’




    Back in the solitude of the flat I pulled open the envelope. My hands were shaking like a nervous presenter at the Oscars. It was a year to the day since Charlie had died, and I was still looking for signs.




    To Kate. I know this must be a difficult day for you. For me too. I just wanted you to know that I was thinking about you, and that I’m free tonight if you need some company. Love, Luke xxx.




    For a brief moment I felt that crush of disappointment, then laughed. What was I expecting? Some cryptic message from Charlie – a message from a ghost? Wait for me, my darling, I am just around the corner . . .




    It was sweet of Luke to be thinking of me. I knew I should have thought of him too. I’d only had Charlie with me for two years; Luke had grown up with him.




    I didn’t have to go to work. In fact, I hadn’t worked since Charlie’s death; my doctor had signed me off for a few months, and then the life insurance money had come through, and I’d realized it would be enough to live on for a few years. It meant I didn’t have to face the world just yet; that I could stay wrapped up in my memories of Charlie, and try to come to terms with what I’d lost.




    After lunch, I bought sunflowers from the florist’s, and drove to the cemetery in Highgate. Charlie’s gravestone was plain, the epitaph short and to the point, listing his date of birth and his date of death, a mere thirty-four years later, and the words watching the slow door. If anyone asked, I would just tell them that it was from a poem. It was up to them if they could be bothered to look it up.




    The funeral had been almost too much to get through. It came a month after Charlie’s actual death, so that I didn’t have the advantage of that early stage of grief: numbness. The majority of the people who came were our friends and co-workers; Charlie’s parents were dead, he had no siblings, and the few distant relatives Luke did manage to contact didn’t seem willing to fork out hundreds of dollars in airfare just to see a coffin laid in the ground. I’d fallen out with my own parents when I was a teenager, and we still kept our distance. I knew they’d heard about his death, about the funeral, but they didn’t contact me, and they didn’t send flowers. I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything much at that point.




    I replaced the dead flowers in the pot with my sunflowers. The late-afternoon August sunshine made the yellow petals glow. I sat down cross-legged by Charlie’s grave, stroking the granite headstone. A man walking his dog passed me, watching me out of the corner of his eye. When I met his gaze he touched his finger to the brim of his flat-cap and nodded hello.




    ‘I dreamt about Mandalay Bay last night,’ I said, my fingertips outlining his name, cut into the gravestone. I always talk to Charlie, but it’s usually just in my head. I’m pretty sure that there’s some special dispensation for being allowed to talk out loud to your dead husband if you’re by his graveside though. It doesn’t score full marks on the loony test.




    ‘I dreamt I was with you again. Do you remember going out to the desert, looking at the stars?’ There seemed to be more stars in the desert sky, winking out of the darkness like a million distant lighthouses. ‘Do you remember the woman in the chapel, the one who took our details?’ Eighty years old if she was a day, and about the same number of pounds overweight, caked in foundation and powder, with eyes like spiders her mascara was so thick. Well lookit you two lovebirds, she’d drawled. Are you here to make it official? Not had too many pina coladas, I hope. We weren’t even tipsy. That wasn’t why we’d decided to get hitched after knowing each other only three days.




    A few drops of rain threw up little puff clouds from the dry earth of Charlie’s grave. I sat for a while longer.




    Samantha yelled out, ‘Coming!’ through the thick front door, and I heard her clattering down her wooden staircase. She swung open the door, gold-blonde curls flying out, and hugged me hello.




    ‘Wow, look at your tan,’ I said.




    She did a twirl for me. ‘Not bad, eh? We only got back the day before yesterday though, so no doubt it’ll fade soon.’




    David appeared behind her, also looking enviably brown. ‘Hey there, Kate. Sam, you going to let her in then, or does she need to admire you some more?’




    Inspired by their visit to Miami, Samantha went spicy with the dinner. Over burritos, she told me about David’s new partner at the law firm.




    ‘He’s very handsome, isn’t he, Dave?’




    David rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t know. You tell me.’




    ‘Yes, he’s handsome. And obviously he’s doing well in his career, to be made a partner before he’s forty. He’s quite funny, and he’s into dangerous sports, so the two of you have got something in common.’




    ‘Sam, he did a tandem parachute jump about four years ago,’ protested David. ‘He’s not exactly Evel Knievel.’ I looked at David in amusement, and he mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ at me.




    ‘So how about it?’ pressed Samantha.




    I shook my head, twisting my wedding ring round and round on my finger. ‘Not going to happen.’




    ‘Kate, look . . . the thing is, it’s been – what, over a year?’




    ‘A year today, actually.’




    ‘And you’re still wearing your ring,’ she said, the fact I’d just told her that it was the anniversary of Charlie’s death not seeming to register, ‘and you still haven’t even looked at another guy.’




    Across the table I saw David trying subtly to shake his head at her.




    ‘Samantha, I’m married,’ I said.




    ‘But what are you going to do, live the rest of your life without ever having another relationship?’




    I stared at her. ‘I’m married.’




    There was a silence, and then David started clearing away the dishes. ‘There’s chocolate tart for dessert,’ he said. ‘And Ben and Jerry’s ice cream to go with it. Sam, why don’t you get the photos and we can distract Kate with pudding while we force her to look at our boring holiday snaps.’




    The photos were standard 7 x 5s, and varied in quality depending on whether David or Samantha had taken the photo. All of hers were in crisp, clear focus, nicely composed. His were hilariously bad, nearly all off-centre, or composed mainly of his thumb. My favourite showed Samantha posing next to a dolphin at Sea World. You could see all of the dolphin – in fact, you could see about five feet of space to the left of the dolphin – but of Samantha, to the right of the creature, you could see precisely half.




    ‘I try not to take it personally,’ said Samantha as she handed it to me. Biting my lip to keep from laughing, knowing David was sensitive about his inability to take a decent photo, I passed it onto him and he carefully inserted it in order with the others we’d already seen.




    ‘Now here we are at this fantastic restaurant on South Beach that we went to on the last night of the trip,’ Samantha said, handing me a photo of a turquoise-painted frontage covered in fairy lights. ‘It’s run by a family who came over from Cuba in the sixties; apparently it’s been there years and is really popular with the locals. El Cangrejo Dorado, it’s called – the Golden Crab.’ There was another photo of a turquoise wall, this time with Samantha in front of it wearing a sarong and a white shirt, and pointing gleefully at a sign that read El Cangrejo Dorado, although only the letters El Cangrej appeared in the photograph. I bit my lip again.




    ‘It’s really nice inside,’ she said. ‘They grow jasmine around the pillars and it smells divine. We had the most amazing seafood – and the best mojitos ever.’




    She passed me another photo, perhaps taken by a waiter as it showed both Samantha and David at their table, heads together, grinning at the camera. I scanned the rest of the photo for the jasmine-covered pillars, and what I saw made everything stop.




    ‘Our waiter took that photo,’ Samantha was saying. I thought my heart had stopped beating. I wasn’t breathing. They were talking, moving around me, as I sat locked in place, staring at the photograph.




    ‘It’s him,’ I tried to say, but I had no breath to say it. Samantha was attempting to pass me the next photo. David had seen my face and was asking me if I was okay. I managed to suck in a breath, and felt my heart pound once, against my ribs, back to beating.




    ‘It’s him,’ I said again, looking at the man in the background of the photo, familiar dark hair, familiar blue eyes, familiar smile.




    ‘It’s Charlie.’




    

       

    




    Chapter Two




    I stared at the image, not saying anything. The photograph shook so badly in my hands that I had to lay it down flat on the table to see it clearly. Rising to my feet and leaning over it for a closer look, I inadvertently knocked my dining chair backwards and made Samantha jump.




    ‘Kate?’ she said. She sounded scared.




    It couldn’t be Charlie. It couldn’t be. He was buried under six feet of earth in a North London graveyard. I had his death certificate in a folder on the shelf where he used to rest his coffee cup. And yet when I looked at the photograph, I saw my husband.




    ‘Kate, it can’t be Charlie; we only took this photo a week ago,’ David told me, a hand on my arm. He reached out to take the photograph from me, but it stayed stuck beneath the weight of my fingertips.




    ‘I’ll give it back,’ he promised. Reluctantly I eased off, letting him pick up the photo and hold it close to his face. He frowned as he perused the image, then finally shrugged. ‘I’ll admit it does look a lot like Charlie. But it obviously isn’t him.’




    I snatched the photo off him. ‘Look at the way he’s smiling. That’s Charlie’s smile! Look at the way he’s holding that beer! Jesus, David, he’s the spit of him.’




    ‘I imagine a lot of people in that part of the States look like Charlie when they’re slightly blurry and six feet away. Look, come on, let’s look at it on the PC. You just need a bit more detail and you’ll start to see the differences.’




    ‘David,’ interrupted Samantha, her voice loaded with warning.




    ‘It’s okay, Sam,’ he said. ‘Kate just needs to have her mind put at rest, and then we’ll sit down and finish our dessert.’




    He led the way to their spare room, where they’d set up a makeshift office. He fired up their PC and Windows began to load. Samantha, standing by my side, gazed at me with worried eyes. I half-smiled at her, trying to reassure her that she wasn’t going to have to call in the men in white coats.




    David double-clicked on the digital camera software icon. When it launched, he opened the folder labelled Miami and scrolled through to the photograph. It took up only a few inches on the monitor. He zoomed in so the image was displayed at 100 per cent, and clicked on the scroll bar to shift the focus to the man in the background. I waited, aware I was holding my breath.




    Charlie’s face filled the screen. He was smiling at something the man opposite him was saying, his fingers wrapped around the neck of a beer bottle as though he was just about to take another swig. I knew those fingers, I knew that smile. If the image had been moving rather than static, I could have predicted with absolute certainty the way the beer bottle would be raised to his lips, the way his Adam’s apple would move as he swallowed, and the way he’d set the bottle back on the table.




    We all stared at the screen, surprised into silence.




    ‘Well, er . . .’ said David, his plan backfiring in his face. ‘His hair’s too short. And I know Charlie was a regular at the gym, but this guy looks like he should be on the cover of Men’s Health.’




    I reached over his shoulder and clicked on the quick-print button a few times. Their printer hummed into action. While the pages were scrolling out, I nudged David out of the way and navigated through the rest of the photos, but there were no more of the man who looked so much like my dead husband. In fact, it seemed as if he’d left his table shortly after that first photograph was taken. Just to be on the safe side, I attached the picture to an email and sent it to myself.




    ‘Kate,’ said Samantha. And then again, when I didn’t turn round: ‘Kate.’




    I looked round at her. She had obviously been thrown by the picture, but she wasn’t going to admit it. ‘You do know, don’t you,’ she said, ‘that the man in that photo isn’t him. It isn’t Charlie.’




    ‘I know,’ I lied. ‘I know it’s not, don’t worry.’ I picked up the print-outs and folded them carefully before sliding them into my back pocket. I managed to fake a smile. ‘Well, it’s been a lovely evening, but I think I’d better hit the road. Thanks for dinner.’




    ‘You can’t leave like this,’ said Samantha.




    ‘Really?’ I let out a laugh. ‘Come on, Sam, you’re overreacting.’




    ‘Am I? You’re in no fit state to go off home on your own.’




    ‘Oh, don’t be silly, I’m fine. Well, as fine as anyone would be, seeing their late husband’s Doppelgänger in some photo. Look, don’t worry, I know it’s not him. It just wasn’t what I needed when I’m feeling a bit raw. That’s all it is.’




    She searched my face, but I managed to hide the shock and confusion well enough that she decided it was safe to let me be.




    ‘I’m sorry we didn’t spot it ourselves,’ she said. ‘If I’d noticed there was someone who looked just like Charlie I obviously would have taken out that picture before we showed you the photos.’




    ‘I know,’ I said, squeezing her arm. ‘Don’t be silly, I know you didn’t deliberately go round Miami taking photos of men who looked like him just to give me an adrenaline rush.’




    It was a weak attempt at humour, but enough to relax them a little bit more.




    ‘You’re very welcome to stay the night,’ Samantha said. ‘I don’t like the thought of you being alone when you’re upset like this.’




    I shrugged. ‘To be honest, it wouldn’t help. I just need to get through it.’




    She gave me a big hug, and I tried to let myself feel it. But I wanted to be home, on my own, where I didn’t have to wear this mask. ‘At least take some pudding with you,’ she said.




    ‘Okay,’ I said, reckoning it would be easier to let her switch roles from therapist back to hostess. I picked up my bag from the living room and my coat from the hook in the hallway, then accepted a Tupperware box containing a slice of tart and kissed my friends goodbye.




    It was dark outside. When we opened the front door the bulb in the hallway cast a rectangle of yellow onto the path, my shadow stretching before me as I left their home and went out into the night. They watched me from the doorway. I walked away, waiting for the block of light to disappear, but instead felt their eyes on my back all the way down the street.




    The further along the tunnels we went, the harder I found it to keep myself together, feeling exposed in the harsh fluorescence of the tube carriage. I was desperate to be alone, in the solitary place that was now my home. I wanted to close myself up in some dark corner of the apartment and let myself feel this pain that was waiting for me.




    The flat was just a short walk from the Angel underground station. I held it all in as I hurried past the dark houses, curtains closed in every window, a faint drizzle making my hair and face damp, the rain fuzzy in the orange glow from the sodium streetlamps.




    I kept my head down, and so didn’t notice the tall man with the close-cropped, pale blond hair who was standing outside the front door to my building until I was halfway up the concrete steps. When I did belatedly see him, I nearly fell back down the steps.




    ‘Jesus Christ, Luke!’ I said, clutching at my heart. ‘You scared the shit out of me.’




    ‘Nice survival instincts you got there, Kate,’ he said in his Louisiana drawl, his voice like a rattlesnake gliding through maple syrup. ‘Really. Is it just night vision you have, or is there some kinda batlike sonar ability in there too?’




    I got out my keys and let us both in. ‘I could do without the sarcasm tonight,’ I said as we went up the carpeted stairs to my first-floor flat.




    ‘I know,’ Luke said. ‘Funnily enough, I don’t make a habit of hanging around your front door on the off-chance you’ll be home any minute. That’s why God invented cellphones.’




    ‘Samantha rang you,’ I guessed, feeling some of the tension slide off my shoulders as we entered the flat, with its familiar smell of home and comforting reminders of Charlie in every room.




    ‘Actually, it was David,’ he said. ‘He told me you freaked out at some vacation photo from their Miami trip – said you thought you saw Charlie.’ Luke’s tone was quite flippant, but he was watching me carefully.




    I handed him one of the print-outs. He switched on the light in the living room and perched on the arm of the sofa, engrossed in the piece of printed A4 paper in his hands. He was so still, so focused, that for a moment I thought I could believe it, and blurted out: ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’




    Luke looked up at me, his ice-floe eyes about as sad as I’ve ever seen them.




    ‘No, Kate. Charlie is dead.’




    I felt like throwing up. If Luke didn’t believe it was Charlie, then I knew I couldn’t let myself believe it either. It’s not him, Kate. Don’t fool yourself. It’s too dangerous to let yourself think it might be him.




    ‘Maybe it’s a cousin or something,’ I said, once I was fairly sure I could say it without crying. ‘A nephew, some kind of relative with a family resemblance.’ Luke was nodding. ‘It’s just that there are a couple more photos from the same restaurant, and he’s moved from the table he was at, almost as if he’d seen Samantha and David and didn’t want them to spot him.’




    Luke was sighing. ‘Kate, c’mere.’ I went closer to him, until our knees were touching, and he reached for my hands.




    ‘He’s been dead a year, Kate. Exactly a year. This guy looks like our Charlie, but so do lots of guys. I think maybe because it’s the anniversary of when he died, you’re especially sensitive to seeing what you want to see.’




    ‘Oh, fuck off, Luke,’ I said, wrenching my hands away. ‘That guy could be his double, so don’t tell me that he looks more like Charlie today than he would’ve done yesterday.’




    ‘You know it’s not him, right?’ He stood up, leaning towards me. ‘Right?’




    I couldn’t hold it in any longer. ‘I just . . .’ I had to stop and wrestle back control of my voice. My larynx was making it all squeaky and uneven. ‘For a minute I thought he was alive.’ The muscles around my chin were constricting as I tried to speak. Tears were spilling down my cheeks.




    Luke just grabbed me and wrapped me up in his arms and I didn’t have to explain any more, just sob and sob until finally I could breathe again.




    Luke stayed over that night, but he got as little sleep as I did; I could hear him shift position on the sofa, get up and pace the living room, run himself a glass of water, flip through a magazine on the coffee-table. Eventually we both got up and I made him breakfast before he went to work. He kissed me on the forehead on his way out of the door, promising to phone me that night.




    The minute he was gone I started up my laptop, downloading my email. I found the attachment and opened up the photo of the man in the restaurant. Ten minutes I sat there, not moving, just staring at the image. It was Charlie, it was Charlie, it was Charlie.




    I got as far as firing off an online visa application and visiting the transatlantic flights website before slamming my laptop shut, knowing I couldn’t trust my own judgement. After a few moments I made another cup of coffee and tried to distract myself with some TV.




    I spent the next two days unable to concentrate on anything. Books, which had given me my only method of escape over the last year, were useless – I’d read for an hour only to find I’d stopped paying attention twenty pages back and had no idea what was going on. I went for a walk in the August sunshine and nearly got run over by a bus I hadn’t heard coming. Samantha rang, but I ignored her calls. My mind went back again and again to the same thing – that bloody photo. I tried to stop myself looking at it, but it was like a hunger I couldn’t satisfy.




    ‘This is crazy,’ I said out aloud, though there was no one else in the room. I was sitting on the sofa, my laptop on my knees, that picture on the screen. It couldn’t be Charlie, I knew that. The problem was, I didn’t actually believe it. I opened an internet connection and started searching for flights to Miami.




    I was at Heathrow Airport waiting for my check-in desk to open when Luke phoned me.




    ‘Just wanted to make sure you’re doing okay,’ he said. He’d rung me every day since the photo appeared, and every day I’d lied and told him it wasn’t even on my mind.




    ‘I’m good,’ I said, just as an announcement was made over the airport’s Tannoy system.




    ‘What was that?’ he asked, and I could imagine him sitting bolt upright in his office. ‘Kate, where the hell are you?’




    ‘Oh Jesus,’ I said to myself, then put the phone back to my mouth. ‘Okay, Luke, don’t get mad, but I’m at the airport. I know it’s crazy, but I just need to see for sure. Look, all that will happen is I’ll get to Miami, it’ll be a dead end, and I’ll spend the rest of the week sunbathing and having a break. There’s no need to worry.’




    ‘Kate, you don’t need to go all the way to the States to be sure that the man in that photo isn’t Charlie!’




    I perched on the edge of my suitcase. ‘Look, I know it’s not Charlie. At least, my brain does. The thing is, it feels like I’ve just seen a photo of Charlie, alive and well and eating seafood in Miami.’




    ‘That doesn’t make sense,’ he complained.




    ‘No, I know. Sorry, I’m not explaining it very well. Look, logically, we both know there’s no way it can be Charlie. I keep telling myself this, but there’s still this feeling of hope in me, and it’s killing me. The only way I can think of to get rid of it is to find this man and have it made so obvious to me that it’s a complete stranger that there’ll be no way I can spend the rest of my life fooling myself that Charlie could still be out there somewhere. Because that’s what will happen if I don’t go.’




    Americans always seemed to be talking about ‘closure’ – surely Luke would be able to see that the photo had opened a door that I needed to shut before I went crazy?




    Luke’s voice went hard. ‘Charlie’s dead, Kate. He’s not coming back. We both saw his body on that mortuary table – or do you think some other poor bastard the same height and weight happened to wash up on the beach with the exact same tattoo? Jesus, I can understand better than anyone why you would want to believe the guy in that picture is Charlie, but to fly halfway around the world chasing a ghost—’




    ‘Thanks for the sensitivity and understanding,’ I said, and hung up on him.




    There was a brief flare of ‘my God, what am I doing?’ in my stomach when the plane took off, but deep down I knew that I was right: if I stayed at home I’d spend the rest of my life wondering if maybe, just maybe, that really had been my husband in El Cangrejo Dorado, and I’d foolishly let my friends’ disbelief and my own indecision stop me from finding him again.




    The flight attendants handed out meals and free drinks, and because it was airline policy to pretend the plane was in the timezone of the place you were heading for rather than the place of departure, we barely had time to finish our desserts before they were handing out blankets and switching off the main lights.




    The elderly woman next to me tried to catch my eye as I stared at the photograph from Miami that had been in my lap since take-off, my fingertip stroking the dark line of the face of the man who looked so much like my husband.




    ‘Excuse me, dear,’ she said finally. ‘I just wanted to check with you that it wouldn’t bother you if I keep my television on for a while.’ The airline we were on had movies showing on monitors fixed into the back of the seats in front of each passenger. I looked up at the film playing on her screen. ‘Johnny Depp,’ she said with a wink. ‘Wouldn’t want to miss him.’




    ‘Thanks for asking,’ I told her. ‘It’s fine. It won’t disturb me. I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep anyway.’




    She nodded, and I waited for her to put her earphones back in. Instead, she indicated the man in the background of the photo and said: ‘Is that your young man?’




    I felt my lower lip start to vibrate, and bit down on it, hard. ‘I don’t think so,’ I told her. ‘But I wish it was.’




    As the plane flew against the turn of the planet, gliding through blackness and wispy cloud, I thought about the day I’d met Charlie.




    The Carnival Hotel is scheduled for demolition in November, which is why I don’t want to miss trying out their roller coaster during my Vegas trip. Samantha’s being a good girl and spending all day at the software convention – the whole reason we’re here – so I’m hurtling round the rickety old track on my own while she networks and collects business cards. Sadly, the ride is a bit of a disappointment; the scariest thing about it is its age. The fear that the thirty-year-old rusty screws that hold it together might choose that moment to disintegrate, flinging me and my fellow passengers off the rooftop track hundreds of feet in the air, had been the only thing to speed up my heart-rate.




    So now I’m waiting for the lift to arrive to take me back down to the ground floor. A blonde girl is also waiting, swapping her weight from one high-heeled foot to the other. She’s wearing the shortest dress I’ve ever seen. Checking her watch, she sighs theatrically and presses the lift button yet again. Her fingernails are the same coral-pink as her dress.




    The elevator arrives, and I let her get in first. I’m scanning my little guide book to the rides of Las Vegas, so barely register that there are two other people in the lift with us.




    The doors close slowly behind us and we only descend a few feet before, without warning, everything goes black and the lift shudders to a halt. The girl I got in the lift with lets out a scream.




    ‘Don’t worry, it’s okay,’ says a man’s voice. It’s very calm and relaxed, the sort of voice you want to listen to late on a summer’s night with your windows open and some ice in your rum. ‘The power goes out in this building all the time. It’s just old, that’s all. The back-up generator will come on soon.’ I’ve wondered once or twice if people who are blind can nevertheless be instantly attracted to someone they’ve just met. Now I know.




    It really is completely pitch black. I wait for the emergency lights to come on, maybe some sort of red glow, but there’s just darkness. That’s when I hear the fourth person in the lift start to panic.




    ‘Oh God oh God oh God oh God,’ he’s saying. He’s trying not to, but he can’t stop the words coming out. I can hear the sound of sliding material, and realize he’s pulling his tie off. I take a step towards him, feeling for his shoulder so I can put my hand on it.




    ‘It’s okay,’ I say, keeping my tone reassuring. ‘These lifts are really quite big; there’s loads of air in them. There’s really nothing to worry about.’




    ‘My mouth is so dry,’ he tells me. ‘I think my tongue is swelling up.’




    I hear the sound of a water bottle then, liquid sloshing against the plastic. ‘Here, I have some water,’ says the warm voice, and fingers brush mine as the bottle is transferred to the panicking man’s arm.




    ‘Don’t give it all to him!’ complains the girl as the man throws off the cap to the bottle and takes a couple of long gulps. ‘We might need that. What if we’re stuck here for hours?’




    I can hear the smile in the first man’s voice when he says, ‘Well, maybe we need to think about what we’re going to do for food too, if it comes to that. Let’s draw straws – pick who we’re gonna eat first.’




    I try to trap my laugh under my hand, but enough comes out that the others must be wondering if I’m amused or going into cardiac arrest.




    ‘The air conditioning’s stopped!’ The drinking man’s freaking out. ‘It’s too hot here, we’re gonna suffocate, I swear.’ He sounds like he’s on the verge of hyperventilating, which might not be a bad thing. At least then he’d pass out, and not have to face what is obviously one of his worst fears.




    The idea of being trapped in what amounts to a sauna in a lift shaft doesn’t appeal to me either, but I try not to think about it. My guide book is pretty thin, thin enough to use as a fan. I start wafting the face of the claustrophobic guy, and he groans with relief. I don’t know if he’s even aware that it’s not a breeze, it’s just a flapping copy of a book about roller coasters that will probably end up whacking him in the chin if my night vision doesn’t improve soon.




    ‘Oh my God, he’s right,’ the girl starts saying. ‘It’s a hundred degrees out there – if it gets to a hundred in here . . .!’ I’m about to tell her to shut the hell up – this guy really doesn’t need her jacking up his phobia – but the other man is whispering to her, getting her to be quiet, calming her down. I feel a surprising surge of jealousy; of course he’s keen to reassure her, he no doubt got a good look at her when she got in the lift and sees this as his big opportunity. Then I tell myself I’m being an idiot, that the lights are going to come on and I’m inevitably going to be disappointed when the face doesn’t match that voice.




    I focus on the claustrophobe. ‘Close your eyes,’ I say, though it’s not like the lift is full of blinding light that would otherwise distract him. ‘Imagine you’re in an immense, snowy wasteland. It’s night-time, and all around you there’s nothing but the vast, dark sky and the ice under your feet.’




    His breathing is starting to come under control. I keep going, throwing in lots of cold, spacious imagery.




    ‘What about me?’ the girl suddenly complains. ‘Fuck the penguin guy, I’m just as scared as he is.’




    ‘You want me to do a visualization for you?’ says the man with the lovely voice. ‘Okay, close your eyes. You’re in a vast and empty shopping mall. All the stores are open, just for you.’




    I choke on the word ‘tundra’, trying not to lose my concentration. I wish I could see this man.




    And then, equally without warning, the lights flicker on and I don’t even need to find him. We are already looking at each other; have been smiling at each other in the dark. Later, I could tell you he has black hair, tanned skin, a happy, handsome face; he’s tall, with broad shoulders and long legs in dark blue jeans. But I see none of that in this moment – I just see his eyes. We are connected, locked together.




    Somehow we both know that our lives as separate entities are now over. Our smiles fade and we just stare at each other for a while.




    ‘Okay,’ he says under his breath, obviously as thrown as I am by what’s just happened to us. He holds out his hand to me. ‘Charlie.’




    ‘Kate,’ I reply, and my smile comes back as I shake his hand.




    Meeting Charlie was like coming home, not having realized till that moment that you were lost.




    I woke up with a jolt, to find one of the flight attendants standing next to me with a jug in one hand and a cup in the other.




    ‘Coffee?’ he asked.




    ‘Please.’ I rubbed my face, trying to wake up, trying to remember what I was doing on a plane.




    The photo. Charlie. Miami.




    I drank the coffee in three long gulps. The elderly woman next to me patted my arm.




    ‘Good morning, dear. You seemed to be having such a lovely dream that I didn’t want to wake you, not when you thought you’d find it hard getting to sleep.’




    What was I dreaming about? That first, shared look floated in my memory and I tried to hold onto it – but it slipped away.




    ‘I think they’re waking everyone up because we’re nearly there,’ my neighbour went on. ‘You missed your friend, by the way.’




    ‘My friend?’




    She nodded, gnarled, veiny hands clamped around her cup of coffee. ‘A very nice young blond chap. American, I think.’




    Luke. ‘He’s on the plane?’




    ‘He said to tell you he’s nine rows back and that you snore. The latter’s not true, by the way, but I did promise I’d give you the message correctly. Now would you mind letting me out? I’m afraid my bladder capacity’s not what it used to be.’




    I pushed myself out of my seat, limbs hot and heavy from sleep and the cabin pressure, and padded barefoot down the aisle towards the forty-seventh row. I stopped at a vacant toilet, and took the time to look balefully at my reflection. Mussed-up black hair, not exactly the sleek bob my hairdresser had been aiming for. Grey eyes bleared, eyeliner smudged. I smoothed my angular eyebrows back in place with my fingertips, and ran a hand through my hair.




    It wasn’t much of an improvement, but at least I was awake now. Time to hunt down Luke.




    He was waiting for me in an aisle seat, and when he saw me he stood up and gave me a bear hug.




    ‘This doesn’t mean you’re right,’ he said. ‘I just couldn’t let you do this on your own.’




    ‘I didn’t see you in the departure lounge,’ I said, full of relief that he’d be by my side.




    ‘It was something of a last-minute decision,’ he admitted. ‘In fact, I didn’t reach check-in till ten minutes after it’d closed.’




    ‘Yeah? How did you persuade them to let you on the plane?’




    ‘Are you kidding?’ he said. ‘The number of frequent-flyer miles I’ve racked up, I could charter my own jet if I wanted to.’ Luke was in the import business, kept his passport in the breast-pocket of his jacket, and spent half his life on aeroplanes.




    I smiled up at him. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ I said.




    He brushed my hair back from my face, tucking it behind my ears. ‘So am I. Miami’s got some great crab shacks.’




    We landed at Miami International Airport at midnight and Luke and I had to split up at security due to our differences in citizenship; I’d never applied for any of my rights as the wife of an American. Since Charlie and I had lived in London for the two years of our married life, I’d never anticipated the need.




    ‘What is the purpose of your visit?’ asked the immigration official.




    A tricky one to answer honestly. ‘Vacation,’ I decided upon. ‘Looking up some old friends.’




    I wanted to get a cab straight to the restaurant, but Luke insisted on renting a car.




    ‘You just want to drive an SUV,’ I said at the rental desk.




    ‘I’ve had enough of your little sedans and Smart cars,’ he said. ‘I want something with a driver’s seat you need a ladder to get into.’




    The heat hit me the minute we walked out of the automatic doors and into the Floridian night. Thankfully the behemoth of a hire car had air-con. ‘Is it far to the city?’ I asked as I climbed up into the passenger seat, which seemed to be about four feet off the ground.




    ‘Nope, only a few miles.’




    ‘I want to go to the Cangrejo Dorado,’ I said.




    ‘Kate, I understand that you’re on pins and needles here, but it’s half-one in the morning. The place is going to be completely locked up.’




    ‘I thought the night-life was meant to be good in Miami?’




    ‘You said it was a restaurant, not a club. The manager and the waiters are probably out dancing somewhere, drinking margaritas.’




    I looked out of the window as we left dry land and drove above the ocean on the Julia Tuttle Causeway. We could see the lights of Miami Beach in the distant darkness.




    ‘You seem to know your way around,’ I commented.




    Luke shrugged. ‘I’ve been here a few times over the years.’




    ‘Did you ever come here with Charlie?’




    ‘Once or twice,’ he said, concentrating on the road.




    ‘Ever go to El Cangrejo Dorado?’




    He glanced at me then. ‘Of course not. I would have told you if we had.’




    ‘Why did you guys come here? Holiday? Business?’




    ‘We came here for spring break a couple of times in college.’




    ‘Spring break,’ I said. ‘That’s when all the horny college kids descend on the beach, drink too much, and shag anything that moves.’




    ‘Pretty much,’ he said.




    ‘Nice.’




    ‘Hey, we were just kids.’




    ‘Charlie have any old girlfriends here?’




    Luke shook his head. ‘What, you think Charlie faked his own death so that he could run away to Miami Beach and hook up with some girl he met on spring break fifteen years ago?’




    ‘I didn’t say I thought Charlie faked his own death,’ I pointed out.




    ‘Yeah? What’s your theory then?’




    ‘I don’t have one,’ I said, trying not to get angry. I was grateful to Luke for coming with me, but I didn’t want to spend all our time having the same argument. ‘I don’t need one. I’m not saying he’s not dead.’




    ‘Then what the hell are we doing here?’




    I decided it was best not to answer. I wound down my car window, trying to escape the feeling of being trapped.




    ‘The air-con won’t do its job properly with that window open.’




    ‘I don’t care. Whatever happened to the joy of driving along with the wind in your hair?’




    I watched him as he rolled his eyes. Luke resembles a young Paul Newman, but slightly off-kilter, so he’s handsome from certain aspects, but too sharp from others. He’s got the nose of a Roman statue, but thin, quite cruel lips. His eyes are his best feature – they’re blue, but a very, very pale blue. If it wasn’t for the ring of indigo around them, he might look as though he didn’t have any irises at all. He knows how to work them, as well. It’s quite entertaining watching him in the summer, approaching a girl with his sunglasses on, then casually raising them. The increase in the target’s interest can be quite dramatic. Especially when he smiles to break up the intensity of the look.




    He and Charlie made quite a tag team. I could imagine them in their teens, stripped to their trunks on the beach, seducing the co-eds.




    ‘You think me and Charlie would have hit it off if we’d met when we were at college?’ I asked Luke.




    ‘Who knows? He would still have fallen for you, but I’m not sure that he would have behaved himself.’




    ‘So you’re only soulmates if you find each other at the right time in your lives?’




    ‘I don’t believe in soulmates.’




    ‘Charlie did.’




    ‘Charlie wasn’t a romantic until you two met.’




    ‘No,’ I said. ‘Neither was I.’




    We reached the island of Miami Beach, and were welcomed by palm trees lit up with neon. It was time to look for a hotel.




    South Beach, the area in which the restaurant was located, was famous for its Art Deco buildings, constructed in the 1920s and 1930s following a hurricane that flattened what had been built before. At night their pastel hues were largely swamped by the shocking pink and lightsabre-blue neon signs that seemed to glow from the walls of every hotel and bar on Ocean Drive.




    ‘Let’s try the Moonlite,’ suggested Luke, and veered over the road to a valet parking sign. The valet, a young guy with a half-assed moustache that he’d probably spent six months trying to grow, swapped our keys for a card and clambered into the driver’s seat. The porter was surprised that we only had one suitcase.




    ‘I can’t believe you don’t have any clean clothes,’ I said to Luke for about the third time since he’d told me at the baggage claim that his last-minute decision to come with me meant he hadn’t had time to go home and pack.




    He shrugged. ‘It’ll give me an excuse to buy some white suits and loafers. I won’t need any socks, and if I roll my sleeves up right, I’ll get the Don Johnson look down pat.’




    I looked around us at the mixture of tourists in shorts and trainers, and beautiful locals in skin-tight black dresses and sharp designer suits.




    ‘I don’t see anyone kitted out like Crockett and Tubbs,’ I pointed out.




    ‘Now that’s because you have to have my looks to pull it off,’ Luke explained.




    The lobby of the Moonlite was all brushed chrome and blue walls the colour of duck eggs.




    ‘Are you after a double or two twins?’ asked the desk clerk. Luke raised an eyebrow at me.




    ‘Two twins, please,’ I said emphatically. ‘Preferably at opposite ends of the hotel.’




    The clerk frowned. ‘I’m afraid we’re still quite full, so the furthest away I can put you is about a floor apart.’




    ‘She’s just kidding,’ Luke told him. The clerk nodded and pretended to chuckle. ‘She’s English,’ Luke added under his breath.




    My room was spacious and clean, with a widescreen TV mounted on the wall and a gleaming marble bathroom.




    ‘We should be slumming it,’ I told Luke. ‘That plane ticket cost more than my car.’




    ‘You wanna check into a flea-ridden dive miles from the restaurant, be my guest,’ Luke said. ‘Personally, I don’t find cockroaches to be ideal bed companions. Not unless there’s a cockroach out there that looks like Marilyn Monroe.’




    I picked up my mobile phone and set the alarm clock function to go off in a few hours’ time. Luke swiped it from me, cancelling the alarm and setting it back down on my nightstand.




    ‘Sweetheart, the restaurant’s not going to be open at nine in the morning. Trust me. Get some sleep, and I’ll come wake you up when I’ve had a chance to buy some clothes that don’t smell of aeroplanes and manly sweat.’




    He kissed me on the forehead. ‘Sleep tight.’ Easier said than done. I lay in the dark, watching the headlight beams from the cars outside as they slipped through the gap in the curtains and travelled across the ceiling. Twisting my wedding ring around my finger, my thoughts turned to Charlie.




    The four of us are standing on the street, just outside of the Carnival. The sun is low in the sky, bouncing orange light off the mirrors that border the entrance. We’re each holding a credit note – apparently being stuck in one of the casino’s lifts for ten minutes entitles you to a hundred bucks of free gambling.




    The claustrophobe – a guy in his forties with a goatee and Ferragamo loafers – shakes my hand.




    ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘I think I woulda lost it in there if it hadn’t been for you.’ He pulls a business card out of his wallet and hands it to me. ‘In case you ever need a good deal on some insurance. I’ll knock off my fee.’ And then, hailing a cab, he heads off back to his hotel, ‘where I’m gonna take the stairs to my room and order a large cigar and some Chivas Regal’. I raise my hand in farewell as his taxi disappears off down the Strip.




    The girl in the mini-dress is twirling her hair around her index finger, looking up at Charlie. Her back is turned to me.




    ‘Hey, Charlie,’ she says, making her voice all sugar-and-spice. ‘You wanna come back to my hotel for cocktails? They make the best Appletinis in town.’




    He just smiles at her and says thanks, but he has other plans. Then he looks at me, the late-afternoon sunlight turning his face golden, illuminating his twilight-blue eyes.




    And so half an hour later I’m standing on a platform a couple of hundred feet above what looks like a tiny swimming pool, towels wrapped around my ankles to protect them from the eventual tightening of the bungee cord. The sun has nearly set, night-time blackness rising in the sky like spilt ink.




    ‘Ready? Jump on the count of five,’ the instructor tells me. Charlie’s a distant figure down by the pool, looking up and waving at me. So Kate, he’d said on the street outside the Carnival, if you’re still hankering after an adrenaline rush, I know just the place. Even from this height I can tell he’s laughing, and reel off a string of expletives in his direction.




    ‘One,’ says the instructor, and I think, Why wait? Four more seconds on this platform aren’t going to put off the inevitable. So I bend my knees and launch myself forwards as though I’m actually planning on diving into that pool.




    For a moment I’m flying free in the air, then the pool gets larger and larger and the water hits me, the bungee cord gently pulling me back up into the sky. Thousands of Vegas lights twinkle around me as I twist in the Nevada wind. Bouncing in ever smaller rebounds, I see Charlie beaming with pride, as though I was his kid and not some girl he met less than an hour ago. As soon as they unclip me, laughing at the fact that I’m whooping and dripping, I run over to him and he doesn’t care that I’m soaked but wraps me up in a hug of joy and exhilaration.




    *




    The room was saturated with light as Luke whisked back my curtains.




    ‘Morning, sunshine,’ he said, throwing my mobile on the bedsheets.




    ‘Ever heard of knocking?’ I asked, squinting against the brightness and pushing myself up on my elbow. Good job I was still wearing my long-sleeved T-shirt from the night before. Luke was kitted out in a new cream-coloured suit and a white shirt, and there was a pair of Ray-Bans perched on the top of his head.




    ‘I did. You apparently slept through it.’




    ‘What time is it?’




    ‘Half-eleven.’




    That late already? I stumbled out of bed and started pulling my jeans on.




    ‘Whoa, Nelly,’ said Luke. ‘Not that I don’t enjoy seeing you in your panties, but don’t you think a shower and some fresh clothes are in order? The restaurant’s still going to be there in a half-hour’s time. Plus their doors don’t open till noon.’




    ‘Fine,’ I said, grabbing a clean set of clothes and disappearing into the bathroom. Twenty minutes later I emerged washed, dressed and ready to go. Luke was sitting on the bed, a strange expression on his face. He walked past me into the bathroom, searching the shelves and even my washbag.




    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I asked.




    ‘You forgot your meds,’ he said.




    I frowned, preparing for a fight. ‘I didn’t forget them. My prescription ran out.’




    ‘So why didn’t you ask Dr McCormack for more?’




    ‘Haven’t seen her in a while.’




    ‘Oh yeah?’ he said. ‘Define “a while”.’




    ‘Luke, I’m really not in the mood for this,’ I said. ‘Please, just drop it.’




    ‘You were meant to see her every week,’ he pushed. ‘So how long’s it been?’




    ‘Long enough to have weaned myself off those painkillers she had me on,’ I said. Human beings are meant to feel pain when we’re grieving; it’s not natural to numb yourself to it. I’d hated feeling that I was trying to escape from my grief, as though by doing so I was betraying Charlie in some way.




    Luke shook his head at me and disappeared out of the door. After a second or two, I followed him.




    The sky outside was cobalt blue, a vibrant contrast to the white sand of the beach. We walked down Ocean Drive, admiring the Art Deco buildings with their curved corners and eyebrowed windows. The candyfloss pink walls of one abutted the mint green of another. In a building of baby-blue stripes, a section of glass bricks reflected the bright Miami sun.




    Ocean Drive was chock-a-block with traffic: sleek BMWs, sparkling Harleys and retro, tail-finned convertibles. On the pink pavements, old ladies carrying umbrellas to shield themselves from the UV rays hustled past surfers in baggy shorts and teenagers playing tinny tunes on their mobiles. A dog ran past us on a lead, shortly followed by a rollerblading girl in a bikini.




    ‘Christ,’ I said as the girl skated by us. ‘Are they in the middle of filming a tampon advert or something?’




    If I was trying to make Luke laugh, it wasn’t working.




    ‘There it is,’ he said. He gestured from the photo of El Cangrejo Dorado, in his hand, to the real thing.




    The large glass doors in the restaurant’s turquoise façade were open, white drapes billowing out in the breeze. The smell of jasmine wafted across to us as we walked through the doors and into the restaurant.




    It was larger than it had appeared in the photos, and the sunshine coming in through the open doors meant there was no need for candles or fairy lights, but at the same time it was strange actually standing there, as if I’d stepped into the pages of a picturebook.




    A man in a white shirt and black trousers came up to us, nodding to Luke but addressing me: ‘Table for two?’




    ‘Actually we’re here to ask you if you could help us with something,’ I told him. ‘We’re trying to find a friend of ours, and we know he was here on the tenth of this month.’ I handed him a print-out of the photo.




    He took the print-out from me and then handed it back. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t ring a bell.’




    I opened up one of the photo albums and showed him a picture of Charlie, a close-up of him that I’d taken in a bar in Islington two Christmases ago. The man glanced at it, and scanned the other photographs, but did so whilst shaking his head. ‘Sorry.’




    ‘Could we look at your reservations book?’ I asked. ‘We know that he must have been eating between eight and nine in the evening, and there were four other people at his table, so the reservation must have been for at least five people.’




    Luke was standing behind me, and the maître d’ looked up at him with his eyebrows raised, then back down to me. ‘Is the man in the photograph your husband?’




    ‘Yes,’ I said.




    ‘Does he owe you money for child support?’




    ‘No. It’s more complicated than that.’




    ‘Look, if he’s skipped out on you and owes you money, maybe you can get a court order or something, but if not, I’m going to have to say no. We have to respect the privacy of our patrons; I can’t open up my reservations book to people that have just walked in off the street.’




    ‘I understand, but if you just heard us out . . .’




    ‘I’m sorry, I—’ He looked surprised as a man in an identical shirt and trousers walked in. ‘I thought you’d called in sick.’




    The man came over, removing his baseball cap and sunglasses. ‘Yeah, boss, but I started feeling better and I need the cash.’ The maître d’ exchanged glances with Luke, and just as it seemed as though the new arrival was about to be shooed into the kitchens, he spotted the photo of Charlie’s table.




    ‘Hey,’ he said with a grin, taking the photo from me. ‘That’s Alejandro.’




    

       

    




    Chapter Three




    ‘That guy?’ I asked quickly, pointing at Charlie.




    ‘No, I don’t know that guy’s name. But the guy at the end of the table, that’s Alejandro, one of our regulars.’




    Ignoring the stare of doom that the maître d’ was channelling in his direction, I asked the waiter where I could find Alejandro.




    ‘He’s got a furniture shop in Little Havana,’ he told me, and wrote the address down on the back of one of the print-outs. ‘Gotta go,’ he said then. ‘Customers are gonna start rolling in now. Are you guys eating?’




    ‘Afraid not,’ I said, smiling sweetly at the maître d’.




    ‘Shame on you,’ said the waiter, heading to the back of the restaurant and to the kitchens. ‘We do the best stone crabs in Miami. Hasta luego!’




    We were left with the maître d’, who shrugged when I looked at him.




    ‘One of your regulars, apparently,’ I said.




    ‘You didn’t ask me if I recognized Alejandro,’ he pointed out.
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