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Dedicated to Martin,

    For everything






‘Revenge is barren. Of itself it makes

The dreadful food it feeds on; its delight

Is murder—its satiety despair.’

—Friedrich Schiller, Wilhelm Tell








I DENIAL





London, spring 2004

‘How would you least like to die?’

It’s a weird question to ask another person. I’d have been alarmed if it had come from anyone but her. But she asks this inquisitively and innocently, as if she has asked herself the same question many times before and has chosen me as the person to finally think it aloud with. I love nights like these, when it’s just the two of us away from the world; when time seems to stop and we can talk about almost anything, no holds barred.

‘I’m not sure,’ I reply, cheeks flushing. ‘I can’t say I’ve ever really thought about it.’

Evelyn lies on her side, her dark hair wild post-coitus, her features soft and unguarded. The sheets drape over her hips, leaving her breasts bare and revealing the soft, tender skin pulled taut over her pregnant belly. She might be the most self-assured person I have ever known. I knew it the second I met her: we were two people in a coffee shop close to campus, smiling as we noticed we were both reading Shelley’s Frankenstein. My copy was pristine, without a crease on the spine; hers was battered and dog-eared from years of rereading. She closed hers, knowing the story so well that she hadn’t needed to mark the page, and came right over to my table. I think I fell in love with her before she even spoke a word.

‘Yes you have,’ she says with a smile, dragging me back from the memory. ‘Come on, Tobe. Tell me.’

Tobe. Only she calls me that, and my heart jumps every time I hear it. It might seem odd to outsiders that my wife can still make me blush. We met when I was in my first year at university and she was in her second. We were each other’s firsts in so many ways, have known each other our whole adult lives, and yet she still gives me butterflies whenever her eyes meet mine. I want to forget the question and kiss her again, but her eyes are so intent on knowing that I stop myself.

‘What’s yours?’ I ask, buying myself time to think of my own answer; one as profound and thoughtful as her.

‘To be stranded out at sea,’ she replies. Her smile fades. ‘The thought of being surrounded by water while dying of thirst; having the same haunting horizon staring back at me each way I look. I couldn’t bear going mad like that.’

The room falls quiet. I imagine her lost in the ocean, foaming at the mouth from drinking the water and hallucinating from its salt. By the haunted look in her eyes, I can tell she’s dreamt of this more than once. I wonder what it symbolizes. Abandonment, loss of hope, loneliness.

‘Plus, there are sharks,’ I say.

‘Yes,’ she replies, laughing with relief. ‘That too.’

She raises her hand and strokes my face, smiling as I kiss her palm and the soft skin on her wrist.

‘Come on, what’s yours?’

She traces my mouth with her finger as I think. I pretend to bite it and she laughs again.

‘Betrayal,’ I say finally, sucking the joy out of the room. ‘It’s not the method that frightens me, but the intention. I’d rather be knifed in the front by a stranger a dozen times than be stabbed once in the back by someone I loved.’

‘Do you love me?’ she asks softly.

I smirk and she hits me.

‘I’m serious.’

‘It goes without saying,’ I reply. ‘I adore the bones of you, woman.’

‘Then I promise never to betray you.’ She leans in and kisses me, soft and slow, before delicately pulling away and taking my hand, placing it above her womb and whispering something, so close to me that her breath warms my lips. ‘You are going to be the most wonderful father.’

She kisses me once more and rolls over, and I lie in the dark thinking of how long we have waited for this. Years of trying for a baby, years of wondering if we were one of those couples who just couldn’t conceive despite everything being in working order. We wanted it for so long that I don’t think either of us considered how our lives would change the moment we saw the two lines on that pregnancy test.

I glance around our room, through the open door towards the rest of the flat: a one-bedroom shoebox in Notting Hill that’s crammed with books and smells of damp. We’ve been married three years, lived together for six; we’ve seen each other through Evelyn’s medical degree, redundancies and the death of her mother, her last remaining parent, but this is the first time I can feel our world truly shifting on its axis. I’ve wanted to be a father for so long that I never stopped to wonder if I’d be any good.

Evelyn rolls back and strokes my chest.

‘Stop worrying and go to sleep.’

I smile in the dark. You are going to be the most wonderful father, she’d said. Picking up on my fears before I’d even dared to utter them aloud. I try to imagine how my life might have been without her, had we not crossed paths that day. What if I’d got up at the right time that morning and made it to class, and not had to head to the coffee shop to wait for the seminar to end? Would we have met another way? Or would my life look completely different?

Life never fails to surprise me in moments like these. How one’s world can flip in an instant by simply crossing paths with another. The joy it can bring, the heartache.

I turn over, hold her and the baby in the crook of me, and close my eyes to sleep.




1 Tobias


San Diego, summer 2024

Sometimes I wonder if I have it in me to kill someone. What my victim would have to do to bring me to the point where impulse overrides morality. What my tipping point might be.

It’s not a desire I have. More of a morbid question I ask myself. You hear of regular people snapping under pressure, don’t you? Fight or flight. Seeing red. The straw that broke the camel’s back. If I were to kill someone, I guess I’d be one of those.

Evelyn woke at five. I felt the bed shift beneath her, despite her attempt to creep out from beside me. I always rouse to her, no matter how quiet she tries to be. I wake when she wakes, and only fall asleep once I hear her first slumbering breath, as if my circadian rhythm is synced with hers. On the off-chance I do wake before her, I like to lie in wait, my gaze flicking between her stoic face and the clock on the bedside table behind her, waiting for 5 a.m. to strike. I eye her smooth and impenetrable skin, illuminated by the glow-in-the-dark digits on the clock. When it hits the hour, her haunted eyes creep open right on cue.

I must have drifted off again, for I wake alone at six. The sheets on her side of the bed are barely ruffled, the slight indent in the pillow where she rested her head the only sign that she was ever there at all.

I should get up, but a sense of dread pins me to the mattress. They smell of us, these sheets. Not perfume or cologne, but the true scent of us: our skin and our hair, the animal pheromones we carry and emit. That’s one of the only things that hasn’t changed about my wife. The homely scent of her.

I fight the urge to sink deeper beneath the duvet and head into the en suite to empty my bladder. Seat up. Then down again. Flush. Check the floor for any spots of piss that landed on the tiles when I shook off the last few drops. This is the beginning of my morning routine: a mental checklist of tasks I must do in fear of disappointing my wife if I don’t. A stranger might think I’m whipped, cuckolded. We stopped caring what people thought of us a long time ago.

I brush my teeth before heading downstairs, a habitual act rather than one of hope. We won’t kiss; we may not even speak. It’s hard to gauge what kind of mood Evelyn will be in on any given morning. But I do it anyway, ready to seize any sliver of softness in her, a second or two when she drops her guard and lets me in. I try to remember the last time we kissed, and can’t.

I stare at the man in the mirror on the wall above the basin. Dark stubble peppered with grey; puffy, bloodshot eyes. I’m forty-seven and I look it. Some men grow into their looks as they age. I might have too, had grief not chipped away at me. The misery can be seen in the lines around my eyes and mouth, the fork between my brows.

The clock on the bathroom wall ticks behind me. I should get showered and dressed, but the growing dread anchors me further. I splash my face with cold water, digging the crust from the corners of my eyes, and rinse the last remnants of toothpaste from the basin. Making my presence known in this house only seems to push us further apart. Sometimes it seems like this is Evelyn’s home rather than mine, and I’m merely an unwanted visitor lingering on too long. Often, she will enter a room or cross me in the hall and jump at the sight of me, as if she has stumbled across a stranger. It’s better if I make it appear like I was never here at all.

I dress the bed the way Evelyn likes: plumping and arranging the pillows in the right order and smoothing out the creases in the undersheet before fanning the duvet over it, followed by the decorative blankets and cushions. Running my palms over the spot where she sleeps is the closest I get to touching her. I’m sure I can feel the warmth of her body in the cotton, but I know too much time has passed for that to be true. We sleep dressed: I wear a nightshirt and boxers long enough to pass for shorts; Evelyn dresses in pyjamas that cover her from her neck to her ankles, the drawstring double-knotted at the waist. If the bed weren’t so big, and there was a chance of us touching, she would have vacated to a room of her own years ago, though we both know what it would mean if we were to start sleeping in separate beds. Still, I see the truth in her each night, her body rigid as she mentally prepares to lie beside me. But that doesn’t stop me from lying awake and praying to hear the rustle of the sheets as she turns over to face my side of the room, followed by the feel of her fingers slipping beneath my shirt and the delicate scratch of her nails along my spine. Just like the way she used to, to let me know she wanted me.

Out on the landing, the sun rises on the other side of the window, throwing a warm hue on the hardwood floor and glowing against the array of doors that lead to empty room after empty room, in the house that was never meant for just the two of us.

I head downstairs, watching where I step to avoid the creaking boards. I want a glimpse of her before she notices me. Sometimes, when she is alone, her guard falters. The creases in her brow soften and her teeth unclench. Her eyes are free of that impenetrable glaze. I can see her thoughts, her fears, her grief, and, deep down, I can see her heart. Looking at her in those moments is like looking into the past; it’s a chance to remember what I had and lost. I only see it for a few seconds before she senses me near and steels herself, but those few seconds – that wavering hope that the wife I love might one day return – can carry me for days.

Evelyn is in her study, standing before the printer as it chugs out a document in the corner. The blinds are closed, creating the impression that it is still night beyond them, and the desk lamp gives the room a gloomy, secretive air. Even without much light, I know this study like the back of my hand; all of its nooks and crannies, all of its secrets. There is one part of the room that immediately draws attention upon entering: the back wall is covered in photos of Aaron Alexander, the man who killed our son, Joshua, when he was just nine years old. Mugshots through the years up until his final arrest, which changed our lives irrevocably.

He’s young. Too young to have destroyed so much and so many. He was twenty when he did it, which makes him thirty-one now. He’s on the tall side, standing at six-one or six-two, but despite this he’s not intimidating. His bone structure is sharp, but in the photos he still has a boyish youth to his cheeks. I wonder if prison crushed that out of him and what he looks like now as a free man.

There are news articles pinned to the wall among the mugshots. Headlines shout out at me, exposés detailing the night he killed Joshua.

MAN CHARGED IN HIT-AND-RUN SLAYING

ALEXANDER PLEADS NO CONTEST TO MANSLAUGHTER CHARGES

Then there is a jump to the present day, with articles from the last month detailing his early release; he had been sentenced to over twenty years for an array of felonies but made parole after eleven. The stories about his release weren’t on the front pages; the uproar over our son’s death had simmered down by then.

At the centre of all the clippings is a calendar, with violent red slashes through the days leading up to today’s date – one month exactly after Aaron Alexander was released from jail. The day my wife has been waiting for. The same day I have lain awake dreading.

The fear returns, twisting my stomach in its fist. I asked her once why she wanted to wait a month before going after him. I want him to experience freedom, she’d replied. I want him to know what he’s lost.

I stare at the wall, at the task my wife has devoted her life to for over a decade. There are private documents pinned there too – health records, prison records. I have no idea how she got them. Sometimes, when it comes to her obsession, it’s better I don’t know.

Evelyn’s hair is tied back from her face, exposing the bare nape of her neck. With her focus on the document in her hands, she reveals a glimpse of her beautiful face: straight-set lips, the profile of her nose, her long eyelashes flicking slowly with each blink. Concentration creases her brow and her jaw is clenched, her teeth grinding quietly behind her lips. My heart sinks. I missed my chance to see the heart within her. It was highly optimistic of me to expect it, today of all days, but even a second’s glance would have carried me through.

It always shocks me that grief hasn’t aged her like it has me. It seems to have preserved her youth, while mercilessly whittling away at mine. It pads the skin beneath my eyes, droops in the corners of my mouth. Evelyn conceals her pain within; I imagine her insides, black and rotten with it, how I picture a smoker’s lungs to look.

She is remarkably fit, far more than when we first met. We were both a bit podgy around the edges when we first lay together. I’d say those so-called imperfections were some of my favourite parts of her. But the last time I saw my wife naked – through the gap in the bedroom door she had left ajar, as I dared to steal a glimpse of her changing – I spotted abs, defined biceps, smaller breasts than she’d had before. She has been training for this day all these years.

I remember staring at her through the crack in the door, how my dick got hard at the sight of her naked flesh and the shame that followed. I felt more like a pervert peering in at a stranger than a husband admiring his wife.

A large black holdall sits at the end of the desk. I watch her check the items inside, crossing each of them off a list as she goes: a handgun, a box of ammo rattling in her grip, a taser strong enough to floor a man twice her size with a single shock. She packed the bag just yesterday. And the day before that. Packing, unpacking and repacking the same bag to make sure she has the drill down, in fear of leaving anything behind. She is just about to consult her list again when a shiver visibly runs down her spine; the feel of my eyes on her, making her recoil. She turns her head ever so slightly, looking at me out of the corner of her eye. When she’s working on this, she doesn’t like to be disturbed.

Silence swells between us.

‘You haven’t showered,’ she says, her tone thinly veiling her resentment. ‘Please don’t make us late.’

She turns her attention back to the list. Can she really tell that from her peripheral vision? Or can she smell the sleep on me? No, it won’t be that. She’ll have been listening for the running of the shower and the gurgling of the pipes.

‘I won’t,’ I croak, my first words spoken aloud.

She nods curtly. The silence that follows lingers like the sting after a slap. I should leave, but I can’t stop staring at this woman who seems so new and mysterious, admiring her long, elegant neck and the way her back shrinks towards her newly tight waist. A body that’s foreign and unknown to me, seen only through the crack in a door.

‘You’re ready for this?’ she asks.

It’s less of a question, more of an ultimatum. A question that has only one right answer.

Are you ready to murder the man who killed our son?

When I hesitate too long, she turns to face me. Those dark, piercing eyes fix on mine.

‘Yes,’ I say.

Her glare cuts me open, rummaging around inside me for the truth. Even when she makes me nervous, I can’t help but admire her beauty. The tautness of her cheekbones, the fullness of her lips. She nods coolly and returns to her task.

You wouldn’t recognize us, had you met us before. We were the couple who were always touching. We’d hold hands in bed as we fell asleep, our fingers interlocked until we woke, and then make love on the sheets that smelled of us. It took me a while to realize that I haven’t just been mourning my son all these years; I’ve also been grieving the loss of my wife. She stayed in bed for a month after his funeral. Thirty days and thirty nights of hiding in the dark. The woman I knew and loved never left that room.

As I stare at her, a question burns away at me. The words linger on my tongue, stinging the wet, pink flesh. They press against my clenched teeth and closed lips, begging silently to be let out into the open.

How did we get here, Evelyn?

I think back to the people we were before all this; the memory of the day we discovered Evelyn was pregnant and the hope we’d carried. The joy that had burst from us was so strong that neither of us could think straight for days. We were embarking on a whole new journey together, a whole new life. And even though the step we’re about to take is technically a new beginning, I can’t help but feel that it is, in so many ways, the end.

I think of the question I asked myself when I woke; whether I have it in me to kill someone. What my tipping point might be. The truth is, I know I could never take a life. No matter how much anger I carry over the death of our son, and no matter how much Aaron Alexander might deserve a bullet, I couldn’t do it.

My wife could, I think, as I watch her zip the holdall shut with a violent flick. My wife will.

‘I asked you not to make us late,’ she says with her back to me.

I silently head back towards the stairs to shower.



The journey from San Diego to Beatty spans the desert and crosses state lines. We drive down Route 127 surrounded by nothing but cracked earth and mountains, an odd scattering of long grass that evolved to live without thirst and wildlife that blends seamlessly into the landscape. I eye the occasional dead lizard frying to a crisp on the side of the road, desert hares gutted of their meat by predators after becoming roadkill in the night. Aaron Alexander lives in Beatty. He will die there too, if my wife gets her way.

We drive without speaking. We have been in the car for hours, with several more to go. Evelyn is at the wheel, her determined grip turning her knuckles white, while I sit in the passenger seat beside her with the map. We have the GPS, but they can go wrong, she said. The only judgement my wife trusts is her own.

My phone pings with an alert. The wildfires that began in Spring Valley and San Bernadino National Forest yesterday are growing. I check my news app and read the latest update, the flames burning behind us and ahead of us. They’re predicting it to be the worst wildfire season on record for the state of California.

‘It’s getting worse,’ I say.

‘It’ll be fine,’ she replies.

‘I can smell the smoke already. We should turn back and wait for it to die out.’

She turns off the A/C and the car speeds up, her foot on the pedal her only response.

As we listen to the purr of the engine and our own thoughts, I stare out at the desert, at the rocky slopes of the mountains, and miss home. Not San Diego. Home. When I think of London, with its seasons and green parks and dirty Underground, I feel a pang of longing behind my ribs. Just the thought of its cold winters and tepid springs could bring tears to my eyes. We have lived in America for over a decade, but this land still feels foreign to us. Or perhaps it’s us, and we feel foreign to the land. We’re not quite British anymore, but not quite American either. Two nomads with no place to call home.

We’d moved for my work. Headhunted for a senior managerial position in advanced manufacturing. Joshua was young enough to acclimatize to new surroundings, and Evelyn and I had lived in the capital for all of our adult lives; it had made sense to snatch the opportunity for an adventure, to grow in new, exciting ways. Little did we know we wouldn’t grow at all but become stunted in time.

When my wife notices an American twang to her accent, she visibly seizes up. She doesn’t want to grow or change. She wants everything to stay as it was when Joshua was still with us. Changing feels like a betrayal when he isn’t here to change with us. It’s the same reason we haven’t moved back home; we’d be leaving our boy behind. Come home, my family has said over and over. Evelyn’s parents would have too had they been alive. But what they fail to understand is that without Joshua, there is no home to return to. Our home is here with him, even if he is dead in the ground, hidden by American soil.

America is also the home of Aaron Alexander; that certainly gave Evelyn another reason to stay. To be close by when his prison sentence came to an end. Not that she would have admitted to it to anyone other than me. Hell, she didn’t even confide in me about it for the first six years.



My wife first mentioned the idea of murdering Aaron Alexander over dinner one August night in 2019. We were sitting in the dining room, at either end of the table large enough to seat eight. Something had been troubling her for days; whenever I looked at her, I found her deep in thought, her eyes moving busily beneath a permanently furrowed brow. I’d felt that same sense of dread I feel now, the undeniable instinct that something bad was coming.

‘How can you bear it?’ she’d asked at last.

I was so surprised she’d spoken to me beyond a disgruntled instruction that I almost choked on a pea.

‘Bear what?’ I replied, blinking water.

She put her knife and fork down and picked up her glass of wine. My wife loses her appetite quickly.

‘The thought of him being free one day.’

She didn’t need to say who or what she was referring to. The topic, it seems, is a conversation we have on a constant loop.

‘I try not to think about it.’

She scoffed.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘So you’re just going to accept it? That man didn’t just kill our son. He left him for dead, for the coyotes to get at him. You can accept that?’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘None of this is fucking fair.’

She pushed her plate aside, the food mostly untouched, and took a cigarette from the packet on the table. I watched her light it hungrily and blow curling, grey smoke into the room. It crept towards me at the other end of the table, and I breathed it in as if it were a part of her, reluctant to exhale.

‘We don’t have to just accept it, Tobe.’ She hadn’t called me that for a long time; she no doubt knew what it would have meant for me to hear it again, and I lapped it up like a fool. I remember the tug of longing I had for her in that moment; the urge to hold her and be held by her. To kiss her and have her kiss me back. ‘We can do something,’ she said.

I stared at her from across the table, at the smoke from her cigarette, as her eyes bored into mine.

‘Do what?’ I asked nervously.



Evelyn sighs behind the wheel, dragging me from the memory.

I sit in silence as she takes a cigarette from the packet hidden in the drink holder and lights it effortlessly with one hand, filling the car with smoke before lowering the window. The hot air sucks out the air-conditioned chill within seconds.

As hard as I try, I can’t remember agreeing to kill Aaron. There was never a moment where I definitively said the words. I never plotted with her; I never researched our son’s killer like she has. She did all of this alone. But I didn’t tell her no, either. My fear then, and my fear now, is that if I did or do, then there will be no use for me anymore. I wouldn’t be grieving alongside her; I’d be another person who didn’t understand, another person who stood opposed to her and her goal. When she put the idea to me, I knew in a split second that I would lose her by saying no. But it’s only now, as we drive hundreds of miles to kill a man, that I know deep in my bones that I will lose her for good if I stand by and let her take a life.

A wave of loneliness envelopes me. It comes at me like that; suddenly and with force. One minute I’ll be fine, and the next I’m drowning. How can I be lonely with my wife right here, by my side? How can we be within touching distance, and yet simultaneously worlds apart?

The day we discovered Joshua had died, something in Evelyn seemed to die with him. Her ability to love and be loved was shut off; her capacity for reason and acceptance was replaced by rage and denial. She was a psychiatrist before all this; she of all people should know that she is in denial about our son’s death, stuck in this hellish purgatory because she refuses to move through each phase of grief, cementing herself in blind anger and refusing to budge.

Still, I don’t think all is lost. Not yet. Would I have stayed if I didn’t have hope that one day I might get her back? If not all of her, then perhaps a small part? Probably. But I’m convinced my wife is still in there, buried beneath this new, hardened shell. It’s the part of her I creep down the stairs to see in the mornings, that glimpse into her soul that she has become so good at hiding. If she takes a life, I know that any good part of her will be lost forever. I just have to be brave enough and smart enough to stop her.

I watch her drop the end of the cigarette onto the road. She leaves the window open, the breeze playing with her hair and fluttering it against her face.

Evelyn needs to do this. Her plan to murder Aaron Alexander is what has kept her putting one foot in front of the other; the only ray of hope that has kept her rising each morning. Her will to live is intrinsically linked to the death of another, while mine is fuelled by the need to keep her from destroying herself. It seems we couldn’t be more at odds.

Through the windscreen, I spot a diner up ahead.

‘Let’s stop here to eat,’ I say, my voice thick and stagnant from the silence.

‘We haven’t got time.’

‘I need the bathroom too.’

She sighs heavily and checks the rear-view mirror.

‘Fine, but we’re in and out in twenty minutes.’

I nod silently, my heart racing as the car slows and veers towards the diner. I’m terrified of losing her should I betray her, but I fear that if I don’t, I’ll lose her still. It seems that whatever I do or don’t do, whatever I say or don’t say, I might lose my wife either way.

The only thing keeping me alive is her. As she pulls to a stop outside the building, dust settling about the car from the spinning tyres, I wonder if she has ever thought the same about me. I don’t let myself dwell on it long, unsure if I’d like the answer.






2 Evelyn


I sit in the roadside diner, in a red leather booth that has seen better days, watching my husband eat a fried breakfast with both fascination and revulsion. He cuts the fried eggs until the wet, luminous yolk bleeds onto his plate, and saws the bacon with a quiet tremor in his grip, the blade of the knife screeching on the china. Then he slices off the end of a sausage, skewers the concoction on his fork, and lathers on ketchup before shovelling it all in. I can hear the food in his mouth, the mashing of egg and the mastication of flesh. He chokes slightly on a string of bacon fat before finally swallowing it down. Then he starts the process again, all while I sit fighting the urge to swipe the plate from the table and watch it explode into a thousand pieces against the scuffed lino floor.

My husband eats as if there were a gun to his head. Always has. Joshua did the same. Little gannets, I used to say. I don’t say anything now; I merely loathe him for bringing up the memory every time he raises the fork to his mouth and chews. I pick up my tea and sip silently. I won’t eat: anticipation has filled me up.

The diner is loud. We sit listening to the shriek of metal scraping on crockery, customers talking louder and louder to be heard over one another until they create a deafening, hive-like hum. There’s the trucker in the booth behind us who hacks up phlegm when he laughs. The child missing his two front teeth whining for more syrup on his pancakes. The walking cliché of a waitress long past her prime, sighing resentfully as she tops up people’s mugs with cheap coffee that looks like mud, the kind that always leaves stray grains in your teeth. Cars rev by on the other side of the windows, sudden angry growls from their engines making me flinch as they pass. And then there’s Tobias’s chewing. The loudest sound of them all. I look down and see my hands clenched into fists in my lap, blood squeezed from the knuckles.

‘You’re grinding your teeth,’ he says. ‘Dr Roberts said if you keep doing it, you’ll end up cracking a tooth—’

‘He’s my dentist. I know what he said.’

I take a sip of my tea and stare at the bit of yolk caught in the stubble by the corner of Tobias’s mouth, glistening when it catches the light. Another wave of revulsion passes through me, which is followed quickly by guilt, stinging like a whisky chaser. The love I have for my husband always appears like a surprise, jolting my heart without warning, before it falls back into the same familiar beat.

Life was so different when we met. We were almost thirty years younger, for a start. That feels like another lifetime to me now. A different couple in a different world. I certainly don’t recognize the woman I was then, compared to the woman I am now. My husband, however, is relatively unchanged when one peers beneath the grief. The same values, the same morals, the same trust in others and in life. I often wonder how he managed to keep hold of himself, to keep the grief from swallowing him whole like it did me. Another thing to resent him for. For being able to stay above water while I drowned.

‘You can almost see the smoke now,’ he says, nodding towards the window.

He’s right. The blue sky looks dirtier, thick with the approaching fumes.

‘Smoke travels hundreds of miles. It doesn’t mean we have to turn back.’

‘Not smoke like that. Not smoke you can see.’

‘Everyone else looks gravely concerned,’ I reply with a sarcastic bite, nodding at the room.

‘I just want to keep you safe.’

I look out of the window and tune him out, needing a moment’s break from his constant smothering. I come round to the waitress’s sigh as she stops beside the table.

‘Coffee?’

‘Please.’ Tobias puts on his best attempt at an American accent.

I avert my eyes, nursing my tea as coffee glugs into his mug.

‘Thanks a lot,’ he says, with that same American twang.

The waitress grunts in response and shuffles towards the next table, so depressed that she can’t even raise her dirty clogs from the floor.

I return my cup quietly to its chipped saucer.

‘Why did you do that?’ I ask.

‘Do what?’

‘The accent.’

He takes a sip of black coffee. His left eye twitches from the strength.

‘We shouldn’t be memorable,’ he says quietly. ‘We need to blend in. Two Brits sat in a roadside diner in the middle of the Nevada desert are going to stick out by a mile.’

‘I don’t care about that.’

‘I know you don’t. But I do.’

Thick, beating veins swell on either side of his neck. He’s always holding back what he thinks and feels; a British trait we’ve failed to shake, I think, as if suffering silently is the noble thing to do, to be. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t notice the array of eggshells around me, and my husband’s tentative mission to avoid them. I watch him mustering the courage to speak aloud whatever it is that he longs to say.

‘I know I can’t stop you from doing this, but it doesn’t mean you have to…’

He bottles it.

‘What?’ I push.

I stare at the swollen veins in his neck. His cheeks have flushed so red that I’m convinced he’ll burst if he doesn’t take a breath.

‘You don’t have to implode in the process,’ he says finally, and exhales. ‘You’re going into this like a suicide bomber.’

I feel my defences creeping in: muscles stiffening, tongue sharpening. I wonder how long he’s been keeping that in. How long he’s thought of me as some brainwashed whackjob caught up in the cult of grief.

‘We could be more careful,’ he says, softer now. ‘Doing this doesn’t mean we have to destroy our lives completely.’

I cradle the cup of tea in my hands.

‘You say that like there’s something left to destroy.’

I take a sip.

‘Isn’t there?’

I hear the hurt in his voice and steel myself against it, looking out of the window to watch the sand billowing over the endless horizon, listen to the tiny granules tinkling against the glass, silently wonder how far off the wildfires are beyond the mountains. I feel his eyes on me, trying to reach me, and resent him for it. I wish he would leave me alone, just for a moment or two. His love, and his need for mine in return, is as persistent as a bluebottle buzzing around my head. One I wish I could crush between my palms.

This was never supposed to happen to us. These things, these tragedies – they happen to other people; to strangers on the news, their grainy faces printed in the papers. And yet here we are, fighting the truth, fighting each other, trapped in the same old cycle. Time, it seems, passes for everyone but us.

‘Evelyn…’ he says.

Suddenly, a car bolts down the highway, disappearing as fast as it appeared. An image flashes in my mind, followed by a sickening sound.

Crack.

The bodily reactions happen all at once. Sweat breaks out all over me, speckling on my face, tingling beneath my arms, warm beads blooming between my shoulder blades. My pulse races and my airways shrink. I look at my husband: he’s mouthing something, but all I can hear is an endless, shrill ringing. I blink, and the room explodes with sound. The syrup kid is screaming and red in the face, webs of drool strung between the gaps in his teeth. The waitress is shouting to the kitchen, chasing an order of pancakes, slamming dirty dishes down on the counter as she does so. The trucker is wheezing, phlegm crackling at the back of his throat like a spitting fire. Waves of nausea ripple through me. I try to breathe, but the muscles of my chest have locked in place.

‘Evelyn, did you hear me?’

‘Are you nearly finished?’ I manage.

His frown smooths.

‘Are you all right? You’ve turned pale.’

I ignore him. He knows I hate when he does that; when he answers a question with a question. My heart is beating so fast that I imagine my chest bursting open in a wet explosion of blood and flesh. I just need to breathe.

Tobias places his knife and fork together on his plate as I grab my bag and stand from the booth.

‘I’m ready,’ he says, realizing my panic. ‘I’ll get the check.’

‘Pay in cash.’

I push past the miserable waitress taking up the aisle, clutching my stomach as if my guts are set to spill out of me, and barge through the swing door. I try to take a deep breath but I’m hit by the heat and the dust instead.

Crack.

I reach the car, hunch over beside it, and spew regurgitated tea onto the hot, broken earth.

Joshua was hit by his killer’s car so hard that his skull fractured as it met the road.

Crack.

I heave some more, long strings dribbling from my lips to the ground, tears pattering around the mess. My grief created the scene in my head, conjuring every sound, every frame, and it has haunted me ever since. I see Aaron Alexander’s car coming round the bend. Then I see my son’s face, the way his eyes would have widened with fear, the way his soft cherub lips would have parted with his last, shocked breath. I hear the screech of the tyres and the slam of my baby’s body against the road, ending with the sound of his head hitting the asphalt.

Crack.

Behind me, the door to the diner opens and closes again. I know it’s Tobias without looking; his presence is as familiar to me as my own shadow. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, bile glistening back at me, and try to compose myself before turning. He comes round to the other side of the car, putting a safe distance and a hunk of metal between us, pity etched on his face and in his eyes. I wish I could pluck it out. Crush the bluebottle to stop its buzzing.

‘Do you want me to drive?’ he asks softly.

‘No,’ I snap back.

He opens the passenger door and everything starts spinning. I put a bracing hand on top of the scorching roof.

‘Yes,’ I relent, a tremor in my voice. ‘You drive.’

He nods silently and circles the car, holding out his hand as I slowly unfurl my fist and free the keys. The tips of his fingers graze the soft pad of my palm, sending a violent shiver up my arm. He looks down at my sick on the ground and knows to say nothing. You don’t try to stroke a cornered dog; it’ll only go for your throat.

Once the driver’s door clicks shut behind him, I walk a few steps and stand alone, looking out at the sand and the rock, before closing my eyes to focus on my breathing and calm my racing heart.

Crack.

I open my eyes and blink away the tears.

How can I be haunted by a sound I never heard?



I sit in the passenger seat of the car as we continue down Route 127, headed for Death Valley Junction to get to Route 95, wondering to myself how I’ll kill him. I think about that a lot.

It’s not like I haven’t made the decision a thousand times; I’m not one to walk into something without planning every step. But every time I settle on how I’ll murder Aaron Alexander – I’ll slit his throat, or shoot him between the eyes, or strangle the life out of him with my bare hands – it doesn’t feel like enough. A ferocious hunger I can never quite satiate. The more I think about it, the more barbaric and monstrous my intentions become. But whatever I cook up, it’s never enough.

A bullet is far too merciful. One second, one bang, and then it’s all over, with only a hole in his head and his vacant eyes to show for it. No, I want him to feel it. I want to dangle his death before him until he begs for it, and then make him wait some more. I need him to feel a sliver of the pain I’ve lived with these past eleven years; a morsel of the pain and fear Joshua would have felt as he died alone on that dark, barren road.

I look in the rear-view mirror, at the slice of Tobias’s eyes set on the open highway, seeing him more clearly now than I have in years.

I know I can’t stop you from doing this…

That’s what he’d said in the diner. He hadn’t framed it as something we’re doing together, or as a goal we share. After years of nodding along, of seemingly agreeing with me, he’s finally made his stance clear. Tobias isn’t strong enough for this. He never has been. But it’s only now that we’re embarking on the journey that he’s finally found the balls to say the words out loud.

I’ve been watching him these past few weeks, waiting for the cracks to appear. I think I’ve known all along that this would happen; the truth has always been there, waiting to be unveiled. Tobias has never been the one to bring up the topic with me, he’s only ever responded to my plans when I’ve mentioned them first, placating me like one might an overimaginative child. All these years he’s done nothing but bide his time, hope that the ferocity of my intentions would fade. It’s all clear to me now. At best, he is only going to slow me down. At worst, he is going to try to stop me. Two outcomes that I won’t allow to happen.

It’s gone five. The sun is lowering in the sky and yet the heat is still blazing, rippling across the road, the sprawling desert and the mountains. We’ve driven almost four hundred miles, from one state to another, with fifty more to go until Beatty. But I have something else to do before then.

Tobias sits in the driver’s seat with his hands low on the wheel, his eyes briefly leaving the road to glance at me, before returning to the highway.

‘What’re you thinking?’ he asks, that blue-arsed fly starting to buzz again.

I watch his throat bob up and down with a nervous swallow.

I think you’re lying to me.

The silence fills the car like static. My husband never looks at ease when he’s around me, not like he used to. I used to feel so much pride when I called him that. My husband. Now, the words sit on my tongue like a mouthful of turned meat that I’m desperate to spit out.

He glances at me again, waiting for my response.

‘I’m thinking about stopping for the night. There’ll be a motel up ahead. We can stop and rest.’

He nods quickly.

‘I think that’s a good idea.’

Of course you do, you coward. It’s one more night for you to summon the courage to try and talk me out of this. As if another night will change anything.

When I think about how he’s been nodding along this entire time, judging me, pitying me as he often does, I feel sick to my stomach with the betrayal. I knew he was weak. I knew he wasn’t the sort of man to be able to handle something like this. But I thought our son meant more to him. I thought our marriage meant more. When it comes down to it, all that matters to this man, this stranger, is his moral compass – no, his moral superiority – because somehow he can think of the man who murdered our child without wanting to kill him in return.

I stare out at the wasteland of the Nevada landscape, spotting tumbleweed, rusting beer cans flung from speeding car windows, dilapidated billboards with posters peeling in jagged strips where they’ve been left to wither in the sun. Beneath one of the billboards, a desert hare stops, standing on its hind legs to gaze up at us as we pass, its clownishly large ears erect and twitching, before hopping for cover. Tears begin to burn my eyes, but I swallow down the emotion before they can form.

That’s how Joshua died. Chasing a stupid fucking hare.

The overnight trip was something his new school did every year: they took the students to camp out and study the stars. We’d only been in the US for a few months, and it felt inherently wrong to let him go away for the night so soon. It was Tobias who calmed me down, who reminded me how important it was for Joshua to make new friends and fit in. Even though I understood the logic, my gut wouldn’t stop screaming. I lay awake all of that night, crying confusing tears. It’s like I knew. I lay awake trying to make sense of the sudden grief I felt and couldn’t understand, while my baby lay dead on a desert road.

Joshua had wanted a rabbit the entire year leading up to the move, to the point of fixation: drawing them, dreaming about them, only wanting toys with fur and pointy ears. It was something we’d promised him once we’d settled in San Diego, and the weekend he was away on the trip, Tobias and I had gone out and bought one. Its white fur was so soft it rivalled silk, and it had pink, bulbous eyes. We’d chosen the hutch, bought the sawdust to fill it, stocked up on vegetables and picked out a small food bowl to put them in. We didn’t give the rabbit a name; we wanted Joshua to choose one. Only, he never got to meet it.

Joshua wandered away from the campsite. That’s what the teachers said. He’d been far more interested in the wildlife than the stars. There was a desert hare near where they’d camped, a constant presence hopping in the distance. The teachers had reprimanded him for lying awake, peering through the flap of the tent and out into the dark, searching for the hare instead of sleeping. They think he finally spotted it in the night and followed it out towards the open road. The hare was found dead too. The police couldn’t figure out if it had been hit by one car, and Joshua by another, or if they were both killed in one fell swoop.

I spent a whole month in bed after the funeral, listening to the rabbit we’d bought for him hopping around in its hutch on the other side of the window. The rustling of the sawdust. The chomping and crunching of the vegetables. I lay there for a month loathing it, its mere existence feeding my rage until it was a living, breathing thing, far bigger and stronger than me. When I finally got out of bed, the first thing I did was stride towards that hutch and snap the rabbit’s neck. It never did get a name.

If it had been leukaemia, or a brain tumour, or a heart defect, I’d have something physiological to hate. I could loathe the mistakes our own cells make for taking my son away. Maybe I wouldn’t have become who I am now. But Joshua didn’t have any of those. He was hit by a car and left for dead, and by a man who is still breathing. A man who has been given a second chance – something my son will never get.

I look at Tobias from the corner of my eye, listening to his soft, nasal breaths and watching the constant nervous tremor in his hands where they rest on the wheel. He doesn’t understand why I need to do this. He doesn’t understand that my grief and pain will destroy me if I don’t. It already is and has, I’m not blind to that. But another year, maybe two, and it’ll kill me. I can’t bear another second of this agony. Another day of walking around with this weight on my chest, or another night of hearing the same haunting crack, and I’ll be driven completely mad.

I look at the clock on the dashboard and add up the number of hours it’ll be before I reach the man who killed my baby. Before I get to stare him in the eyes and drain the life out of them.

Soon Aaron Alexander will be dead, and I will finally be free.






3 Tobias


The motel off Route 95 is bleak and Hitchcockian: a one-storey, wood-panelled building weathered by the desert heat. The sun has peeled the paint from the boards and cracked the doors where they’ve swelled in their frames; the porch roof doesn’t look safe to stand beneath in order to reach the rooms. If it weren’t for the lone car parked outside, I’d have assumed the place was abandoned.

‘Someone was murdered here once.’

I look across at Evelyn in the passenger seat. She’s reading something on her phone.

‘Who?’

‘Some guy. Reported as a drug deal gone wrong; says here he was shot twelve times.’

‘Christ.’ I look towards the motel office, the vacancy sign flickering green in the window. ‘Do we really want to stay here?’

‘Says they have free Wi-Fi.’

‘Can’t imagine they get a good signal.’

‘Ice machine too,’ she says, reading on.

‘I don’t think I want us staying somewhere where a guy was shot. It doesn’t sound safe.’

Evelyn sighs, locking her phone and slipping it into her pocket. I wonder what I’ve done wrong, what I’ve said to disappoint her. She pulls her bag strap over her shoulder and reaches for the door.

‘We’re not the guy who was shot in this situation, Tobias.’ She gets out of the car, turns back. ‘We’re the guy with the gun.’

Shutting the door behind her, she slowly heads towards the office. I hurry to unbuckle my seatbelt and follow.

She’s just stepping inside when I catch up with her. The room is hot and cramped, lined from wall to wall with old wood panelling slathered with fresh varnish; I can taste its sharp, bitter tang at the back of my throat. Behind the counter sits a woman with grey, straggly hair that needs a brush and faint scratches on the lenses of her glasses.

‘Afternoon,’ she says, dog-earring a Connelly novel before slipping it out of view. Her attention goes directly to my wife. ‘You after a room?’

People used to look to me before Joshua’s death. However old-fashioned, people assumed I was the man of the house, the one in charge. Now it takes a while for people to even realize I’m there.

‘Yes,’ Evelyn replies.

‘How many nights?’

‘Just one.’

‘It’s a hundred dollars a night. You can pay up when you leave.’

I assume she’s added an extra twenty dollars to the going rate. Maybe more. No one would pay a hundred dollars to stay in this shitheap.

‘I’d rather pay now.’

The woman shrugs. ‘Cash or card?’

‘Cash.’

Watching Evelyn take out her purse and retrieve the money, I realize how much forward planning she has put into this. My wife never carries cash. I can’t remember the last time I saw her hold a dollar. She’ll have withdrawn this money so as not to leave a trace during our journey through the desert; that’s why she’d told me to pay cash at the diner. I wonder what else she’s planned in advance, what else she’s keeping from me.

‘Just need to show some ID and fill out this form, and the room’s yours.’

The woman slips a clipboard over the desk. Evelyn stares down at the blank form. We stand in silence, listening to the hum of the fan purring behind the woman, groaning on its hinges as it turns.

‘How much do we have to pay to keep these details private?’

The woman looks at Evelyn – a long, contemplative look. Then she glances at me for the first time, her eyes drifting up and down. I wonder what she thinks of us. Whether we’re two lovers having an extramarital affair, or a couple of white-collar criminals on the run from the law. It’s unlikely that she’s got to the truth: that we’ve driven across state lines to murder a man.

Her upturned mouth curls into a smile.

‘Pay double and you can put down any names you like.’

Evelyn places the money on the desk before scribbling lies onto the page.

‘You’re a long away from King’s country, ain’t ya?’ the woman says with a raised brow.

A rush of heat sweeps through me. I’d said that our accents would be memorable. Evelyn, however, doesn’t bat an eye.

‘I’m not much of a royalist,’ she replies, not looking up from the clipboard. ‘Ever been?’

I stare at her, perplexed. My wife doesn’t do small talk. Perhaps she’s keeping the woman onside for later, for when our crime inevitably hits the news. A trial witness that could help us in the end. More forward thinking.

‘I’ve never been outta the state, let alone the country. I’ve got all I need right here.’

Evelyn puts down the pen as the woman picks up a half-smoked cigarette from the ashtray on the desk and relights it, then retrieves a key from one of the hooks lining the back wall. ‘Room five, at the end,’ she says, smoke escaping with each word. ‘Check out is at eleven.’

‘Thanks.’

Evelyn slips an extra twenty dollars into the tip pot and heads for the door as the woman picks up the form.

‘Enjoy your stay, Mr and Mrs…’ She looks down at the paper. ‘Smith.’

She grins to herself and takes a drag of the cigarette. When she realizes I’m still standing there, her smile vanishes.

‘You need something else?’ she asks.

‘I’m fine. Thanks.’ I watch her smoke, her tar-stained fingers as orange as the shale on the other side of the door. ‘You can smoke in the motel?’

‘We make up our own rules out here. Got a problem with that?’

‘No, ma’am.’

When I don’t move, she scowls at me.

‘Aren’t you concerned about the fires?’ I ask.

‘It happens every year; don’t see why this year should be any different.’

‘Right. Well, thank you ma’am.’

I head back towards the door.

‘Ma’am,’ she repeats, mocking my English accent. She laughs under her breath before coughing up smoke.

Evelyn is standing outside, lighting a cigarette of her own. We head down the side of the motel building towards room five, listening to the crackling ember of her cigarette and the faint whistle of the breeze.

The motel sits alone in the desert. Everywhere I look, miles of dirt and rock stare back at me, wisps of dust following the wind before falling back to the ground. Even the mountains look the same as one another; the same jagged peaks and rocky falls. The smell of smoke from the wildfires is stronger out here, making the air taste burnt with each breath.

I think of the woman behind the reception desk; she’d said she’d never been anywhere else, that she had everything she needed here. How could that be true? How could she not wonder what lies beyond these mountains? What life might have in store for her if she only followed the road that so many others take as they pass through? Her outlook reminds me of grief. No wonder or lust for life. No hope. No view beyond the mountains walling us in. Each day a repeat of the one before.

A sharp pain stabs at my arm, and I look down to see a mosquito sucking up my blood. I slap at it but it’s too fast and vanishes before my palm smacks the skin. I rub the flesh until it’s red-hot. The bite mark immediately begins to swell.

‘I should’ve packed the mozzie spray,’ I mutter, spitting on my finger and rubbing it on the bite.

‘It’s that sweet blood of yours,’ Evelyn replies.

I wonder what hidden meaning might lurk within that statement. Whether she’s saying I’m too sweet, too soft. I’m always doing that, trying to understand the deeper meaning of her words, her small expressions, her silence. She says so little that I have to pull apart each utterance like I’m deciphering a riddle.

We reach the end of the motel and stop outside room five. Evelyn stamps the cigarette beneath her shoe, grinding it into the desert floor, and steps up onto the porch with the key jangling in her hand.

‘I’m going to have a shower,’ she says as she twists it in the lock. ‘Will you get the bags?’

I’m so used to falling into step beside her, waiting to be needed at a second’s notice, that I’d forgotten them. I don’t have time to reply before she steps inside the room, leaving the door ajar behind her. I turn back and head for the car.

Beyond the motel grounds, I look out at the sky on the horizon as I walk, at the setting sun’s rays ever so slowly bleeding into the blue. A couple more hours and the day will be gone, and all that will stand between us and murdering a man will be a single passing of the moon before the sun rises again. When I reach the car, my quivering hands fumble with the keys to open the trunk. We don’t call it a boot anymore, not even between ourselves. Another of those little pieces of our British identities that we’ve traded in to belong. The hatch lifts open and my eyes immediately fall on Evelyn’s holdall.

I stand there for a long time, listening to the pounding of my heart, my eyes never once leaving the bag.

I’ve not looked inside. I watched her pack the gun in there, saw her printing her notes on Aaron Alexander for the journey. But the thought of the unknown and all of the secrets she keeps calls to me tauntingly.

I look over my shoulder towards room five. The door is still open, drifting with the desert breeze. I turn back and snatch the zip of the bag, pulling it along the metal track with trembling fingers.

My wife has always packed light. Whenever we would go away on trips, she only ever packed what she needed. An outfit a day, one pair of shoes for the daytime, and another for the night. Minimal toiletries. She’s never been a woman of excess. But what I see now isn’t a case of excess. It’s obsession.

It only takes one bullet to kill a man, but she’s packed enough ammo to shoot up a whole town. There’s the gun, the taser, a Stanley knife, a coil of rope and a roll of duct tape. I trace my fingers over each item, trying to connect them with the woman I’ve known and loved for almost thirty years, but I cannot mesh the two. The woman I married who wouldn’t hurt a fly, versus the woman she is now; the woman with a holdall of weapons for inflicting torture.

I pull out the file she’d been putting together this morning, checking over my shoulder again before flipping the cover. Upon Aaron Alexander’s release last month, Evelyn had employed a private investigator to follow him wherever he went, so she would know where to find him. I flick through the pages, seeing photos of him working at a gas station in Beatty, a picture of a tired-looking woman with similar eyes to his, who I assume is his mother. There’s a three-page document on his older brother Chris, including his home address in Reno where he lives with his wife. I’ve not seen any of this before – Evelyn kept these things to herself, as if she didn’t trust me with her findings. She’s not just hunting Aaron, she’s mapping out his entire life, so that if he runs, she’ll know where to head next. I slip the file back into the bag and spot something else.

Tucked into the side of the holdall is a large, black wrap, coiled up tight. I pull it out and untie it, rolling out the material until the contents gleam up at me. It’s a row of knives, varying in size, sharpness and means of use. Blades to slice, and gut, and gouge. I wrap them up again tightly with shaking hands and zip the bag shut.

What are you going to do, Evelyn? What the hell are you going to do?



I get out of the shower and return to the bedroom.

Evelyn is sitting on the bed, freshly showered herself and gazing at the wall where she has pinned up the photos and documents detailing our target, a carbon copy of the display above her desk back home. Images of Aaron Alexander stare at me, but I can’t bring myself to look back at him and keep my eyes on my wife.

Her skin is dewy, a wet shimmer to the exposed areas around her white vest, but her hair is bone dry. She avoids washing it for as long as she can; it takes too long to settle into place again, she says. Grief is a lot like that. Years of waiting for our worlds to settle. A wait that takes far too long.

The motel room dates back to the Seventies. Wooden headboard and bedside cabinets, a chest of drawers with a drawer face missing. The lampshades don’t seem to have been dusted in as long, and the old wiring of the place makes the bulbs flicker. Everywhere I look, the room holds memories of the guests before us, from the questionable stains in the fibres of the carpet, to the scratches and indentations scarring the walls like acne pits. I only have to glance at the bed to know I won’t sleep well tonight, imagining the worn, rusty mattress springs beneath the moth-eaten sheets and thinking of all the sleazy motel sex they’ll have seen. The thought of strangers’ sweat and other fluids makes me feel dirty enough to want to shower again.

Evelyn’s eyes don’t leave the wall.

Loving my wife makes me despise myself; the ferocity of my neediness while she remains so aloof. We used to share with each other and work through things in tandem. Now her thoughts are a mystery to me. She sits on the end of the bed with a cigarette burning in one hand and a glass of liquor in the other, staring up at the mass of papers and photographs on the wall without even a sideways glance in my direction. I wish I could tell what she’s thinking.

‘You got any more of that?’ I ask. My voice sounds too loud, cutting through the silence.

She nods to the bottle on top of the chest next to the TV, which is so old it still has an antenna. There’s a film of dust on the screen that I could write my name in.

I take the bottle and sit beside her, taking a quick swig of the lukewarm brandy. Immediately, I sense her freeze up at the close proximity and hear her teeth begin to grind. I don’t think she realizes she does it.

‘Can I have a drag?’

She frowns. ‘You don’t smoke.’

‘I used to.’

‘That was years ago.’

‘I know. Just fancy it.’

She passes the cigarette to me with a slow reluctance. The pillar of ash that had grown between her fingers falls silently to the carpet. I put the filter between my lips and inhale. The smoke is hot on my tongue and scorches the back of my throat. I loathe the taste, but I love the thought of sharing something with her, even if it’ll kill me.

I blow the fumes from my nostrils and pass the cigarette back, watching as she stubs it out in the ashtray on the bed, as if she cannot bear to place her lips on something mine have touched. She gets up and opens the door, letting in the dry desert air and the lingering smell of smoke carried on the breeze, stepping onto the porch to watch the sun as it slowly sinks over the mountains. She leans against the post with her arms crossed in a self-soothing embrace.

Loneliness crushes me. We stand a mere twelve feet apart, and yet I have never felt more alone. I wish she wasn’t so repelled by me; I wish I hadn’t become so needy, so repulsed by myself. I turn and look at my dusty reflection in the television screen, staring into the eyes of the person I’ve become. A desperate, clawing whisper of a man. I wouldn’t want to be near me either.

I stare at my wife’s back, at the new, narrow waist I haven’t touched, at the definition in her toned arms and shoulders. The only reason I can fathom for her not telling me about the plan, for not including me in the actions that are set to change our lives forever, is that she doesn’t trust me.

What are you planning? I think, gazing at the back of her head, wishing I could rattle the secrets free. What don’t you want me to know?

While her back is turned, I look at the wall, trying to see what she sees.

‘I’m going for a walk,’ she says abruptly, heading into the room again. I jump, like a child caught doing something he shouldn’t. It’s probably the only time I’ve felt grateful that she cannot bear to look at me. I watch as she heads towards her holdall and removes the handgun.

‘It’ll be dark soon,’ I say.

‘I won’t go far.’

I don’t ask her about the gun. I don’t ask what she plans to do with it. Of all the things I could say, I tell her it’ll be dark soon. I silently spiral into self-hatred and shame. If only I weren’t such a coward.

I watch as she slips bullets from the ammo box and fills the chamber, loads one into the barrel by pulling back the slide. She checks the safety is on before holstering the gun in the back of her trousers and takes the bottle of brandy from the counter as she heads out, leaving the door yawning open behind her. I listen to the crickets dancing, smell the approaching night.

Lying back on the bed, I close my eyes and try to quieten my anxiety. But all I can think about are the weapons in the holdall. The arsenal of knives and torture devices. I feel tears itching to escape from behind my closed lids, as I long for the wife I used to know.
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