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1

PEOPLE THINK WHEN someone is stabbed they just fall down on the ground and die. Well they don’t. When Lennie is found on that morning in the car park on Pier Avenue, they can tell from the mess that she dragged herself around for some time before she gave up.

Quite some time, in fact. Maybe even as much as a quarter of an hour. Crawling like a baby on her hands and knees, grabbing and swiping at door handles and bumpers, fingers tacky with her own blood. Then at some point slipping down and losing consciousness there in the nettles by the Pay & Display machine. They say they can’t be certain about when it was, the precise moment that her heart stopped – but they can assure us that it was immaterial. She wouldn’t have seen, wouldn’t have known.

The one good thing, Mawhinney says, is that her brain would’ve shut down as her lungs filled up.

But I don’t want the details. One moment or several? A curdled sigh, a spattered red breath, brown saliva clotting in her mouth? All I care about is that they’re right, that it was quick. All I need to know is that her heart was not still beating when her attacker moved back in and cut it out.

Early October and four in the morning and no wind at all, just the blackest darkness, so dead and dark and black that if you stopped to think about it, you might find you couldn’t breathe. All the lights out. And then all of them on, one by one – pop, pop, pop – the world reviving, turning large and transparent.

Something’s happened.

He rings me at the deadest time, sleep holding me down. Since the baby that’s how I’ve been, a dead person, trying to surface. Still I grab the phone the second its ringing hits my dreams.

Tess, he goes, Tess – and straightway I can tell his voice is all wrong.

What? I say, struggling to sit up and focus. What is it? What’s going on?

I’m –

The silence crackles.

I’m sorry, he says.

What do you mean, sorry? Why?

Oh Tess, he says and he sounds like he’s going to cry.

Al, I go, for fuck’s sake – what?

She’s not here.

What?

You were right. She hasn’t come home.

She hasn’t?

She’s just – I don’t know where she is – she’s not here.

Outside, a dark whoosh of wind in the poplars. If it was light you would see them bending. You get that by the sea – sudden changes, things getting crushed and flattened. I used to like it. It used not to scare me at all.

Next to me in the bed meanwhile Livvy is lying on her back in her white babygro, poppers done up to the chin, mouth softly open and arms flung back. A swirl of blackish hair on her head. Mick funnily enough is lying in a similar babyish way but on his front – black matted hair pushed up, hands bunched into two hot fists. Dreaming of a fight is what it looks like.

Tess, he says, what am I going to do?

Call the police.

I’ve done that.

You want me to come?

He says nothing. Liv snorts. When did I feed her? I slide my fingers under to feel her nappy. Damply heavy with pee. I must have fed her in the night, in my sleep.

I’ll come, I tell him. Wait for me.

I get out of bed, change the baby, get dressed.

In one way it is not a surprise. In the beach hut that night, the feeling is cold and hard, painful and unsettling. I shouldn’t have let him come. It shouldn’t have to be complicated.

I take the tumbler of wine from his hands. Take a sip. Put it down on the wooden floor which is slippy with the years of sand falling off our bare feet.

You should get back, I say. But he doesn’t move. He just looks at me.

She’ll be in bed. She’ll have gone to sleep.

No, I say. It’s not that.

What, then?

He reaches forward, half grinning, tries to take his drink back. I stop him.

The truth is, he’s lazy. Whatever he gets from me, he imagines he can’t get from anyone else.

It’s not that, I say again. Batting him away.

He settles back in the old deckchair and looks at me. His old jeans, his big feet in their salt-stained boots. A bleached tidemark where he has walked in the edge of the sea. He looks at the joint in his hands – his rough, furniture maker’s hands – tips off the ash.

For God’s sake, Tess, he says at last, I wish you’d calm down.

I sigh.

You’re even making me jumpy, he says. What the fuck is it? Why’re you in such a state?

I say nothing.

He shrugs, smiles. He likes to think I’m this uptight person. He thinks he’s won.

I’m scared, I tell him and he leans forward.

What are you scared of, Tess?

I don’t know.

It’s not true though. I think I do know, even then.

* * *

The thing is, she is not the type to have something happen. She has everything going for her. Beauty, talent, kindness. She even sometimes goes to church.

It’s the one thing she and Alex argue about, the only thing. It’s not God, she says, just something bigger, greater then her. She needs to feel there is a larger Good out there.

You might think she’s this good and pliable person but actually she’s not, she’s dogged and fixed. She’s the strong one. She does exactly as she pleases. When we first came here, she was the one who said it would all be fine, who believed most certainly in the dream we had.

The only thing I have more of than her is kids. Double the amount. People ask me how I do it, as if there’s some kind of trick to having four. But it’s easy. I do it for myself. I can’t help it. There’s nothing to beat walking down the street on a sunny day with them all clean and happy and no one crying or fighting behind you and knowing just how it all looks. A perfect mother with her perfect life.

These are the facts. That she dies on a Monday night in October, some time between eleven and midnight, following a PTA meeting at the school on Marlborough Road. That she gets to that meeting around seven and it ends around twenty to eleven – later than usual, but then it is Lucy Dorry’s first time as Chair and most people who can, stay on for a drink after.

That they reckon, anyway, that she reaches her car around 10.45, but that she never manages to get into it. She never even makes it around to the driver’s side. Her keys are found lying on the ground just beneath the passenger door. All the paintwork around the lock is scratched furiously and the nails on her right hand are ripped and bloody and broken.

Both of us, with our perfect lives. She can’t believe it when I tell her I’m expecting Liv. At thirty-eight!

You’re saying I’m past it?

No, she replies and I notice the flicker of a frown in her eyes. Just the thought – and she shudders – of going through it all again.

I can’t wait, I tell her as boisterously as I can. And it’s the truth, I can’t.

And work?

I can do that too, I say. Because I’ve already decided that I’ll have to.

She turns and looks at me with eyes full of something, but what exactly I can’t tell.

I wish I had your guts, she says. And your energy.

Which makes me laugh because, in my book, it takes guts and energy to deny yourself these things. And Mick and I have never been good at limiting ourselves, at sitting down and planning. In fact, none of our kids were planned exactly – or that’s what we always tell people, laughing at ourselves. Just one big happy haphazard family. That’s the story we tell ourselves.

And I am over the moon about Liv – from that first mysterious morning when the simple act of stirring the hot milk into Rosa’s instant oat cereal makes me turn and hold myself, perspiring, over the sink.

When I tell Mick, he does nothing. He doesn’t move. He is sitting there at the table and I bend and whisper it in his ear and maybe I expect that he will pull me to him, but he doesn’t move a single muscle.

You’re not pleased?

He looks at me.

I don’t know. I’m not ‘not’ pleased.

Oh great.

I fold my arms and feel the buzz of my blood, my heart.

It’s a shock, that’s all.

We haven’t been using anything.

I know, he says, I know, but I thought –

You thought what?

That we were being careful.

I laugh.

I suppose I thought it was very unlikely, he says.

His voice is small and tight. He sounds like a little boy who’s been jumping again and again out of the highest tree and then the very last time has forgotten to bend his knees when he lands and has got himself hurt. Cross with the tree, cross with himself.

I’ve just chucked in my job, he reminds me, as if I didn’t know.

Well, I tell him, this is good. You can be the nanny. You can do some writing.

He doesn’t laugh.

With a new baby? I hope that’s a joke.

But when he sees me looking at him and half laughing and half about to cry, he does get up and come and put his arms around me, bends his head to mine. I smell the blackness of his hair, the familiar day-old smell of beard, of husband.

So, he says.

So – what?

So we’d better get on with it then.

And that’s it, that’s all. That’s the beginning of our daughter Olivia.

The last person to see Lennie alive is John Empson, PTA Treasurer and Chairman of the Christmas Lights. I know John well. His bookshop is next door to the clinic and he gives me discounts. In return I gave him ultrasound for nothing when he tore the ligaments in his knee. It’s how we live in this place. You give what you can and you get back what you need.

On that night, John walks with Lennie as far as the junction of Marlborough Road and North Parade. It is bitterly cold by then, the kind of rough, sea cold that goes right through your clothes and hits your bones. A light rain has started up and Lennie is hurrying, they both are, and since she only has on a thin cardigan and no umbrella, she holds her papers up over her head.

Like this, John says later, using his big, grey hands to show the police. As if they could protect her, he says, terror and disbelief cracking his voice.

John and Lennie chat briefly about this and that – about how glad they are to have Lucy on board, about what should be done about the frustrating delay to plans for bike racks outside the caretaker’s office (despite the money having officially been raised) – and so on. Then, because John is heading back to the High Street on his bike, he zips his big green waterproof and they separate, each making a dash for it.

In any other town perhaps, he might have seen her to her car, but not in this one. No one expects that here. This town really is a safe place, everyone knows that. Even in winter, even after dark, it’s a place where, once kids know how to cross a road sensibly, they can pretty much go around alone.

What happens next is Alex says sorry to Gemma Dawson, who popped over from Trinity Street to keep an eye on the kids when he went out. She’s only supposed to have been there for ten minutes or so, until Lennie came back. Gemma says that’s OK. She imagined the meeting had gone on longer or that they’d all gone to the pub or something. She wasn’t bothered. And she was watching TV and she lost track of the time anyway. Monday’s a good telly night and it makes no difference to her where she watches it.

When Gemma’s gone, Alex stands for a moment in the front room. Turns off the gas fire. Picks up Gemma’s empty Coke glass and the TV guide. Then, after checking the boys are safely asleep in their beds, he opens the front door and, leaving it ajar, goes a little way down the lane with a torch.

He’s not that worried, not yet. Alex is practical. He doesn’t worry until he needs to. But it’s not like Lennie – she isn’t the type to take off and go somewhere without telling him. That’s him – he’s the one who does that.

In October the night dew gets so heavy it feels like rain. You can smell woodsmoke and, yes, if you breathe in hard enough, the larger smell of sea. Alex looks but he doesn’t know what he’s looking for. He shines the light into the black tangled hedgerows, lets it move across the pale grit of the road – not perhaps wanting to think of why he is doing it, but doing it all the same.

Well, I couldn’t just sit there, he tells me later. I had to get up and do something and I didn’t know what else to do.

He sees nothing, hears nothing.

He thinks of leaving the boys asleep and setting off on foot up to the school but knows Lennie will think that’s irresponsible. What if a fire starts? What if Connor has one of his dreams and wakes in a panic to find the house empty?

In the end he goes back in and calls the Farrs. Geoff answers – no, it’s fine, they’re not in bed yet. He gets Maggie. Who sounds surprised. And then worried. She can only confirm what Alex realises he already knows. That Lennie left the meeting an hour ago – at least an hour in fact, since she wasn’t even the last to go.

Alex feels his stomach start to slide. He holds off calling for as long as he can bear it. Then he rings the police. And me.

* * *

He is standing outside in the drive when I get there. Next to him, a police car – sour stripes in the fuzzy dark. The dirty moon of the porch light shining, not yet dawn, not even close – the lane still grey, the hawthorn hedge a smudge of black at the bottom of the lawn.

I heave Livvy’s seat up over one arm. She’s getting heavy, the plastic digs into my arm, rubs against my hip. For a second her eyes flick open, unseeing, then back shut again.

You should have called, I tell him.

I did.

No, I mean sooner – straightaway.

He looks blank.

What could you have done?

I can’t bear his face.

Been here with you –

He rubs his eyes.

I feel bad enough getting you up now –

Oh Al – don’t be stupid, I tell him, shivering.

And Mick – ?

Mick’s asleep.

He looks at me.

Tess – I mean, how could you have known – ?

I didn’t, I tell him again, I don’t –

But – what you said?

I shake my head.

You know what you said.

I’ve no idea why I said it, I tell him.

Tess –

OK, I say, I felt afraid.

What d’you mean afraid? Of what?

I don’t know, I tell him, I mean it, Al. I don’t know what of.

We stand in silence for a moment. I hear the crunch of footsteps by the back door. Police.

Do you think she has left me? he says.

I try to laugh.

No, I say. No Al, I don’t.

A policeman comes out of the house and nods at us. I watch him cross the gravel to the car and lean in to speak into the radio.

Lennie would never leave, I tell him, though it’s only as I say it that I know it’s true. She never would. Not just go.

The policeman comes over.

All right? he says.

Alex takes a quick breath.

We’re going to the school.

You’ll call me?

I pick up Liv’s seat. He nods.

They’re going to search the creek and the marshes, he says. If they get nowhere at the school.

Pure terror on his face.

She wouldn’t go anywhere, I tell him again. Not willingly. I just know she wouldn’t.

Sometimes there are things that I know.

Sometimes at the clinic, treating a patient, I feel my fingers slip in between the usual rhythms and catch something else, something I wasn’t looking for. It might be something I don’t want to know – superfluous to the treatment. It’s possible in my work to have too much information – to have it all come flying so hard at you that you lose focus.

What bollocks, says Mick as he sorts the washing on the kitchen floor. What sort of things, anyway?

I don’t know, I say, just things.

You mean if someone’s going to move house or get divorced or win the lottery?

No, I’ll say. For fuck’s sake, Mick. You know I don’t mean that.

Well what then? If they’ll live or die?

I’ll flush.

I don’t know.

And he laughs. Not because he doesn’t understand, but because of the opposite: he thinks he understands too well. I can’t surprise him any more. All these years together and what is there left to discover?

So I keep quiet. When I pick up on Ali Ledworth’s pregnancy long before the doctors do (two tests in a row come back negative), I say nothing about it at home. And when poor Janey Urbach is knocked down in Bury on a one-way street by a car going the wrong way and suffers appalling spinal damage, I know better than to mention to Mick that the last time I treated her I felt something – a heavy weight hanging over her – as unmissable as a cloud blotting out the sun on a hot day.

And when I tell Alex I feel that Lennie will be OK, it’s a lie. I don’t. Not at all. Ever since that moment in The Polecat her presence – normally solid and resilient and unremarkable – has been unfurling and undoing itself, snagging, tearing, falling apart.

Anne Addison types out the minutes from that night’s meeting. She tells me it feels almost wrong, putting down on paper what amount to Lennie’s last words, her last recorded comments – made only an hour or so before she died. She types them up and copies them, but does not circulate them yet, out of respect for the family, she says.

There is a report on the Quiz Night – Lennie recorded as saying she’s disappointed by how little was raised and querying the amount spent on food. Maybe we should just get people to bring stuff next time? she suggests. Nothing fancy, just maybe quiches and baguettes and cheese and maybe a dip or two?

One or two people disagree. They feel that, for the price of the ticket, a hot meal is expected. Lennie’s shrug is not minuted of course, but I can see it, clear as anything – her sitting back, blonde head bent, picking intently at her nails, deciding not to push her comments any further.

Lennie is good – better than me – at knowing when to shut up. Which is a good thing because there’s always a bit of trouble at these meetings. There’s always someone disgruntled, someone who resents the way someone else says something, someone who refuses to cast a vote.

There’s a brief discussion about the Carnival Parade, which is going to be the last week of June along the sea front. Last year I took this on, but this time Lennie’s agreed to do it. Someone suggests a competition at the school to design a Carnival poster – Maggie says great, she has a book-illustrator friend who would judge it. Maybe his publisher would even donate prizes? I know there would have been a murmur of pleasure at that. But Barbara Anscombe, who likes to get her oar in, ignores Maggie and says the post office should also be approached – see if they’d be willing to provide balloons and maybe smaller prizes for runners-up.

Then there’s the usual argument about who the proceeds should go to. Barbara says Marie Curie.

What? Again? says Sally Abrahams, whose son is on his gap year in Nepal. Shouldn’t we be raising awareness of something beyond the town – Christian Aid, Action Aid, something a little more multicultural?

Cancer affects people in all cultures, says Barbara firmly and Polly Dawson points out that many people in the town know someone who has died of cancer, though no one dares look at John who lost his wife so recently.

But Lennie agrees with Sally, that it might be nice to have a change. She knows, for instance, that the WI in Westleton are raising money for African farmers (a snort here from Barbara) – and what’s to stop them going back to Marie Curie at Christmas?

All of this, except Barbara’s brief snort of derision, is minuted by Anne Addison.

Later, shocked, baffled, interviewed by police, everyone who attended the meeting agrees that Lennie behaved quite normally, that there was nothing strange or different about her behaviour at all. A bit tired, perhaps, they all concede, but then who isn’t tired on a Monday night after a day’s work followed by feeding the kids before rushing out again?

At a quarter to ten, the meeting is declared closed and Lucy, Lennie, Polly, Sue Peach, her daughter Sophie and Maggie lay out a selection of crudités, tortilla chips and dips. Bottles are opened, paper cups pulled from their cellophane.

Sue lets drop that she’s thinking of doing an Open University degree, now that her youngest has started fulltime school. And Lucy says something along the lines of how terrific and that if she had her time all over again she just knows she’d study with a whole lot more passion.

And Lennie laughs and says, Ah but isn’t that what being a student is all about? Taking life for granted? Living in the moment and for the moment and with no sense of what the future holds?

Everyone – Sue, Maggie, Polly, Sophie, Charlotte, Sally, Lucy, Barbara, John, Anne – remembers this comment of hers. They all mention it in the police interviews. No one can bear to think that, less than an hour later, the person who made it is dead.
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WHEN YOU LIVE right bang up close to someone, it can be hard to get far enough back to see them clearly. Or maybe your eyes do look, but your brain can’t take it in. Like you never notice your own kids growing, or your own baby getting proper hair.

When Alex tries to give the police a physical description of Lennie, he gets confused. He goes almost crazy trying to think what she had on – earlier for instance when she screamed at Max about the state of his room, or kicked the washing-machine door shut and swore because it hurt her foot, or made the boys’ tea in a hurry and upset Connor by slightly burning the frilled edges of his second fried egg. He knows she did these things, but he can’t see her doing them.

This shocks him.

Like she’d already gone from our lives, he tells me later.

You were in a panic, I say. It’s not your fault. You couldn’t think.

I say it but I know it’s meaningless. And he just looks at me – just screws up his eyes and rips the skin from the ragged side of his thumbnail and I know what he’s thinking: he’s trying to imagine the last time he saw her, trying to retrieve it from the deadest, most faraway part of his mind.

He tells the police he thinks she may have had on a red shirt, a shiny one.

Satin? they say.

He nods.

Something with a sheen anyway. Satin or silk, he says. Is there a difference?

Al shuts his eyes.

And jeans, he says. Jeans and slip-on trainers, blueish-grey ones, the type with the knobbly sole –

After clothes, they ask him about other things. The state of his marriage. He tells them it’s fine, it’s normal – no, no rows recently, not that he can think of. Nothing major anyway. And does Mrs Daniels have any history of depression or other illness such as seizures or fits?

No, Alex tells them, relieved that this part at least is completely true. Never, no. Lennie’s a fit and healthy person, never ill, never down, nothing like that.

He explains that she’s a potter, a ceramicist – that she’s just had her stuff included in a show in London. That a couple of big stores have bought her stuff – that she’s doing well. They ask him what he does and he tells them he makes furniture. And maybe he smiles because he knows how it must sound. The potter and the furniture maker in their cottage by the sea. They ask him how his business is doing and he says, Good – thinking it a strange question – good enough, he says. Trying to stop his stupid hands from shaking so hard.

She would never go off without telling me, he adds then, hating the small whine of helplessness in his voice. But they seem to accept this and he relaxes. It’s only when the officers step outside for a moment that he finds himself overwhelmed by the lingering tang of their aftershave and rushes to the downstairs toilet to be sick. A quick, odourless and painless throwing up, like a dog or a baby.

Almost six. I crouch on the edge of the musty sofa and feed Liv by Alex and Lennie’s gas fire in the half-dark. She’s not hungry – just gums my nipple in a kind of half-dutiful way, then relaxes her lips and lets it slip away off her tongue. You think that babies are these fragile little creatures, at everyone’s mercy, but they’re not. I know that and Liv knows it too. She knows what she wants from life and she’s learning the knack of how to get it.

I pull my bra back up and replace the pad and at that moment hear the upstairs toilet flush and then Max’s voice saying something cross. Then the creak of the stairs.

Not just Max, both of them.

Where’s Mum and Dad? Why’re you here? Is it a school day? Connor wants to know, one hand in his mouth, the other down his pyjama bottoms.

Mum broke down somewhere, I tell them, and Daddy’s had to go and pick her up and sort out the car –

He can’t fix cars, says Max straightaway.

No, I say, I mean, get it to a garage or whatever.

But Max looks suspicious.

So – you mean she broke down and stayed in the car all night?

No. I think she stayed at Maggie’s, I tell him.

That’s weird, he says, frowning.

Is it?

You know it is. Why wouldn’t she just walk back here?

I search for an answer but it’s not necessary, I’ve lost him. He’s already switched on the TV and is holding the remote and staring intently at the screen.

Are you allowed TV in the mornings? I ask him. He shrugs and turns it off, chucks the remote on the sofa. He’s a good boy really.

He won’t be long, I say.

How long? Connor asks. How long will he be?

He pours himself a bowl of Coco Pops. Some have spilled on the table and he leans over and thumbs them straight into his mouth.

I ask Max to get some milk and he does.

Not semi-skimmed, says Connor quickly.

Yeah, yeah, says Max, ignoring him.

Just normal milk, says Connor, looking anxious. No lumps.

I love these boys. I love them just about as much as my own – my Nat, my Jordan, my Rosa, my Liv. When they were born, I was the third person in the world to hold them – after Lennie, after Al.

Connor pulls up his T-shirt with a basketball player on and looks at me.

Look, he says.

What? Look at what?

At this.

He stretches backwards. So skinny I can see right through him – through to the blood that threads between his little snappy bones. Nipples so tiny, like an afterthought that you can’t believe in. A network of pale blue and mauve. Goose pimples.

You’re cold, I tell him. Haven’t you got anything to put on? Where’s your pyjama top?

I don’t like it, he says. And I’m not cold.

He stares at me and shivers, still holding up the T-shirt. He has got it, all of Lennie’s whiteness – her creamy skin and hair, a real, milky blondeness you think you can taste on your tongue.

Connor, I say, what am I supposed to be looking at?

This, he says, indicating a small, scrubby mauve tattoo on his breastbone. Already coming off.

And this – pulling his elbow round he shows me the snake tattoo curled there.

It’s not real, he says. It soaks off.

He rubs at it, frowning.

Wow, I say. Great.

It’s from a comic.

The Beano, supplies Max, mouth spilling cereal.

Has Jordan got one? Connor asks me.

Um, I don’t think so.

Jordan’s too old for The Beano, Max informs him.

Shut up!

Mum’s getting a real tattoo, Max tells me, keeping his eyes on my face. On her bum.

Connor whips around, to see if he means it.

She is! Max insists, laughing now. Connor relaxes and his eyes rest on Liv.

Why’s she here?

Because she’s too little to leave behind.

He gazes at her thoughtfully. Like Lennie too he has no eyebrows – just a ridge of white-blond hair. And where are the others? he says. Where’s Jordan?

At home asleep, I tell him. Why aren’t you asleep? It’s dreadfully early.

Something made me wake up, he says. I don’t know what.

Liv makes an upset noise and I pull her out of the seat and lay her on a blanket on the floor. It’s not the cleanest – stained with old Ribena and covered in dog hairs. Liv lies there, almost happy for a second, then suddenly and inexplicably not so happy – kicking, fast and angry and breathless. Building to a wail.

I pick her back up and she pants furiously, rescued from herself.

I want Mum, says Connor.

Shut up, says Max in a vicious monotone.

Shush, Max, I say, be nice.

I’m not nice, Max says.

I do, says Connor, I want her. Where is she?

Sweetie, I say and touch his head.

I joggle Liv up and down to keep her quiet. Every time I stop she takes a breath, ready to cry, so I joggle her again and the breath subsides unhappily.

Max gets up and windmills the air with an extended right arm, practising his bowling technique. After that, he hops around the room on one leg, hugging himself, the sleeves of his pyjamas stretched right down beyond his wrists.

OK, I say, do you want to see what’s on TV?

No, says Max.

Can’t you go now? asks Connor with a little wail in his voice. Can’t Mummy get up?

Didn’t you listen? She’s not here you stupid fat moron, Max tells him, lungeing suddenly and shooting a hand from a flopping sleeve just long enough to pinch him hard on the thigh.

Quickly, Connor slams his hand into Max’s face. The TV remote control falls to the floor and the casing splits off.

Now look what you’ve done you little bastard, says Max.

He’s not allowed to say that, says Connor.

He looks at me to see what I’ll do and then when I do nothing he begins to cry and so does Liv.

OK, I tell them, I’m going to sit down and see if I can feed Liv. Who wants a chocolate biscuit?

They’re for Saturday, Connor says helplessly.

Never mind. I’m in charge. Have one now.

What, in the morning? says Max, eyes fixed on my chilly, half-bared breast. But he gets the packet and helps himself to one anyway.

Outside, the sky is losing its thickness and blackness. Soon, if you were to go upstairs and stand in Lennie and Alex’s wide, bare bedroom you’d be able to make out the two rigid funnels of smoke rising from the Harriman’s Brewery.

Mick rings. Behind his voice are all the ordinary sounds of our house: Rosa shrieking, Fletcher barking, Nat shouting at him to shut up.

Mick shouting at them to be quiet.

What’s going on? he says. I tell him I don’t know.

Where’s Alex?

You mean you haven’t heard anything?

No.

I take a breath. It’s hard to know what to say with the boys listening. Mick knows what I’m thinking.

Don’t, Tess, he says, it’ll be OK.

Silence. Max is screwing the Yoyo wrappers into a hard, green foil ball.

Shall I come and get the boys, then? Take them all to school?

I don’t know – I begin.

I’ve got to take this lot.

I don’t know, I say. I mean, should they go to school?

Come on, he says, of course they should go. What else are they going to do today?

I catch Max’s face watching me, then turning to see if he can flick Connor on the back of his head with the ball. Livvy begins to cry: a slow, spiralling wail.

In his heart, or so he tells people later, Alex already knows. It can happen. That the usual rules melt away and you just find you know things. Facts queue up and slide, unasked, into your head, ears, heart.

Or, maybe it’s true. Maybe Lennie’s pain and dying does somehow get to him across the car park, over the tangly dark of Bartholomew’s Green and down into Spinner’s Lane. Or, more likely, is it just that when the worst things happen, time isn’t the same any more? It twangs and collides and you can’t any longer tell the hot and dirty moment when you knew from the clean, sweet, cold one when you didn’t.

Alex’s father killed himself when he was twelve and Alex was the one who found him there on the landing with the inside of his head pouring black stuff on the carpet. He always holds this fact up as a blanket – a protection against anything else happening. You can see why. Shouldn’t he be safe now? Hasn’t he had the worst? Hasn’t he?

Alex is in the police station for a very long time. The longest hour of his life, he tells people later. Finally two police officers come to find him. One is called Mawhinney. He’s not from here – that’s how he knows it’s serious. He’s a black-haired, slightly European-looking man with big thick wrists and straight dark hair poking up beneath the collar of his shirt. A funny name, he’ll remember it. It’s about to be dawn but the air still holds the cloaked-off smell of night. Dim and quiet. Despite that, in the black conifer between the police station and Flook’s newsagent’s next door, a single blackbird is singing its heart out. Alex keeps hearing it, poor fucker, coping with the whole dawn chorus alone.

Slowly, through the tiny square of window, the light grows less dirty, shrubs and telegraph wires get more distinct. Alex remembers this. He tells me later that he remembers every detail of that room, that place, every sound, every smell. As if his body is on high alert: unable to stop itself from taking everything in.

And he is sitting at a table and smoking. And he hasn’t touched his tea which tastes horrible, of the machine, but he has a pack of freshly opened cigarettes in front of him.

I keep trying to give up, he tells the duty officer behind the desk. And then something happens and I start up all over again.

The officer thinks what a nice fellow Alex is. Just an ordinary chap, friendly and approachable. A good guy – the type you’d lend money to, or trust with your wife and kids. He’ll remember this fact later, when friends ask him about this terrible night, this terrible case. How can there be a God, for Christ’s sake, he’ll say, when the worst things always happen to the most decent people?

If Alex could think at this moment, he might be thinking the same. Instead, Oh God, oh God, he goes when he sees them coming in, Mawhinney and the other one. Oh, he goes, oh God, oh Jesus Christ.

Mawhinney holds out his hand – a forthright hand, used to facts and upset and awful things. Alex quickly stubs out his cigarette. Holds himself very still.

He wishes they didn’t have to tell him what he already knows.

No, he says. Touching the suddenly foreign-feeling skin of his cheeks, face, eyes, with his hands (the hands that already feel cut off from him, like the hands of another person), No, please God no –

The words make little sense though he understands every one of them. Your wife. Has suffered. Some sort of violent attack. Has not survived.

Has not. Suffered. Violent. In a different order, the words might not spell the end. No, says Al. Please God no – he says it again several times.

One of them puts a hand on his arm and Alex lets him, even though he doesn’t like being touched by strangers and especially not by men.

He asks if they could light him another cigarette. The younger one grabs the pack while the older one – Mawhinney – keeps his hand on him. And though he can barely take the cigarette when it is held out to him, so badly are his hands shaking, still he somehow manages to smoke it in long, trembling gasps.

Mick comes by with the dog and the kids. Everyone shouting, leaves lifting, trees bent over by the wind. The sky is white. Jordan has no coat on, just his frayed school jumper.

I ask him where his zip-up fleece is and he shrugs in a shivery way. Mick thinks I fuss too much but I hate the idea of my kids being cold. Jordan is nine, a year older than Connor, but just as thin. All our boys, Lennie’s and mine, are thin. Rosa and Liv, on the other hand, are padded and rounded – big girls with a layer between them and the world.

Look at him, I say to Mick. He’s freezing.

Mick stares at me and doesn’t seem to take in what I say.

He is, I say. He’s shivering.

Yesterday was warm for October, but not last night and not today. Here at Lennie’s, even with the gas fire on it’s not enough. I’ve just turned the heating right up.

Fletcher is pulling and jumping and trying to get the lead in his mouth. It’s what he does. Mick loops the lead over the gatepost and yells at him to sit and stay. Louder than usual. The dog looks upset and sits and then straightaway gets up again, happy, expectant.

There was no bread! Rosa bursts out. For the packed lunches!

That’s enough, Rosa, Mick tells her.

I was only saying –

Shut up, he says.

Rosa scowls.

I mean it, he says. Do I have to say it again?

I tell Rosa to shush. The sun shoots out and sends a wet, piercing light up over the brownish lawn, the path, the bins.

Mick – I say, but he doesn’t look at me.

I’m taking Max and Con to their gran’s, he says.

OK.

Suddenly Max is there at Mick’s elbow
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