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For Caroline, who deserved to live forever.




Chapter One


I’ve never wanted to kill anyone, but I can’t just let good people die when I have the power to save them. All I can do is make my decisions as fairly, and as ethically, as I can.



I have an awful feeling that Ruth is going to die today.

We are sitting at our kitchen table, drinking freshly squeezed orange juice and eating cereal. Ruth is engrossed in the British Medical Journal. I am scrolling through TikTok.

‘Pass the Cheerios, please,’ I ask.

She looks up from her reading, a little dazed. It takes her a moment to realize the Cheerios are sitting right under her nose. ‘Sorry, here you go.’

I take the box, accidentally brushing her hand as I do, and that’s when it happens. It’s like a static shock, but on steroids. A high voltage punch to the heart. And I’m left with the irrational but nevertheless undeniable certainty that my best friend of seventeen years is going to die. Tonight. At 11.44 p.m. When she touched me, the date and time appeared in digital clock format, just once, in a flash of light seared inside my eyelids. I drop the box, and the circular puffs spill out across the soft cream tiles.

‘Thea, are you okay?’

I blink hard, several times, trying to test for Ruth’s estimated time of death. Nope, just darkness. Then I check how many fingers I have. Five on each hand. Chipped green nail polish semi-intact.

There’s a faint smell of burning toast, but other than that everything’s fine. People don’t predict death over their morning Cheerios. This is just what happens when you combine an overactive imagination and sleep deprivation. It’s even less convincing than the time I woke up certain that I was not a failed lawyer but Amal Clooney, and that George was downstairs making me a lovely Nespresso. No such luck.

I crouch down and start scooping the Cheerios back into the box. ‘Yeah, I had the weirdest feeling… but ignore me. I’m tired. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.’

‘Oh, I see, this is a ploy to get out of tonight, isn’t it?’ She grins. ‘Well, I’m not having it. I prescribe paracetamol, water and a quick nap before we head out.’

Tonight, after work, we are celebrating the end of Ruth’s FY2, which means she’s a properly qualified doctor now. It’s the culmination of five years of medical school and I’m determined she’ll enjoy every second of it. I shake my head, trying to throw away the last of my temporary delusion with it.

‘Not a chance, it’s going to be a great night. Everything is a hundred per cent completely and utterly fine.’



My office is in central London, two Tube rides and a short walk away from my flat. I’m reliably late as a person, and today I’m true to form. It’s not my fault. I’ve got a background throbbing in my brain that paracetamol can’t touch. I stand at a turnstile trying to use my coffee loyalty card as an Oyster for a good few minutes before a kindly older gentleman straight out of a Dickens novel helps me out. And I’ve forgotten my access card and have to ask reception to buzz me into the building. They insist on checking my ID – which they are clearly only doing to make a point because this is the fifth time this month that I’ve forgotten my card.

I work in human resources. At a bank. Absolutely no one has ever asked me a follow-up question as to what that involves. The office is set over one large, open-plan floor. There are long rows of desks in the middle section, and glass-walled rooms along each side for meetings and senior staff offices. Our team occupies one of the desks, and a little patch of wall that my boss, Zara, has covered with a huge whiteboard. She’s split it up into columns, each headed by a name, and there is a list of tasks underneath. Under my name, this week’s tasks are half-ticked off and the four frowny faces that Zara drew glare at me. I’m currently on thin ice because I approved a job posting for a terrorist advisor instead of anti-terrorist advisor (got to make sure we’re not accidently funding Isis. It happens). I admit, it’s not a great look for the company. And the traction it got on social media was less than ideal. But it was also basically a typo and didn’t warrant her calling me a waste of time and energy.

‘You’re late… again,’ Zara says. She gets up and adds a fifth frowny face in red marker that seems even angrier than the last.

‘Sorry, I can stay late if you want.’

‘And I’m sure you’ll love telling Ruth that I made you late for our night out. Just make up the time at lunch.’

In an unfortunate turn of events, Zara is Ruth’s other best friend. I’m not sure why. They dated for all of two months, three years ago, before Zara had the audacity to turn Ruth down. And I can’t see they have much in common besides generational wealth. Yet here she is, a constant in both of our lives, more stubborn than a fungal toenail.

In her defence, she’s also the reason I have a job at all. A favour to Ruth rather than any underlying tolerance towards me, but still, I’m not entirely ungrateful about it. So I bite my lip, put my head down and concentrate on reviewing the employee mental health evaluations. Without looking, I know word for word what the evaluations will say: We’re all bloody stressed, so stop adding mindfulness workshops to our already overpacked schedules and tell IT to stop ‘improving’ the finance system. I make good progress compiling the responses and by lunchtime I’ve completely forgotten about this morning’s events.

Then I’m asked to sign for a delivery. The woman presses a pen into my hand and the same jolt shoots up my spine. Ten years. She’s going to die at 3.04 p.m. on 2 August. I snatch back my hand. It’s exactly the same. Electricity. Date and time. Burning toast.

Hmm, maybe I’m having a stroke?

My favourite and only work friend, Eli, helps me google symptoms and we rule out the stroke. But something is definitely not right. At this point I reckon my body is pulling an elaborate psychosomatic plot to get out of an evening with Zara. I’m not going to let this clearly irrational but nevertheless horrible feeling, like something is burning a hole in my stomach, ruin Ruth’s night. So I wrap up my essential tasks, go home and get straight into bed. Can’t have intrusive paranoid thoughts if you’re unconscious. Take that, brain.



My win is short-lived, because I forget to set an alarm and sleep straight through until 9 p.m., at which point Ruth wakes me up by knocking on my door. ‘Thea, are you ready?’

‘Nearly,’ I lie, trying not to curse as I unstick my mascara-clumped lashes. They crusted together while I slept.

‘The taxi will be here in five.’

We’re late going out because I can’t decide what to wear. Zara is always decked out head to toe in designer clothing. Knowing she’s coming with us makes me look at the contents of my wardrobe and wonder why I choose to dress like a seven-year-old. I’m like a magpie distracted by every sequin and pattern I see, and as such I take for ever to find an inoffensive blue dress, tights – because it’s January – and some heeled boots. The boots are half a size too big (on sale, couldn’t say no), so I need socks too. Unfortunately, the only pair I can find have a picture of hammerhead sharks in party hats alongside the phrase, ‘Let’s get hammered.’ I’m trying, sharks, I’m trying.

We meet Zara and two more of Ruth’s friends at a bar on Clapham High Street called Supernova. Zara has clearly already had a few because the only thing she says to me is, ‘You look all right.’ And I’m glad that I pushed the animal socks down under my boots.

Supernova is a glorious celebration of disco and cheese. It’s basically compulsory to buy the overpriced glow sticks from the bar. Before they died, my parents brought me up on a healthy diet of nineties pop (from my mother’s side) and seventies rock (from my father’s side). Usually, I love nothing more than to show off my extensive lyrical and choreographical knowledge of S Club 7 and Queen, but tonight my old favourites have lost their shine.

Every time I bump against someone on the dance floor, the time and date of their death flashes through my mind brighter than the neon lights at the bar. The woman in the red dress who won’t stop doing slut drops: twenty-five years. The man shyly watching the slut-drop woman from across the room: fifteen years. The couple who are using each other as human spittoons: five and fifty years.

It’s 11.27 p.m. I’m sweating but the hairs on my arms are standing up. This isn’t some entertaining quirk anymore, and while I’m aware that believing any of this would make me certifiable, I can’t shake the doubtful voice in my voice that says, What if? What if you’re wrong and this is real, and Ruth drops dead at 11.44 p.m.?

I keep my eyes firmly locked on Ruth, as if nothing bad can happen to her while she’s in my line of sight. And I remind myself there’s no reason to think anything is really going to happen. She’s the picture of health: glowing skin and honey-brown curls shining under neon light. I keep bobbing along to the music as best I can, but I’m struggling because my socks keep bunching – I pushed them down too far in my attempt to hide them from Zara. I take advantage of a lull in the song to bend down and pull them up. Before I manage, the Wicked Witch herself takes a wrong turn and charges into me, dropping her cranberry vodka on the dance floor.

‘What the hell, Thea? What are you doing?’ Zara holds her hands up incredulously, as if I’m the one in the wrong, when it’s her drink soaking into my tights.

The other partygoers are glaring at us. We bob and weave through the maze of bodies and find a quieter spot to take a breath. Neither of us speaks for several long moments.

I break the silence first. ‘It was an accident.’

‘It always is with you, Thea.’

‘You’re not supposed to have drinks on the dance floor. That wasn’t my fault.’

Zara sighs. ‘If you weren’t so careless, maybe you wouldn’t make so many mistakes.’

Of course, I should have known Zara wouldn’t be able to let the terrorist advisor incident go, even for one night. ‘It was a bloody typo. And I’ve already apologized.’

‘It was seen by thousands of people. Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was for the company, and for me?’

I’m not sure what else I can say. Thankfully, Ruth interjects. ‘Hey, gals, all good?’

Zara shakes her head. ‘I can’t deal with her. I’m going to get another drink.’

‘Don’t drop it this time,’ I say, enjoying the freedom of poking the bear, knowing she won’t turn round and bite me in front of Ruth.

‘What happened?’ Ruth asks.

‘Nothing, I could do with some air though.’



Around fifteen people at various points along the drunk and disorderly spectrum crowd the fenced-in smoking area. Even so, it’s peaceful. Relative to the sweat-infused musk of the club, the smoke feels fresh, and the hum of chatter is kept low by people pausing to inhale their cigarettes.

A guy around my age stumbles over to us. His eyes are completely glassy, and it’s like he’s trying very hard to focus them on us. ‘Hav’ya got a cigarette?’

‘No, sorry,’ Ruth says.

We only came out here for a break. Ruth doesn’t smoke because she values her health. I just can’t afford it.

He continues, ‘Come on, I bet ya do.’

‘We haven’t got any,’ I say, my tone sharp.

‘All right, was only asking, you don’t have to be a bitch about it.’

I let it go because he promptly tries someone else. ‘Tosser,’ I say under my breath to Ruth.

‘He’s okay really, just a bad drunk. Zara knows him,’ Ruth says.

‘Hmm, a friend of Zara, great.’

She gives me a knowing look. ‘I seem to remember you promising to play nice, no?’

‘She started it,’ I say, not caring how childish I sound. ‘Never mind, I won’t be working for her soon, so there’ll be nothing to fight about.’ Unsurprisingly, working in human resources for someone I intensely dislike has never been my dream. But seeing as I failed the bar, I had to make do. HR seemed legal-adjacent enough, so I thought it would make an okay stepping stone.

‘Really, that’s great. Have you got an interview?’

‘Well, no, but I’m signed up to this webinar about alternative routes into law that looks really good.’

‘A webinar?’

‘You’re pulling a face.’

‘I know you, Thea. Can’t fail if you don’t really try. I also know that if you really did try, you could do it. Zara’s got some great contacts in the legal world. I’m sure she’d help.’

‘You’re right, she would love to be rid of me.’

She gives a small smile then goes quiet before saying, ‘I appreciate you coming out. I know you’re not a big fan of Zara, but it’s been a great night and it means a lot to have all my friends together.’

I mean to say something nice when I notice Ruth’s watch. 11.44 p.m.

‘Is that the time?’

‘Yeah, it’s running a few minutes ahead though. Trying to get myself in the habit of arriving everywhere early before my shifts at the hospital start next week.’

She’s cut off by a scream. The bouncer perks up, but he can’t seem to locate the source of the problem. I get an elbow in my back and notice the tosser from earlier – the one who asked for a cigarette – squaring off against a bloke much bigger than him. He looks like a puffed-up chihuahua who has picked a fight with a Rottweiler. Little dogs like that never know when to stop. He throws a punch that looks like it takes all the strength he has, but it only has the effect of irritating the bigger guy. The Rottweiler exchanges a quick glance with the girl beside him and sends the chihuahua flying with a single shove.

Straight into Ruth. She’s down on the ground. I can’t see her through the maze of bodies.

‘Move!’ I yell at them and fling myself to her side. Broken glass on the ground cuts through my tights and into my knee. The sting makes me wince, but I ignore it. ‘Ruth?’

She doesn’t react. There’s blood on the single concrete step into the club, blood on the tarmac under her head and blood darkening her honey brown curls. I touch her wrist to check for a pulse, and it’s there, but I feel the truth of it deep in my bones: she’s dying. Less than two minutes left.

The bouncer has disappeared, no doubt running off to find the police officers who wait outside Supernova on Friday nights ready to disperse those who don’t know when to go home. I don’t know when I started screaming, but the crowd has backed away, pressed up against the constraints of the metal smoking area fence. No one is actually smoking anymore but no one dares to put out their cigarette. It’s as if everyone has decided that if they stay very still and very quiet, then time will slow down and everything will be okay.

I look from person to person, waiting for a solution to magically appear. Then I catch a glimpse of my socks. Stupid hammerhead shark socks. And I realize this is all my fault. I knew she was going to die, and I said nothing, then we were late going out because I fell asleep and couldn’t find normal-looking clothes or a decent pair of socks, then I tripped Zara trying to adjust said stupid socks, which led to us being out in the smoking area at this very moment.

The person I love most in the world is going to die because I couldn’t find a matching pair of fucking socks.

Someone breaks the line and crouches down beside me – a man, the tosser from the fight. His voice trembles as he speaks. ‘Is she all right?’ He looks so much younger than he did moments ago. The cocky grin evaporates, and the puffed-up chest deflates. ‘I didn’t mean to push her, you know that, right? It was an accident, not my fault.’

Ruth isn’t even cold, and he’s already trying to shift the blame. I could reach across and rip his throat out with my bare hands. Anything to stop him from talking. Suddenly I realize this is not my fault. It’s his. He started that stupid fight. He took it too far. His careless lump of a body is the one that knocked hers to the ground.

Ruth, who I have known since primary school, who has always played fair and has always seen the best in others, dead. It’s simply too much to bear. My heart is already twisting itself into knots, crushing me with the knowledge of what is to come: the grief, the pain, the loss. I can’t survive it. Not again.

One minute.

Ruth’s soon-to-be killer reaches out and grabs my arm. ‘Say something, please!’

I know he wants me to tell him it’s all okay, that he hasn’t just killed my best friend, as if I give a shit what happens to him. But I look down at his hand on my arm, and that same sense of dread washes over me: he has five months to live. That’s five months longer than Ruth.

What happens next is difficult to explain because I have no idea what I’m doing. His hand is still on my arm, and I can feel his life force the same way I can feel breath filling up my lungs. I pull at the thread of it, and it comes loose. His life is mine to take. He jerks back his hand, eyeing me with distrust.

Ruth twitches on the ground. I imagine her funeral, and the dark abyss her death will leave behind. I can’t let her go.

I have dissociated from my body. Some deep, primal instinct or dormant muscle memory is guiding me – or at least that’s what I’m telling myself, because I need to believe someone else is doing this. I take his hand in mine, close my eyes and wrap my mind around his life. This time, I pull hard. Energy courses through me. Electric. Every cell of my body is alive, like I’ve stepped into the ocean in winter. Then, a moment later, the water settles, lapping over my skin in warm waves. I drop his hand and place mine on Ruth’s shoulder. The same energy flows from me to her. Her skin warms under my touch.

I look back to the man, who’s looking more like a boy with every passing moment. And somehow, even though it makes no logical sense, I know exactly what I’ve taken from him. ‘It’s okay, it’ll all be over soon,’ I say. Then I add in a hushed croak, ‘And I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.’

He’s visibly paler but drops his head into his hands and breathes a sigh of relief.

All of this takes place in the time it takes for the bouncer to call the police over. The metal fence scrapes as the bouncer pulls it back. Police herd the crowd away. A paramedic drops to Ruth’s side and asks me to give them some room. Ruth’s eyes flicker open. She takes a shallow breath and tries to pull herself up.

‘Stay down,’ the paramedic says. ‘It’s important you don’t move until we’ve examined you.’

There’s a patch of blood on the concrete, but they can’t find the head wound.

The boy, Ruth’s would-be killer, turns around, clearly looking for his friends. He takes a step towards them, then his legs buckle. It looks like someone has taken a bat to his knees, except there’s no one standing remotely near him. He falls down and lies still. One of the paramedics rushes to his side, then the second, leaving Ruth to her own devices. They try CPR for several minutes, continuing their rhythmic attempts to save his life until a crack echoes through the air. A rib. I tell them it’s no use. He’s dead. He was gone the moment I touched him.




Chapter Two


There’s no single reason that makes someone deserving of death. But the more items on my list ticked off, the better. Well, not better for them, obviously…



Our flat is silent. When I first wake up, all I can think about is my head pounding as I try to navigate the ten feet from my bedroom to the kitchen. I flick the kettle on, lean against the kitchen counter, watch the water boil and try not to vomit on our nice clean tiles.

It’s like any other Saturday morning. Then I remember last night. Ruth. Dead.

My heart, already under strain trying to process the alcohol from last night, works overtime and I can feel it drumming against my chest. I clamber up the stairs to Ruth’s room, using my hands as front legs to keep me steady. I raise my arm to knock on her door, then stop. I can’t hear anything. Maybe she is dead after all, and everything else has been my brain constructing a new reality I can actually cope with. If I don’t knock on the door, she might not be dead. But she also might not be alive. It’s like that stupid cat in a box thing Ruth once tried to explain to me.

I knock and call out softly, afraid of the response. ‘Ruth?’

‘I’m awake, come in.’

I open the door and there she is, propped up against the headboard with a sleepy smile on her face but very much alive and well. I take what feels like my first real breath since I woke up. It’s then I notice the state of her room. It usually looks like the inside of an IKEA advert, but today her clothes lie scattered across the floor, and there is a tipped-over glass on her bedside table.

‘How are you feeling?’ I ask.

‘Exhausted. You?’

I give a small smile. ‘Hanging.’

‘I can’t stop thinking about Greg,’ she says. When I don’t respond she adds, ‘The guy from last night.’

Greg. Knowing his name makes it so much worse.

Ruth continues: ‘It’s all people are talking about on the group chat. I didn’t realize what a nice guy he was. He used to volunteer every summer at…’

Odd how people suddenly remember the good stuff – grief-tinted glasses will make them forgive anything – but all I can picture is the idiot who got drunk and started a fight in a crowded, enclosed area. I don’t want to hear anything else about him. I need to not hear anything else. A boy died of a heart attack – tragic, but nothing to do with me.

‘So sad. Such a horrible accident,’ I say.

Ruth sweeps back her hair and does a double take as she picks a fleck of dried blood out of her curls. ‘You know, I’m still hazy about last night. What actually happened?’

I shrug. ‘I couldn’t tell you. Alcohol, right?’

‘Right.’

I’m not lying about the hangover – it’s a miracle I remember anything at all. The headache and nausea are bad enough, but it’s the cold that’s really getting me. It’s strange. Usually, I wake up in a fluster, my body sweating out toxins, but today I’m frozen to the bone. Like someone has sucked all the life out of me.

I edge towards the door and say, ‘I’m making coffee, want one?’ Ruth mutters a reply, but I’m out the door before she can pull me back into a conversation about last night. Ruth is alive, that’s all that matters.



I spend the rest of the weekend attempting to repress Friday night. Every time Ruth brings it up, I say I can’t remember and change the subject. And it works. I’m starting to believe that what I thought had happened was nothing more than a product of alcohol and an overactive imagination. That’s the logical explanation here – the only explanation. By Sunday evening, we’re both focused on the week ahead. Ruth is starting work in the intensive care unit, and I’ve got a busy week too. Soon, Friday night will be nothing more than a hazy memory.

Back in the real world, I’m coming up to the end of my probation period and, lacking any alternative, I would like to keep my job. Someone has to fund my coffee bill. On Monday morning I pick out the most boring cream blouse I own and blue trousers with only a little bit of pattern on them. I force my blonde mess of a bob into a bun, even though it’s too short to go up properly and it takes half a pack of hair slides to hide all the stubborn escapee wisps. I hate wearing it like this, but Zara constantly comments on the importance of appearance. She’s usually staring at me when she says this.

After our spat on Friday night, I’m expecting the worst from Zara. But she starts the day by wiping away my collection of red frowny faces on the board.

‘Let’s start fresh this week, shall we?’ she says, attempting a small smile. It humanizes her a little. Between her taut ponytail and fitted black suit, her soft side usually remains hidden.

The others arrive a few minutes later. There’s Eli, my office partner in crime; David, who retired last year then came back part time (I think he just likes having a reason to leave the house); and Kate, a mum of two a few years older than me.

Zara assigns tasks for the week. I’m in charge of payroll. The singular worst task because it’s both important and mind-numbingly boring. However, I would like to pass my probation, so I tell Zara, ‘Thanks, I’m excited to get started on such an important project.’

I’m sure she must be able to hear my lack of sincerity, but she seems pleased by my response. Maybe this is all work is: pretending not to hate every second of it with every fibre of my being. I remain engaged in our morning briefing, asking questions and answering her prompts. By the end of it, I have a green smiley face on the board, and Eli is eyeing me with suspicion. Briefing over, the others return to their computers.

Zara has another meeting to attend, but before she leaves, she calls me over.

‘Thea, I meant to thank you for wrapping everything up well on Friday before you left, even though you weren’t feeling well. I’m sorry I snapped at you at the club. Sometimes it’s difficult to balance professional and personal boundaries but I’m going to try harder. Life’s too short to hold grudges.’

I’m baffled. Who is this lovely alien that has taken over Zara’s body, and how do I keep her? She’s even holding herself differently. Her nose less upturned, her posture less aggressive.

‘That’s okay, I’m sorry I messed up that job posting. You seem a bit… different today. Everything all right?’

She sighs. ‘I’m a bit out of sorts after losing Greg. It was such a shock.’

I flinch at his name as if she’s hit me. Of course – they were friends. Greg, the boy I may or may not have killed. Suddenly, Friday night is not a hazy memory. It is tearing its way back into my head in high definition. I remember the way his legs buckled, the crack of his rib as he died.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, truly meaning it. And without thinking I reach out, give her arm a reassuring squeeze, and my fragile illusion of normality is torn apart by her death date flashing across my vision. Sixty-five years left. ‘Fuck,’ I say, out loud, at full volume.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah, it’s just so sad, isn’t it? He was so young.’

‘Yeah, it really is.’ She’s nodding vigorously as if I’ve said something insightful. Then she squeezes me back. ‘Thanks, Thea. I’ll see you later.’



Denial is not an effective strategy in this situation. I can’t stop people from touching me and every time they do, I’m reminded that Ruth nearly died… and that I may have killed Greg to save her. But still, what’s more likely? That I have a supernatural ability or that I’ve gone insane? If I had actually passed the bar and become a proper lawyer, I would treat this like a case and gather evidence to get to the truth. So, that’s what I’m going to do. Currently, I have correctly predicted death on one occasion. To prove that this is real, I need to do it again. And preferably a third time to be thorough.

I begin my hunt on the Tube ride home. There’s an old lady sitting by the carriage doors, hunched over a plastic tartan shopping trolley. Her skin is like dried leather and she’s missing several teeth. Perfect. I follow her all the way to the last stop, when she finally gets to her feet, hauling herself up on the shopping trolley. She’s taking too long. The doors start beeping. But it’s okay, I’m right behind her.

‘Here, let me help you,’ I say, hoisting her shopping trolley up and giving her my arm.

Twenty-two years. Christ, she’s already a walking skeleton. How the fuck is she going to live another twenty-two years?

‘Thank you for your help,’ she says sweetly, making me feel a little guilty for my internal remarks. ‘I don’t suppose you could help me up the stairs?’

This is why I don’t help people. You do one good deed and then you get roped in. ‘Sure, happy to,’ I say, even though she’s entirely useless to me.

Turns out it’s harder than you think to find someone who’s about to drop dead. I spend my lunch breaks and evenings following old people about like one of those cats who can sense death. That’s what gives me the idea to visit the retirement home at the weekend. I call several of the most conveniently located ones, asking if I can come to visit my grandma, Mary (I googled it, most common name for women born between 1920 and 1940). It’s not long before a friendly voice encourages me to ‘pop along any time. She’ll be thrilled to have a visitor.’

And Mary really is thrilled. I find her sitting in a red velvet armchair in the front room of the home. She waves at me and exclaims, ‘Hello, my beautiful girl!’

I enjoy this, very much so. Until she says the same thing to one of the carers, and the tabby cat that walks in.

Unfortunately, Mary has two years to live. When the carers are busy preparing lunch, I explore. It’s not a bad place to wait out the end of your life. There’s a fairly strong smell of cabbage, but the place is well ventilated so it’s bearable. The front room has a television and a fake fireplace, and a big bay window that looks out onto a well-kept garden. They must take good care of their residents because everyone has an annoyingly long time to live. I noticed a sign outside that read ‘Single room available now,’ so presumably I’ve just missed an opportunity. After introducing myself to several of the residents, I realize the next vacancy won’t be for six months.

I can’t wait that long – not if this is real and I’m right about what happened the night of the accident. Ruth was supposed to die. Greg was not. Ruth is now alive. Greg is not. So, my current working theory is that I stole his five months and gave them to her – his death date is now hers. By the time the next oldie pops their clogs, Ruth will already by dead. Again.

Back to square one. I collect my coat and scarf from the cloakroom. As I close the door, the woman with the friendly voice I spoke to on the phone is waiting. ‘Did you have a good visit?’ she chirps.

I sigh. ‘Sure, it was nice.’

‘Don’t be too disheartened. I know it’s hard when someone you love can’t remember you, but I’m sure they recognize us on some deeper level. It still means a lot that you came.’

Not exactly the problem here, but sweet of her to say so. She’s one of those people that radiates warmth. Probably in her late fifties, still with rosy cheeks and a twinkle in her eye. She has dyed bright red hair and blue butterfly earrings.

‘I’m heading out now too,’ she says, reaching across me to grab her bright yellow coat. I jump as if she’s hit me. Thirty minutes. Holy fuck. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wanted to observe a natural death, to test the accuracy of my abilities. I can’t watch this delight of a woman die like this. But what am I supposed to do? I don’t know how any of this works. I don’t even know if it’s real.

We walk to the end of the road together, then she waves goodbye and goes in the opposite direction. I wait a few minutes, then follow her, staying fifteen feet behind at all times. Which is incredibly difficult because she’s a painfully slow walker. I stop myself going on a mini mental tirade about it because if she’s really about to die, she can walk at whatever pace she likes. We take a left onto a busy high street. People are pouring out of the shops, cafes and restaurants after the lunch rush and I’m thankful her bright red hair and big yellow trench coat makes her so easy to keep track of. Twenty minutes. Nothing out of the ordinary has happened yet. There is no concrete reason to think she’s about to die other than the lava in my stomach. Then, fifteen minutes before her predicted death, she steps off the walkway and into an inlet by a coffee shop. She’s facing the wall, clutching at her chest. Shit. I’m right. This is it. A heart attack.

What would a normal person do in this situation? There’s still time. Ambulance. I pull out my phone and call 999. She’s clutching the other side of her chest now. Kind of weird, no heart there. But it’s hard to tell exactly what she’s doing with that oversized open trench coat blocking my view. I don’t give my name, only the location and that I think someone is having a heart attack. She drops to her knees. Her bag is on the floor in front of her and she’s leaning forward. Several moments pass. Then, as I hang up the call, she takes out her phone from her bag, puts in a pair of Bluetooth headphones and carries on walking. Crap, she was looking for her phone, not clutching her heart. I’ve called an ambulance because some woman wants to listen to music while she walks. I’m an idiot.

An earthy aroma from the coffee shop tempts me, so I decide to stop following her. Ironically, caffeine usually calms me down, so I take my chance to cross the stream of human traffic and grasp the door. Sirens blast through the street as an ambulance tears up the road. I turn to look at it, full of embarrassment that I’ve caused all the cars on a gridlocked street to pull off into the bus lane. Then there’s a flash of red, a flash of blue and a sickening crash.

I let the door swing shut and push my way through the crowd. The carer lies in a crumpled heap underneath the ambulance. My attempt to save her has cost her life. I check my phone: dead on time.

It also means that all of this is real. That I took a life to save my friend. And worst of all, Ruth only has five months left to live.




Chapter Three


It’s definitely okay to kill Hitler or a cannibal.



Ruth and I have been friends since we were eight years old. My parents had just died, and I’d been shipped off to live with Grandad. And let’s just say I didn’t take the transition particularly well. Grandad looked after me well enough, but his parenting approach prioritized structure and discipline over warmth and affection. And it’s not so easy to make friends halfway through the school year when the other kids have been told to be nice to you because of something they can’t possibly fathom at that age. When you come into contact with death as a child, it others you. Most of my classmates avoided me completely. One girl told me she understood because her cat had died recently. Another boy wanted to know how it had happened, and whether I’d seen it.

Then I met Ruth. I’d just been removed from class for being too disruptive (learning the eight times tables was really hard for me) and made to wait out my punishment in the library. Nothing turns my stomach sour like the smell of musty books. I sat in the corner of the room with my arms crossed, refusing to do so much as look at a book. Ruth was sitting in the opposite corner of the room, hair plaited into pigtails, hunched over a textbook with a twenty-eight-pack of coloured gel pens and a purple notepad. The first time this happened, we didn’t speak. She kept to her corner of the library and I kept to mine. And the second and the third time, nothing. On the fourth time, I finally caved. ‘Why are you always in here?’

She looked up, gel pen cap between her teeth. ‘I’m working.’

‘Why aren’t you in class?’

‘Sometimes I don’t feel well. It’s easier for me to concentrate in here, away from all the noise of the classroom.’

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘It’s rude to ask that.’

‘Why?’

‘Why are you always in here? You never do any work.’

‘Hmm, I’m the noise in the classroom,’ I said. ‘It’s not my fault. My parents died.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I have leukaemia.’

My mum had been a nurse, and I’d heard her use that word before. Even at eight years old, I knew it was bad. And I knew it meant Ruth’s bubble of childhood innocence had been burst, just like mine.

‘Why do you care about doing your work if you’re sick?’

‘Because I want to be a doctor.’

It was then I noticed her textbook. There was a diagram of a skeleton. Next to it was a cartoon man in a white lab coat, providing an explanation about the skeleton via a speech bubble. He had a huge nose, wild grey hair and wonky glasses.

‘Well, you’ll be better than him. He doesn’t look like a doctor.’

‘Well, he is. Most doctors are boys. It makes me worried sometimes. I’ve spent so much time in the hospital that I’m already behind in class.’

‘You know who also spends a lot of time at hospitals?’

‘Who?’

‘Doctors,’ I said.

She smiled.

The next time I saw her, I swiped her textbook while she went to the toilet. I pulled out the pack of stickers I’d bought at the corner shop, and I went through her textbook at lightning speed, sticking a face of a girl with pigtails and freckles over the doctor’s face, on every page, without fail.

Her eyes went wide when she returned and realized what I’d done. ‘You can’t do this!’

‘I already did.’

She tried to peel off the sticker, but I’d sprung for the premium stickers, and it started to take the paper with it. She smoothed it back down and stared in disbelief. For a moment, I thought I’d made a mistake. That she was mad at me and now there were two rooms in the school where I wouldn’t be welcome, but suddenly she snorted with laughter. A full-blown pig snort, nothing delicate about it. It wasn’t not long before we’d both descended into laughter, enough to earn us a sssshhh from the librarian.

‘C’mon, let me help you with your times tables,’ she said.

From that moment on, we were friends. The next year, we were put into the same class. Ruth was bolder around me; I was calmer around her. All the teachers liked Ruth. She was a hard worker, quiet and obedient but, above all that, kind. When I was around her, I was good by association.

And if there’s one thing I’m sure about, it’s that she deserves to live.



But who deserves to die?

I remember someone asking a variation on this question at a house party back at university. It was 2 a.m. Most of the guests had moved on to houses that hadn’t run out of booze while I’d got cornered by a philosophy undergrad – white guy with dreadlocks, obviously – and had to suffer through his detailed opinions on the matter. Now I wish I’d listened, because this is not a hypothetical anymore and I have no idea how to approach it.

Somebody has to die. If I don’t pick someone, then it will be Ruth in exactly five months and five days. This thing seems to be activated by skin-to-skin contact. I keep finding excuses to touch her, to make sure, and every time it’s the same. I don’t know where, I don’t know how – I only know when. Ruth is hurtling towards her death. It’s seemingly inevitable, except that she’s already supposed to be dead. I’ve changed her fate once. I can do it again.

However, this is a completely different thing from what I did to Greg. That was an accident, but this is premeditated, intentional… murder? I don’t like that word. I’ve never wanted to hurt someone, let alone kill them. And I don’t think it describes what I’m considering doing here. If I’m really going to do this, which I’m still not sure I really am, then I’ve got to get it right.

I fetch a brand-new Moleskine notepad from my bookcase that I was saving for when I had something important to write. This is a project that justifies its own notepad. I write down the following:


Project Saving Ruth

1. Can anyone truly deserve to die?

2. Who?

3. Can I really take another person’s life?

4. How?



Embarrassingly, the first action I take to answer question one is to… google it. I’m sitting in bed, eating matzah that Ruth left out because I haven’t gone food shopping this week, asking the internet who deserves to die. To be fair to the internet, it provides me with an answer: Hitler. People seem to pretty consistently agree that it would be ethical to kill Hitler. Obviously, he’s already dead, so this isn’t much help to me. However, at least this provides me with a starting point: I can probably feel okay about taking someone’s life if they’ve committed genocide.

In general, I’m surprised how many people are up for ending someone’s life. I would say most people fall into one of the following camps: killing can never be justified, no matter what; we should kill those who are a continued threat to others, to prevent further harm; we should kill to punish those who have committed acts of evil.

Clearly, I’m not the only person who’s thought about this and asked the internet. There are countless Reddit threads dedicated to the topic. This is a good thing because, hopefully, entertaining the idea of ending someone’s life doesn’t mean I’m psychopathic. I have a motive. I’m trying to save a worthy life, so all I really need to do is find someone worth less than Ruth. Should be easy.

The comments get weirder the further I go. For example, BigDickHal69 says: women who lie and cheat on their partners deserve to die. My friend’s girlfriend constantly cheats on him. She does this even though she knows how much he loves her and wants her to change. I think red-headed women are more likely to do this.

Shitposter8 says: Death to red-heads!

I sigh and eat another cracker. Dammit, internet, I was just coming round to your way of thinking. Now I’m keenly aware I’m taking life and death advice from a bunch of trolls living in Mummy’s basement. I wipe the crumbs off my laptop keyboard and close it.



As I said, I haven’t done any food shopping in a week. Thankfully, Ruth suggests we order in Thai. We sit on the sofa with our red curry (veggie for me), sticky rice and spring rolls.

‘True Crime USA?’ Ruth asks, but she’s already navigating to it with the remote.

It’s our default show. It has to be the American version because their crimes are so much more interesting than ours – must be all the British repression stunting criminals’ imaginations. But I don’t feel like it today.

‘How about a comedy instead?’

‘Like what?’

Our food is getting cold, and I cannot be fussed with channel flicking through endless options. ‘Ahh, you’re right, true crime is easier.’

She makes a fist and punches the air. ‘Yes, there’s an episode about cannibals.’

We start watching, but I’m focused on Ruth. It’s bizarre to see someone so kind-hearted completely absorbed by morbid tales. Ruth is full of surprises. On her first day of medical school, they showed everyone a dead body to weed out the squealers. Ruth was at the front of the queue, utterly fascinated. She was born to be a doctor.

I think about that as we watch a behavioural analyst trying to explain why a man lured teenagers to his house and ate their organs. I want to save Ruth because I love her, but she also has true value. Spending their childhood in and out of hospital would break most people, or at least mess them up a bit (maybe if the cannibal had had bone cancer as a child, I would have more sympathy). Not Ruth. She barely even complained. Then she decided to dedicate her life to saving others because she wanted to give back in the best way she knew how. There are objective reasons why she should live – even if it costs someone else their life.

The cannibal gets the death penalty. The victims’ families are… not happy, exactly, but relieved. All except one. She’s a woman in her sixties, defending the man that murdered her daughter.

‘I’m so tired of all this death,’ she says. ‘I don’t want his on my conscience, and if he dies, then he’ll never get the chance to learn remorse for what he’s done. He deserves to feel that pain.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ I say. ‘Why don’t they kill him already?’

‘Bit quick to dole out judgement, don’t you think? We don’t even know why he did it yet,’ Ruth says.

I realize we have been watching this show for very different reasons. I like seeing the bad guy get caught. Ruth wants to understand them.

‘Who cares why? He ate people.’

‘So, we make killers of ourselves in the process of punishing him?’

‘It’s not the same. Don’t you think he deserves it?’

She shrugged. ‘Who are we to decide? It’s a line that shouldn’t ever be crossed.’

‘What if killing one person could save another?’

‘Like the trolley problem?’

I nod. ‘Sure, and obviously I know what that is, but for the benefit of others present…’ I gesture to the out-of-place smiling porcelain cat that sits on our coffee table. I bought it at a flea market. Ruth thinks it’s creepy and possibly haunted, but I think it has character.

She grins. ‘It’s a moral philosophy problem. The train is heading for five people who are tied to the track. You can either let them die, or you can pull a lever and divert the train, but it will run over one person tied to the other track. What do you do?’

‘I pull the lever.’

‘That’s what most people say,’ Ruth says. She’s in her element in situations like this. ‘But the lever allows you to distance yourself from the killing. What if you had to do the dirty work yourself? If the only way to stop the train was to push a rock onto the track with one person, crushing them to death, would you?’

‘Kinda like the difference between buying chicken from the supermarket or killing it with your own hands? I guess I’d still do it. Five people are worth more than one. It would be selfish not to.’

She laughs. ‘See, I’ve sown some doubt already. It’s tough when it comes to actually killing a person, which is what we’re asking someone to do when we give out the death penalty. I’ve got an old textbook from a philosophy and ethics class if you want to read more about it.’

‘Yeah, that would be great. Would you pull the lever?’

‘I want to say yes. Most people think that’s the moral course of action, but I’m not sure if I could.’

Ruth gives me her textbook before bed. It’s over five hundred pages long and weighs a ton, but if I’m going to take someone’s life, then I owe that decision the respect of reading a single book about it. Besides, I’ve got five months to get through it. I turn my bedside light onto the highest setting and sit up straight in bed, determined to read a hundred pages tonight. I get to page five before I fall asleep.



I wake up with Ruth’s great lump of a book on my chest and my reading glasses still on. So far, all I’ve got is that it’s probably fine to kill either Hitler or a cannibal. Although Ruth disagrees over the latter.

I’m ten minutes late to work, which is pretty good for me, but Zara still looks like she wants to wring my neck. ‘You realize that your nine to five working hours are not a suggestion?’

Guess that’s the end of soft, vulnerable, grieving-for-her-friend Zara. I thought as much towards the end of last week when she snapped at me for not washing up her favourite mug (I was going to do it… just later) but now I’m sure.

‘Sorry,’ I say, only just managing not to roll my eyes. Honestly, with my probation coming up I’ve been trying to play nice, but I’m dealing with matters of mortal consequence and Zara cares that I’m ten bloody minutes late. She needs to get her priorities straight.

Zara sighs and massages her temples. If she loosened that bun occasionally, she wouldn’t get so many headaches. ‘With annual reviews coming up, I’ve got no idea how we are going to manage. It couldn’t be a worse time to be a team member down, and after all that time I put into recruiting her…’

She’s talking about our latest hire, whose mother died on her fifth day working here. Our company allows unlimited unpaid compassionate leave – it’s actually one of the policies that Zara advocated for – but I don’t think she expected anyone to use it for this length of time. Our new hire has been gone for the past month now.

‘It’s not like she did it on purpose, Zara. You do know her mum’s dead, right?’

She flinches at that word: dead. Why does everyone need to say lost, passed or gone? As if the words we use make the truth any less awful. It’s odd to me how much effort people will put into avoiding something they will inevitably encounter, either as the victim or the griever. Maybe that’s why death is always such a shock to people. Maybe I’m just cynical.

‘I know that,’ she snaps. ‘Does this mean you’ll have no complaints when I ask you to stay late tonight?’

I cross my arms to hide my clenched fists. ‘Course not.’

‘Oh, and I’ve been meaning to say, you sent out the wrong training evaluation form, so the last batch is invalid. You need to take care of it.’

I remember now. Zara updated the formatting and some of the question wordings. ‘Why does it matter? Surely the answers will still be the same.’

‘But they’ve been answering the wrong questions. It needs sorting. Can you handle that?’

She always speaks to me like I’m a child. ‘I can handle some forms.’

‘I only ask because if you could be trusted to do things correctly, this wouldn’t have happened in the first place, would it? The details are important, Thea – you have to stop rushing into things without taking the time to ensure the job is done correctly.’

I’m boiling. Zara is the worst kind of person imaginable. Someone who takes pride in administrative procedures being as complicated as possible, because if she’s the only one who knows how to navigate them, other people must cower before her. This is the only way she can achieve power in her small insignificant life. I took this job for the legal experience of dealing with employee contracts, but Zara won’t let me near anything important. She specifically assigns me to the petty admin she knows I loathe. Perhaps it’s a punishment because she regrets hiring me. I can’t understand what Ruth ever saw in her. She actually cried when Zara dumped her – by text, claiming incompatible work schedules. That should have been the end of it, but they kept running into each other. Literally. Zara lives nearby and they share all the same running routes, so they became workout buddies. Then actual buddies. Now I’ll never be rid of her.

‘And please wear your ID tag around the office,’ she says, passing me my lanyard.

I avoid wearing it because the photographer caught me with my eyes half closed, which makes me look permanently drunk.

Her bergamot- and sandalwood-perfumed hands skim mine and remind me of the sixty-five years she’s holding. What did Zara do to deserve such a long life? There’s something about that scent that sets off something inside me. And this part isn’t her fault, because she wasn’t to know that bergamot and sandalwood triggers memories I’ve tried hard to forget, but that knowledge doesn’t stop the poison that comes bubbling up. I think about how cruel some people can be, the malice they contribute to the world and how undeserving of life they are. And it’s an accident, I swear, but her life starts flowing into me. I snatch back my hand, dropping the lanyard to the floor.

Shit. I didn’t mean to do it. I don’t think I took the whole sixty-five years, but how the hell am I supposed to know what I did? This thing didn’t come with an instruction manual.

Zara picks up the lanyard. ‘What was that?’

‘Static shock,’ I say, and take a moment to compose myself. She passes it again, and I try to remember what I did with Ruth, let the energy flow, like it’s water in a stream.

I think I managed to put it back. The energy feels… gone. But I don’t dare touch Zara again to check because she’s doing that scrunched up thing with her nose like I’m a bad smell, and my venom towards her is rising again.

I hadn’t realized how careful I need to be with this ability. My temper has always been more of a personality quirk than a problem – an ex-boyfriend once described me as an angry butterfly. Now that it could kill someone, it doesn’t seem so cute.

As a silent apology, I stay late every evening this week. My guilt makes me an exemplar employee, and by the end of the week I have more smiley green faces on the whiteboard than the rest of our team combined. I can hardly look Zara in the eye because every time I do, I’m reminded that I nearly killed her over an evaluation form, and despite my frustration towards her, I’m well aware she doesn’t deserve to die. But someone has to. God, I wish someone would tell me what the right thing to do is here. I’ve made no progress on Project Saving Ruth. The ethics textbook she lent me remains on the empty side of my bed, with the corner of page five folded over.



At the weekend, Ruth decides to visit our hometown to see her family. They’ve got a… complicated relationship. She’s the very youngest sibling of five, all of whom are wildly successful. Their family gatherings are more like performance reviews than a chance to spend quality time together. Still, she visits our hometown more often than I do.

‘I can drop you off at yours if you want to come too. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’ she asks on Friday night.

I wince. Eight months. Last time I went home, Grandad and I fought. I’d been out in the next town having a few drinks with friends. I lost my phone. And my purse. Then it took forever to convince someone to lend me some cash for a taxi. By the time I finally got back it was two in the morning. I tried to sneak in with the grace of a drunk baby rhino. Grandad came running down the stairs in his pyjamas brandishing a sword as tall as himself – he’s a history buff and the sword’s ceremonial – but it was still an alarming sight to someone who had been drinking two-for-one cocktails all night and resulted in me smashing an antique vase. Cue yet another argument about my lack of trustworthiness and responsibility.

‘We haven’t spoken much since the fight.’

‘You always fight, and you always make up.’

‘I know. I just don’t know why he always assumes such malicious intent when it comes to me. It’s never, “Oh you did a selfish thing” but “You’re a selfish person.” Instead of accepting my apology, he wants me to change my whole personality. What am I supposed to do with that?’

‘Just because he doesn’t say it, doesn’t mean he doesn’t miss you.’

At Ruth’s insistence, and on the understanding that I can pick the playlist for the car, I agree to go along.

But those aren’t the only reasons I agree. Someone needs to die to save Ruth, and I don’t think a book is going to help me. I might not have appreciated my corporal punishment-style childhood at the time (a mild exaggeration, I admit), but if there’s one person who knows right from wrong, it’s Grandad. Head of the neighbourhood watch, organizer of the local Help for Heroes group and the unofficial guardian of the community. He’s never encountered a moral quandary he can’t solve. I just need to figure out how to ask for the answers I’m looking for.




Chapter Four


You wouldn’t go shopping when you’re hungry, so don’t murder when you’re angry.



It usually takes three trains and a taxi to get home, but in Ruth’s Mini Cooper it takes just under an hour. Driving through the village reminds me of how we spent our childhoods. There’s not much to see. A church, a pub, a grocery shop, two charity shops and randomly a nail bar, which I’m fairly sure is a front. But there’s also the tuck shop where we used to get sweets and the playpark where we used to go after-hours back when we thought that was a cool thing to do. Ruth’s ten years younger than her next youngest sibling and, as such, I pretty much had her all to myself most days.

We pass a copper statue of our village’s founder and I tell Ruth to slow down. ‘Do you remember what you did to that poor man, Ruth?’

‘Don’t remind me.’

‘Traffic cone on his head, bright pink bikini and a spray-painted penis. Humiliating. He’s probably still turning in his grave.’

‘Don’t try to blame the penis on me. You’re the perverted one,’ she says, feigning disapproval, but I can see the twitch of a smile.

Ruth may play the good girl, but there’s a rebellious streak in there. That’s why she puts up with me. She knows that without me she would have spent her whole childhood in the library.

‘Whatever, you loved it,’ I say.

‘I can categorically say that I did not. Dick’s hardly my thing.’

We both giggle, but as we draw closer to Grandad’s house, I grow quiet and start shredding the last remnants of my green nail polish.

‘He’ll be glad to see you, Thea.’

‘Easy for you to say – he thinks the sun shines out of your arse.’

Thing is that the fight has never been the problem. We’ve always butted heads. Grandad comes from a different generation: he believes central heating is a scam, the flu can be thrown off by strength of will alone and that the country has fallen apart without a war to fight. In his mind, children respect their elders – my being an adult has never had any bearing on that.

But there’s something else, something I haven’t told Ruth. It was when we stopped fighting and he said, ‘Sometimes you’re so like your father.’

I remember the soft defeat in his voice. The way he seemed to shrink, the orange and green floral wallpaper looming over him. We do not talk about my parents. Every time I’ve tried, it’s like Grandad’s throat seizes up. So, to hear him compare us and express such… disappointment… I couldn’t understand it. I still don’t.

That’s why I left that part out. I don’t know how to explain why it bothers me so much. It just does.

She rounds the corner, and the house comes into view. Two-bedroom, pebbledash exterior with white plastic windows. Every time I come to visit, it seems smaller, even though nothing has changed. And I mean nothing – there’s a pinboard by the door that still has notices on from twenty years ago.

Grandad is crouched in the front garden, planting primroses. He looks well, bright blue eyes and a face flushed with a healthy glow.

‘You better drive off before he spots you if you want to make it home before dinner,’ I say.

Ruth lives in a sprawling country manor house, but it’s over on the other side of the village – the nice side.

She nods and checks her watch. ‘Good idea. I want to get there before the others.’

I open the door and throw my bag over my shoulder. ‘It’s not a competition, remember. And if it starts feeling like one, remember that Max is actually fucking boring, Ava definitely has a coke problem, Robin’s wife told me he can’t get an erection unless she slaps him, and Abigail… actually she’s kind of great. Anyway, your siblings are not better than you. Enjoy your weekend.’

I shut the door and Grandad looks up. I’m grateful he doesn’t move to greet me because I couldn’t handle knowing how long he’s got left to live. One problem at a time. It seems easy enough to avoid finding out people’s death dates by not touching them. I don’t anticipate this will be an issue for me and Grandad because I think the last physical contact between us was when he checked a seventeen-year-old me’s forehead for a temperature. I actually had a hangover, but he didn’t need to know that.

‘You’re earlier than I expected,’ he says.

‘We made good time.’

He stands up, one hand holding his back as he carefully straightens. ‘I hope Ruth was being careful. People come out of the city and forget you can’t treat country lanes the same. And the potholes are just treacherous, utterly treacherous.’

I wince. We both know the fallout of dangerous driving, the irreparable damage done by someone who did not consider the consequences of taking a corner too fast or having one extra drink at the pub.

‘It’s Ruth – she’s always careful.’ There’s a moment of silence, then I say, ‘Well, I’ll go and get settled.’ I turn towards the back door.

‘Thea,’ he calls.

He puts down his trowel and stretches his neck. He looks at me for a moment. I wonder if he’s going to say something about our fight. Or maybe I should? It’s already present, at the front of my mind and on the tip of my tongue, so what’s the harm in addressing it?

‘Yes?’ I prompt.

‘Dinner is at six thirty.’



We have a roast. I always insist he doesn’t need to make such a fuss, but he never listens. He also doesn’t fully understand the concept of vegetarianism, so my roast consists of piled-up potatoes, carrots, broccoli and cauliflower cheese, smothered in gravy. I don’t object. They’re the best bits anyway.

We keep things light. He asks about work, and I say it’s fine. I ask about the history museum he volunteers at twice a week, and he tells me long stories about people I’ve never met. They’re also in the running to receive a donation of historical artefacts – a collection of medals and a soldier’s diary. He’s very excited about it. The house is already full of war memorabilia. An oversized painting of a Spitfire hangs in the dining room, yet there’s not a single photo of my parents. The only visible memory is Grandad’s black-and-white wedding picture, which sits above the fireplace in a small gold frame. How can someone who spends their time preserving the past try so hard to bury their own?

But I’m not here to talk about my parents. That ship has long sailed. I need Grandad’s advice, but first I need to figure out how to ask for it.

If there’s one thing that gets Grandad talking, it’s planes. He was in the RAF. Mostly in ceremonial roles and desk jobs but I know he saw active service at one point – that’s the part he’s cagier about.

He finishes his second glass of red wine (he thinks it’s his first, but I’ve been topping it up behind his back) and is telling me about one of the many ‘fascinating’ design features of the Vulcan bomber. I use this to steer to his time as a pilot, feigning interest in what kinds of planes he flew. And when he’s settled into a rhythm, I ask what I really want to know: ‘Did you ever kill anyone?’

He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘How is that possible?’

He stares into his empty glass. ‘Probably.’

‘What was it like?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What do you mean, you don’t know? You must feel something about killing a person?’

‘It does no good to think about how I feel. I did what my country asked of me but that doesn’t make it right.’ He goes quiet and I can tell his throat is seizing up. He coughs to cover it. ‘Why are you asking me these things?’

‘I don’t understand. You love talking about war, so why won’t you talk about your own experience?’

‘I don’t love talking about war, Thea. I think it’s important to honour what happened, so that we remember the cost of it – even if it seemed like we were doing it for the right reasons at the time.’

‘So, what are you saying – there’s never a good reason to go to war? What about the Second World War? Surely that one was fair game?’

‘Right and wrong are not mutually exclusive concepts. Having a good reason to do a terrible thing doesn’t make it any less terrible. Especially if you’re the one deciding what’s moral and what’s not. He shakes his head. ‘Let’s get these dishes in to soak.’



We clean up in companionable silence, and I’m in bed by 9.30. My room has the same orange and green wallpaper as the hallway, which I’ve tried to cover up with contrasting covers of my parent’s old vinyl collection. Rolling Stones, ABBA, Blue Öyster Cult, Madonna, Queen and Carole King. With them looming over me, it’s impossible not to think about what Grandad said: you’re so like your father. Why should I not be?

I can’t stop thinking about it. About them. Then, inevitably, how they died. That last evening I spent with them, when we drove up to the forest to have a McDonald’s picnic – Dad’s idea, he was fun like that, which is one of the clearest things I remember about him. We walked through the trees, Mum holding my left hand, Dad holding my right, swinging me over puddles as I giggled, until we found a quiet bench to watch the sunset. It was a perfect evening. Until the drive home, when my childhood was destroyed by flashing lights, screeching tyres and burnt rubber.

It’s a














	Not listening to a priest.

	Being a fortune-teller (stoning for this one).

	Adultery.

	Being gay.

	Hitting Mum or Dad.

	Cursing Mum or Dad (wow, this is clearly a parenting tactic).

	Being a non-believer.

	Having sex before marriage (stoning – but for women only).

	Taking the Lord’s name in vain (another stoning).

	Working on a Sunday (actually, fair).
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