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Prologue

‘Help me, please help me,’ I say into the phone.

‘What?’ My sister has panic in her voice, her usually muted tone immediately alert. ‘What?’ The second what? is resigned, a full, heartbroken glob of a word, like syrup falling off a spoon.

The line crackles as if paper is being brushed across the mouthpiece, the signal poor. ‘Please help,’ I say.

It’s night-time, but there’s still just a hint of lightness at the edge of the horizon where the sun set hours ago, like somebody has torn a seam in the sky, just at the edge there. Otherwise, it’s completely black, the air scented with summer hay and the final embers of barbecues. ‘Please come,’ I add, though I know she will. This is what family means. This is what our family means anyway.

She doesn’t say anything back, but that silence contains her agreement, I know it does.

I move my gaze away from the sky and stare downwards, lighting up the ground with a torch which illuminates dust motes dancing in the air.

I slowly run the torch over it. Over the body.




1.

Cathy

Cathy only answers the phone call that comes in the middle of the night because she is awake, working. Chasing up bloods for a Labrador that she’s concerned about. The results are already late, and the unreliable holiday Wi-Fi keeps cutting off just as she tries to send the email.

Frannie. Slide to answer. Cathy’s eyes flick to the top of the screen to check the time. It’s 1.25 a.m. The room is completely dark around the blue bubble of light the phone creates. All she can see is her sister, calling her in the small hours. Calling Cathy because she knows Cathy will be alone, because Cathy is always alone, whether on holiday or at home.

She sits up in the bed and swipes to answer. The sheet falls away from her. She’s wearing pyjamas even in the Italian heat. It seems somehow wrong to sleep naked. That particular luxury, for Cathy, is reserved for the future, she hopes, with some as yet unknown man.

‘Help me, please help me,’ Frannie shouts as soon as Cathy answers. Electricity shoots across Cathy’s chest and down her arms.

‘What? What?’ Cathy says. Sweat forms on her upper lip and between her breasts.

‘Please help me,’ Frannie says.

‘Where are you? Are you safe?’

‘Please come. I’m on the road. Turn right off the track road and then left. Half a mile, tops,’ Frannie garbles.

Cathy waits. For Frannie to start making sense.

‘It’s him. The man from the market,’ Frannie says, and then rings off.

Him.

Shit.

Cathy gets out of bed and starts scrambling around for clothes to throw on. She finds a pair of pink shorts she bought in Verona a couple of days ago and pulls them on, the price tag scratching against her lower back.

Why didn’t she stay on the line? Cathy tries to call back, but it rings out.

She rams her feet into her dusty flip-flops and grabs her bag. As she leaves the silent villa, not thinking to wake anyone, the closing of the large wooden door behind her sounds like a gunshot in the night.

The outskirts of Verona are completely black at this hour. Even after a week and a half, Cathy still isn’t used to it. Struggling to see her own feet as she walks.

The only light comes from her bedroom window in the villa behind her. It projects a neat rectangle of light on to the patio. And then: nothing, like she might be at the edge of the world.

Frannie sounded so scared. She tries to call again, but this time it goes to voicemail. Maybe she is exaggerating. Cathy hopes so. She’s always enjoyed the drama of Frannie’s hyperbole, the way she tells a great story. She’s the family dreamer. ‘There were literally fifty dogs in the waiting room today,’ she once said. She’s the receptionist at their family veterinary practice. She had refused to concede when Cathy probed. ‘Yeah, actually fifty,’ she’d said, and Cathy had thrown her head back and laughed. ‘You must have had to sit some behind the reception desk,’ she had said, while Frannie nodded emphatically.

Cathy rushes, the long, tough grasses whipping and snapping around her ankles like snakes, muttering pointless prayers out loud. Please be okay. Please don’t be hurt, or frightened. As she reaches the end of the drive, she turns and sees headlights in the distance.

It must be their hire car, the Land Rover none of them likes driving. ‘It feels like a bus,’ their brother Joe had said on the first day.

She breaks into a proper run down the road. Right and then left, just like Frannie said. It’s him. The man from the market.

It’s him.

Cathy’s pace slows when she sees the silhouettes. She would know them anywhere: her siblings. Joe, standing by the Land Rover, his hands on his hips. And Frannie, kneeling down, her hair and long limbs illuminated by the headlights. She is so beautiful, has always been so. A wide nose. Cat eyes. A mane of dark, shiny hair.

Why is she on the floor? Cathy stares, then takes a breath, just one. She breathes it out as slowly as she can. This is … she stares at the shadows and the lights. A sweep of fear covers her shoulders. She starts to go cold.

She knows, somehow, that if she walks forwards, something is going to happen.

Joe has evidently just arrived too, from his end of their large, shared villa, and he paces across the lights, in and out of shadow, like a flickering bulb. Cathy wraps her arms around her middle. A bad feeling settles over her, like she is being watched. A small, unsavoury part of her is disappointed that Frannie called Joe before her. Cathy would certainly not call Joe first in a crisis – she might not call him at all.

She turns on the torch from her phone and shines it along the pale, dusty ground in front of her. Around them are the smells of Verona: dry heat, parched grass. It’s been the hottest July on record. They had to buy after-sun most days. They’ve been through bottles and bottles of it. All of Cathy’s clothes are oily at their hems.

She can hear only the car’s engine and the cicadas.

Cathy moves towards them and sweeps the torch slowly over Frannie, who is still kneeling. And that’s when she sees it.

Frannie is leaning over, staring at the ground. Cathy stops walking but can’t stop looking at Frannie. She has something – a t-shirt? – in her hands. As Frannie stands up, Cathy realizes, stunned, that she’s taken off her top, that she’s in just her bra.

In the glare of the headlights, Frannie lifts up her hands. Red drips run down her wrists. Her stomach is streaked with blood. It’s dried, burgundy, the colour of red wine. She is a terrible tableau. Nausea rises up through Cathy. ‘Fucking hell,’ she whispers to nobody.

Joe is leaning over her now. Frannie extends her hands to Cathy and shouts: ‘Help me.’

The headlights are a Venn diagram of light, a portrait of her sister, and a body lying at her feet.




2.

Joe

Joe – highly strung, totally mad, actually – has always had bad dreams, and this must surely be one of them.

What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck, he is thinking as he arrives in front of the car and stares at his sister. She is kneeling on the ground. He can see each knot of her spine, illuminated in the headlights in alternating patterns of shade and light. She’s too skinny. Always has been. He used to make her snacks after school, cheese on toast, yoghurts with nuts and berries. Anything fattening. They called it her second lunch.

‘What …’ he says, but his sentence ends there, like a match that fails to strike. He shakes his head. He can’t believe what he’s seeing. A body. ‘What the fuck!’ he whispers. ‘What the fuck!’

‘Help me!’ Frannie shouts over her shoulder to him. In the distance, he can see the pinprick of Cathy’s torch. Thank God, he thinks. She’ll know what to do. He doesn’t. Joe is a panicking kid in a man’s body, it sometimes feels like. Cathy may be shy, but she’s cool in a crisis.

‘I hit him,’ Frannie screams to both of them. ‘I hit him with the car.’ Cathy’s torch beam wavers as she runs towards them, leaving tracks in the night air like a sparkler. ‘It’s the man from the market.’

‘What?’ Joe says. He can’t stop looking at the man lying in front of her. His skin is both bloodied and waxy, smears of red against the grey.

Joe cautiously approaches Frannie, even though he doesn’t want to. Tears have left clear tracks in the blood on her face. A smear of snot sits underneath her nose. He wants to turn away from it, run back to his villa, and to Lydia. Away from this – this grotesque chaos.

It feels like he’s walking through water that won’t part in front of him. He tries to step forward, but he can’t. He forces himself to look at the person lying on the ground. Tall, slim – his hip bones are visible. Frannie’s lifted up his shirt. His torso is bleeding. His glasses are cracked.

He’s very obviously dead.

Most of the Plant family are vets, including Joe and Cathy, and death is obvious to vets.

There’s so much blood. Pints and pints of it. He begins to panic. He’s usually fine with blood, but not like this. He tries to slow his breathing. It’s a panic attack, he tells himself. Not uncommon for him, but not quite like ones he’s had before either.

He gets out his phone as Cathy has and shines his torch across the road. The blood shimmers back like petrol. There’s so much of it. Joe tries not to gag. It smells fetid, both metallic and rotten, like just-turning food.

He turns to look at his sister, in a begging position in the road. ‘What the fuck’s gone on?’ he says.

‘Please help,’ she says. ‘Don’t be –’

‘Don’t be what?’

‘Just help me,’ she says, through tears. Frannie hardly ever cries. She’s sunny and messy and imaginative and loves buying too many clothes on eBay. She isn’t a crier.

Something deep and familial rises up suddenly through him. He felt it when Frannie fell off a swing on to her back when she was three, and was winded for ten whole seconds, the longest of Joe’s life. When she choked on a sweet and Joe thumped her hard between her shoulder blades and she coughed it right up. The first time Frannie went out as a teenager and Joe waited up for her, although even their mother had gone to bed. He still remembers it now: the ticking of the grandfather clock in their hallway, the hum of the fridge. And the relief as Frannie’s key turned in the lock.

And, of course, it reminds him of Rosie.

‘I hit him – I hit him.’

‘I can’t – how?’ he says.

Joe kneels down next to the body. Cathy joins him, but she’s just looking, silently. He wishes he had her cool head. He and Cathy recently operated together on a greyhound and she spent at least a minute, after they’d opened him up, just looking. Not rushing. Just gathering information, in that way that Cathy does.

‘Frannie,’ he says, the word exploding out of him like a cough.

‘I hit him on his side,’ she says, gesturing. ‘It was my fault. It was my fault. It’s the man from the market. If we try to stem the bleeding, we … we just need to stop the bleeding, then he’ll be okay, he’ll be okay,’ she begs them.

Joe glances sharply at Cathy.

‘Hold your t-shirt to the wound,’ Cathy says. ‘Tight as you can.’ Her face is inscrutable.

She moves towards the body. Her long hair is piled on the top of her head. She is a less beautiful version of Frannie. Thicker set. Features slightly distorted somehow, or perhaps they only look so compared to Frannie’s. Joe feels guilty every time he thinks it, but it’s true.

Cathy peers at the body. ‘That’s a glancing wound,’ she says. ‘He’s bleeding a lot for something like that.’ She reaches to take his pulse.

‘He’ll be okay, won’t he?’ Frannie says.

‘How fast were you going?’ Joe asks. He thinks he’s going to be sick. Sweat has broken out across his forehead and his stomach is rolling over and over, like a rough ocean. His sister has hit somebody and there’s blood everywhere. And now – now it is his problem too. He’s got to help her.

‘Barely,’ Frannie says, but Joe’s forgotten what he asked. God, he wants a cigarette, for the first time in months. An old vice of his, he’s mostly quit, save for holidays, treats and times of stress, which amounts to, well – almost all of the time, actually.

‘Have you called an ambulance?’ Cathy says to Frannie, kneeling over the body.

‘Has he got a pulse?’ Frannie asks. ‘It will be fine, won’t it?’

‘How have you not taken a pulse?’ Joe says. He leans over, his hands on his thighs, breathing heavily. Stomach acid sloshes up his oesophagus. Get it together, he tells himself. ‘Where’s the ambulance?’

‘There isn’t one, okay?’ Frannie shouts. ‘I haven’t called one.’

‘Why?’ Cathy says. She draws the word out in shock.

‘I … I called you two, instead.’

‘We’re not doctors.’ Joe raises his head as he says it. ‘We’re not fucking doctors, Fran,’ he almost whispers, turning his head to the side and looking into the distance.

‘We don’t have anything,’ Cathy says. ‘Adrenaline, bags of blood … look – you need to –’

Frannie holds up a hand. ‘Please just help,’ she says. ‘If we save him – if he’s fine – then …’

Cathy starts CPR, though she must surely know it to be pointless, and Joe joins in. He takes the heart while she straightens the head, the way they have with animals before. The body is cool beneath his fingertips. He darts a look at Cathy, who doesn’t meet his gaze. He stares back down at it in the gloom. A dead man.

He pumps at the man’s chest, his fingers just a few inches from this stranger’s heart.

Cathy checks and opens the man’s airway, a quick finger swabbing around inside his mouth.

‘How did you hit him?’ Joe puffs.

‘Turn the car engine off,’ Cathy says to Joe. ‘I can’t hear myself think.’

It takes Joe two attempts. The world goes dark, pierced by a single upwards beam from Cathy’s phone. Cathy puts her ear to the man’s mouth in the silence. ‘How long has he been here?’ she asks Frannie.

‘He was right in my path, I just turned without thinking –’

‘How long ago?’

‘Half an hour.’

A beat of silence.

‘What? What’ve you been doing? In all that time?’ Cathy says.

‘Half a fucking hour!’ Joe shouts, walking over to them and going back to the chest compressions.

Cathy puts her mouth over the man’s. She spits, licks her lips, then resumes.

She takes off her own t-shirt. ‘Use this one to stem the bleeding,’ she says to Frannie. She passes her the t-shirt. ‘Yours is saturated.’

He’s not the right temperature, Joe thinks, as his hands pump at the man’s chest. The Verona night air is warm, at least twenty degrees, and the skin against his hands is moist from it. But the man isn’t hot. He is slightly cooler than he should be, like a doll.

Frannie reaches for the man’s wrist with the other hand. ‘I can feel a flickering,’ she says hopefully, and Joe grabs his other arm.

‘It’s your own pulse,’ he says, after a few seconds. ‘In your fingertip. Because you’re frightened. I’m sorry. There’s no pulse.’

‘Keep going, then,’ Frannie says hysterically.

‘I am.’

Joe is staring at the body as he pumps away. Even if he gets the heart going again, it would be useless. He will be brain dead. Half an hour.

It’s futile.

He sits back on his heels, looking at Frannie. All three siblings’ hands are covered in blood. The man’s body is stamped with their red fingerprints.

Cathy breathes into the man’s mouth, then listens again. After two more breaths, she must come to the same conclusion as Joe, because she stops too. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘No, no,’ Frannie says. She sits cross-legged, just as she did when they were children, her head in her hands, one still holding the wrist of the body to her face like a comforter. Frannie, the baby of the family. ‘No, please, Cathy – Joe. Please keep going,’ she says.

‘He’s cold,’ Cathy says quietly. ‘He’s lost a lot of blood. His heart isn’t responding.’

Frannie is shaking and shaking her head, over and over. ‘No,’ she starts saying. ‘No – don’t say it, Cathy, keep going, keep going.’

‘He’s dead,’ Cathy says. She looks to Joe for confirmation.

‘I’m so sorry, Fran,’ he says. He reaches for her, but she doesn’t respond, her head still in her hands.

‘I was on the wrong side of the road,’ Frannie says. ‘I forgot. I forgot they drive on the right here.’ She drops her head towards the body like a condemned woman. Joe stares at her, aghast. Cathy closes her eyes. ‘I’ll go to prison,’ Frannie says in a voice so quiet Joe has to strain to hear her.

He looks at Frannie. Then at the body.

He knows the man is dead. But what he hadn’t quite pieced together is that this means his sister is a killer.




3.

Cathy

Cathy’s whole body starts to tremble. She’s gone cold, out here in the hot, suffocating night.

‘We – I … the policeman saw us arguing with him at the market,’ Frannie says. ‘They’ll assume … they’ll think … please tell me what to do.’

‘I can’t,’ Cathy says.

‘If I call anyone now,’ Frannie says. ‘I mean – I’ll go to prison, won’t I? No – no. This can’t be true. Is it?’ she implores them.

Cathy’s eyes become wet. She blinks.

Joe’s still sitting, staring into the distance.

Frannie is wiping her nose on her forearm. Something about it is so raw, so primitive, from her usually glamorous sister, who only last month drove two hundred miles to fetch a vintage vase that she just had to have.

Cathy is thinking, suddenly, against her will, about DNA. Fingerprints. Hairs. Fibres. Skin cells. They’re all over this body, this crime scene.

‘Right,’ Joe says softly. ‘That policeman. The one who thought you were … giving him a hard time.’ He looks at Frannie, then despondently down at the body. ‘They’re tough here.’

‘The police?’ Cathy says.

‘Yeah,’ Joe says, apparently not feeling the need to explain. Cathy stares at him expectantly. She knows what happened with Frannie, obviously. But not Joe.

‘There was a thing in a bar on the first night,’ Joe says. ‘This guy cracked on to Lydia.’

‘So …’

‘Well,’ Joe says, and Cathy’s sure she can detect a blush. ‘You know.’

‘You hit him?’

‘Might have,’ Joe says. He looks away from her. He’s always been this way. Quick to anger, then embarrassed by it, cagey about things he’s done. He would never hurt anybody he cared about, they have always told themselves.

The ground is warm underneath Cathy’s legs. She stares at her sister. ‘I have to call an ambulance,’ Cathy says.

‘No – no! We can’t, we can’t,’ Frannie cries, her voice ragged, hoarse in places, phlegmy in others.

‘What are you doing?’ Cathy says in the quiet. She can barely make out her sister’s features in the gloom, but she knows her so well. She knows all of her moods. Her sunny resignation when her latest relationship ended. ‘Oh, sod it, I’ll have a gin and forget about him,’ she’d laughed, her nose wrinkling attractively, but how, later, she texted Cathy from the bath, asking if there was something wrong with her, if she’d ever find somebody, if maybe she’d be alone with Paul, her son, forever.

Now Cathy can imagine her expression, even though she can’t see it – streaked eyeliner, red nose. Her holiday freckles are out.

But, for once, she doesn’t know what to say.

‘Will an ambulance be able to help him?’ Frannie says. She comes down to Cathy’s level, right on to the ground, like an animal.

‘No,’ Cathy says. ‘Not now.’

‘And if I do call one – what’s going to happen to me?’ Frannie’s hands are twisting together. Her shoulders are hunched. Cathy is aware of some dim notion that she will remember this conversation for the rest of her life. ‘What’s going to happen to Paul?’ she says.

Cathy stares at the car. At the body. Thinks of the policeman who witnessed Frannie arguing with this man earlier today. Thinks of Joe’s encounter. The police will think they’re trouble, the Plant family.

‘I don’t know,’ Cathy says. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I can’t call one. I can’t.’

‘We could say it was me,’ Cathy says desperately. Tears start to clog her throat.

‘But you were at the market too. They’d infer … that it wasn’t an accident.’

Cathy drops her head into her hands, massaging her forehead. She can’t think in these circumstances. Her brain isn’t working. ‘We could say we found him,’ she mumbles. ‘By the roadside?’

‘It’s too late,’ Frannie says. ‘It’s too fucking late. It’s been too long. Our car – the hire car’s dented. And it’s hired. We can’t just get rid of it. I’m fucked. I’m fucked.’ She looks at Cathy and then at Joe, who has his red hands over his face. ‘I’m so fucked. Please do something. Please help me. Please help Paul.’

Cathy’s mind races. A few feet away, Joe is finally sick. A fountain of vino rosso adding to the blood, to the mess, on the dirt road. The smell drifts over to her – acidic, tart – and Cathy thinks she might throw up too.

‘Paul’s got only me,’ Frannie says. ‘I mean – we have to … to cover it up.’

They sit in silence for a few minutes.

‘This is fucked,’ Joe says eventually, wiping his mouth on his t-shirt. ‘You cannot seriously be asking us to – to what? What’re you saying, Fran?’ His eyes swivel towards hers.

‘I’m not saying anything,’ Frannie cries. ‘I’m saying if I – or you – call anyone now, I’m going to go to prison and leave Paul alone for a decade. Probably more.’

Cathy looks again at the body. Their fingerprints are all over it. On his skin. On his clothes. And inside the wound on his side. Their DNA mingling, binding them to this injury, this accident, forever. This man in front of her isn’t only a body. He is a body of evidence too. Cathy’s shoulders come out in goosebumps.

She begins to shake, despite the hot night. She meets Frannie’s eyes. They’re wide, like a panther’s, only the whites visible in the dark night. ‘What are you saying?’ Cathy whispers.

A sad expression arranges itself across Frannie’s brows.

‘I can’t do this,’ Joe says. ‘I can’t do it.’ He stands up and turns away from them. ‘Not even for you,’ he throws over his shoulder at Frannie.

‘Oh, walk off, why don’t you,’ Frannie says. ‘Go punch something? Will that help?’ She glances back at Cathy, who avoids her gaze. It’s not the right time to bring up Joe’s temper.

‘You’ve killed someone,’ Joe screams. Cathy and Frannie sit in shocked silence while his words echo around the Verona countryside.

Cathy looks at her, now that she is close enough to see her properly. She was wrong about the expression. There aren’t any tears, no red nose.

Joe begins fussing with the car, shining his torch light on to it and rubbing at it.

‘I want to go back,’ Frannie says, closing her eyes and looking heavenwards. ‘I want to go back to when it never happened.’ The tears come now, leaking sideways out of each eye. ‘Please let me go back.’ She looks straight upwards, into the navy-blue sky, scattered with stars by God’s careless hand.

‘I can’t,’ Cathy says, her voice hoarse, thinking of little Paul, innocent Paul, who loves cheese sandwiches, Party Rings, and his mother.

They sit in silence for a few seconds.

‘We have to bury his body,’ Frannie says. She wipes at her cheek and leaves another bloodstain across it. It’s crusted and dry. She meets Cathy’s eyes in the gloom. ‘We have to bury the body.’




4.

Now

Jason’s Office, early February, 5.00 p.m.

It’s the coldest February since records began, apparently. It’s late afternoon, in Birmingham city centre. Corporation Street is a white-out, the air dense with a thick winter mist, the pavements frosted, scuffed in places with black footprints.

It’s just before five. Paul will be at nursery until half past, then to Mum and Dad’s, where he will be handed back to me without fanfare, without conversation, since they found it all out.

A tram goes by as I walk up Corporation Street. It’s lined with trees that haven’t had leaves on them for months. The tail end of winter that seems to drag on like a flatline.

I press the buzzer that perfectly fits the shape of my fingertip and soon I’m on the second floor and sitting opposite Jason, who has his legs crossed at the knee. He has made us both tea, which surprised me.

I cradle mine, even though it is burning my hands. Outside his cocooned room with his two electric heaters and his books, I can hear the muted conversation of a colleague of his, and I’m momentarily reminded that this isn’t Jason’s life: it’s only his job, something he leaves in the evenings and doesn’t think about until the next morning. Maybe.

‘How’s your week been?’ he says to me. He has dark hair and a greying beard, like a wolf. He fiddles absent-mindedly with the earring he wears in his left ear. This is how Jason operates. Heavy, professional conversations dressed up casually. He doesn’t believe much in convention. He chews gum in our sessions and makes too many drinks, leaving teaspoons scattered on the desk where his illegal kettle, as he calls it, lives. But his brain is lightning-fast. When I mention small details, his eyes narrow, and, a little while later, I find that we are discussing them again, going in at a new angle that he has orchestrated without my knowing.

‘All right,’ I say. He sips his mug of tea, not taking his eyes off me, not filling the silence. ‘Tough, I suppose. Like every week,’ I add, staring at his wall of books. The room smells of them. That old, papery, dusty smell. There seems to be no arrangement whatsoever. Some are back to front. Some lie on their sides along the tops of others. Letters and postcards and flyers are tucked in beside them.

‘You?’ I say, and Jason gives a little laugh out of the side of his mouth.

‘Yeah, had better,’ he says. He checks his watch discreetly. I always see him at five o’clock, and he always accompanies me out into the foyer and leaves with me, heading off in the opposite direction, at ten to six, no matter the weather, no matter how busy he is. I have no idea where he goes, but I do know that it isn’t the train station. He once cryptically referred to it as a long-standing appointment.

‘I have been thinking a lot about Verona,’ I say. He reaches for the tea again, downs half of it in a gulp. It’s funny the clues and signs you spot in a professional relationship. I have no idea if Jason has a partner, a child even, but I know the sound he makes when he gulps too-hot tea. I can tell that he only irons the parts of his shirt that will be on show.

I like this appointment slot at the moment, because the sun sets during it. I go in in the light and emerge into the darkness, which seems fitting somehow.

Jason raises his eyebrows at me. ‘What element of it?’ he asks, his expression open.

‘I guess – if I could have stopped it,’ I say quietly. ‘I should have stopped it. I don’t mean the crime. I mean – the cover-up. My siblings’ cover-up.’

Jason looks beyond me, out of the window, and on to the busy city below. A bus hisses as it pulls away into the mist, disappearing almost completely. Two pigeons are on the windowsill, close enough for me to see their gnarled toes, despite the spikes built there to deter them. The sky is beginning to darken at the edges.

‘We all know,’ Jason says, fiddling with the handle of his mug, ‘that looking backwards leads to sadness, and forwards to anxiety. All we’ve got is now.’

I feel my shoulders relax, and take a breath, the air pushing out my tense stomach. ‘I just – I just don’t know,’ I say, ignoring his advice. He doesn’t labour the point, merely sits there listening, as he is paid to do. ‘There were so many forks in the road, and I don’t know –’

‘Talk me through one of them,’ he says. ‘Your thought process.’

‘The piece of paper we found on Will. William.’

‘Yes. But, Fr –’

‘Nobody knew how significant it would become,’ I interrupt. ‘And I just keep thinking – over and over – about the could-have-beens. If only this, if only that …’ My voice catches as it trails off. ‘Anything but – be here, really. We made so many mistakes.’

‘I know,’ Jason says quietly. ‘I mean – of course you did. I’d be worried if you hadn’t. Look,’ he says, then stops, appearing to think. ‘To stay in the present – could you – can you think of Paul?’

I close my eyes. Paul. He’s looking more and more like Joe every day. ‘Living up to his middle name,’ Joe said to me, years and years ago. In another life. Before Verona. Sometimes, if I bring Paul very close to me, it is as though I am looking into my brother’s smiling eyes. Brown, straight lashes that point downwards, heavy lids. I almost expect a wisecrack, a flash of quick irritation. Things that belong to Joe and only Joe.

A ginger-haired girl and a woman who is obviously her mother walk by on the street outside. I stare at them. She’s maybe eight. Old to be holding her mother’s hand. I wonder if Paul will hold my hand when he’s eight. I can’t imagine him at eight. He is still so little. Cheeks the colour and texture of fresh, warm peaches. Folds of fat around his elbows and wrists.

‘I offload to you,’ I say to Jason. ‘I don’t let Paul know about it. About why we’re all estranged. About where everyone is. I don’t think he will remember – you know. I don’t think Paul will remember those days when we all worked together and lived in a row of three cottages.’

I close my eyes and can remember them immediately. Rendered white on the outside. Ivy around the windows. Beams above that creaked in the winter rain and winds. Vibrant gardens that smelt of florals.

‘I know.’ Jason reaches to straighten a paper on the table in front of us. ‘But maybe that’s for the best.’ He smiles at me warmly, and the weather seems to thaw outside, just slightly.




5.

Then

Joe

Joe’s mouth tastes acrid, like he’s swallowed poison. His limbs are trembling.

‘What else are we supposed to do?’ Frannie says. Joe wishes she would stop asking him questions. He doesn’t usually mind. Mostly, it’s charming. ‘So,’ she had said right before their holiday, arriving in work wearing a kimono, ‘how long until you send me home for wearing this?’

‘Five minutes,’ he’d said.

Frannie had thrown her head back and laughed. ‘But I’ll still do the job! And look lovely.’

God, she could make him laugh with her verve and her randomness. A fucking kimono.

But nobody is laughing tonight.

‘I am not burying a body,’ Joe says.

‘Neither am I.’ Cathy’s voice is tight.

He runs a hand through his hair. It’s still snarled from sleep. He doesn’t know what they’re supposed to do, but what he does know is that nobody is calling the police.

He has downplayed what happened in the bar on their first night here. He and Lydia had headed gallantly into Verona as soon as their flight landed. One of the many things he loves about Lydia – apart from the fact that she’s fucking funny – is her willingness to embrace life, to squeeze experiences out of it like fresh orange juice. They’d stood on a terrace outside a restaurant, the smell of garlic and candle wax on the breeze, the softly illuminated arches of the Verona Arena across the street from them. Lydia’s legs were long and lean and bare, and she had on the perfume she only ever wore on holiday, suffusing him with good-time memories.

But then it had turned sour. A sleazy man, Vespa helmet under his arm, had brushed past Lydia. Joe had watched, eyes like saucers, as his hand cupped Lydia’s bum, just like that, as though it was his to touch and hold however he liked. Joe was squaring up to him without a second’s hesitation.

A weird kind of pleasure accompanies Joe’s temper, though he’d never admit it to anybody. It’s like popping a champagne cork. He felt complete relief as his shoulders thrust forwards, as his fist connected with the man’s cheek. Just one punch, a pretty light one, a telling-off. Two animals would do the same. The man had invited him outside and Joe, still full of testosterone and that pleasure-pain, had followed. Somewhere in the dimness behind him, a blur of heady-smelling plants and fairy lights puncturing the night, he was aware of Lydia protesting, but that part of him, his sensible brain, wasn’t in charge.

Two Polizia di Stato stood outside, smoking cigarettes and laughing. The man had led Joe to them, shown them the mark on his cheek. Joe had thought they’d brush it off when he explained, but they didn’t. Instead, they squared up to him. Their threats weren’t only physical, not only evident in their large chests, their huge hands. They said they could arrest him easily, their lilting English feeling sinister in the hot night. They offered to take him for a chat. One of them gestured to a nearby alleyway.

Joe had backed away, suddenly frightened. And, that night, the first night of what was supposed to be their relaxing holiday, he had drawn his knees to his chest while Lydia slept, and gritted his teeth at what a dickhead he was. Why couldn’t he have left it? Why could he never take the moral high ground?

What is he going to tell Lydia? She is already still mad at him about that first night, even though it’s been a week and a half since it happened. And now he’s left her sleeping, unknowingly in charge of Paul.

‘Tell me what else to do,’ Frannie says desperately.

Joe tries to slow his breaths. Her voice. His sister’s voice. It does something to him. He used to read to her, she on his lap, when they were both little. A child holding a child. She never wanted to read the same book twice. He made sure they had different ones out of the library each week, their plastic covers sticking to each other in the bag when he unpacked them. Their parents didn’t care, let him get on with it, and he stepped willingly into the patriarchal role.

‘Just let me think,’ Cathy says. She cups her hands around her eyes, like blinkers, her elbows on her knees. ‘Be quiet.’

Joe relaxes into himself for a minute. Cathy will figure it out. He stares at his flip-flops, put on unknowingly not even an hour ago, before this nightmare began. He wiggles his toes. He is here. He is grounded. Breathe in and out. In and out. They will sort it. Nobody will go to prison. A panic attack cannot last forever.

‘If the police get hold of this body, we will be implicated,’ Cathy says eventually, her hands still curled around the sides of her face, but now looking directly at him. A light breeze moves its way between them. He catches a whiff of sun-cream.

‘Not necessarily,’ he says, trying to be useful. What would his father have done? He tries to channel him as he used to be rather than as he is now. Authoritative Owen. Way more like Cathy than like Joe. ‘If we all backed Frannie up. If we all said, I don’t know – that he walked out in front of the car from nowhere …’

‘What, tell it to the policeman who gave me a fucking warning?’ Frannie says.

‘You and me both,’ Joe snaps.

Think. Think. Joe tries to remember everything he knows about DNA. Hardly anything. He rubs at his forehead. He’s been doing routine operations for ten years, pigeonholed into it because of his steady hand. And his poor bedside manner, Frannie had once said with a smirk. But it’s true that he is better off doing the cutting, the anaesthetics, spaying, removal of hairbands and underwear that Labradors have eaten. He drags a finger through the dust in front of him. The line he draws is perfectly straight.

‘I’m pretty sure they will be able to tell what time he died,’ Cathy says. ‘And that you were here … did you touch him? The wound? Right after?’

‘Yes,’ Frannie says.

‘It’s something to do with how your DNA mingles with his blood, I can’t remember, I don’t know …’ Cathy says.

Joe stares at the body. Its eyes are open. Mouth going from slack to stiff, like cooling candle wax. There’s a perfect oval thumbprint on his naked torso. Cathy’s or Frannie’s or his own, he can’t tell.

‘You’re right,’ Joe says eventually. ‘Plus the car is probably on some CCTV camera somewhere. Where were you going?’ he says to Frannie.

‘I wanted wine from that little all-night place, you know?’ Frannie says quietly. It sounds so trivial next to the body. Fucking wine. His hands have begun to shake again. They’re cold and clammy. He bunches them into fists. He needs some sugar and some sleep.

‘Is he getting rigors?’ Joe says. He directs this to Cathy.

She immediately reaches for his feet, clad in white trainers. A hand around his black socks, she moves his ankles from side to side, then shakes her head. ‘Not yet.’

But he will. Soon. And then his blood will begin to settle in the parts of his body that sit the lowest – his back, his elbows, the backs of his knees. He will begin to smell. That sweet, rotten-egg smell Joe comes across very occasionally, when somebody brings in a long-dead animal. Panic spews up through him. He’ll never be able to work again.

He gets out his phone. ‘I’m calling the police,’ he says. ‘What’s the number?’

‘It’s 112,’ Cathy says quietly.

Frannie rounds on Cathy. ‘How could you do this to me?’ she says. ‘Now is not the time to be good, Cathy!’ Joe winces. Cathy won’t like that, but it’s true. She is good, and controlled, and remote, at times too. She’s never had a relationship, to his knowledge.

He dials 112 on his keypad, and Frannie lunges for his phone, batting it out of his hand. ‘What the fuck?’ Joe shouts. The phone lies face down, the soil and the blood bleached to a thin sanitized stripe around it by its light.

‘If you call the police, I will go to prison for decades,’ Frannie shouts. She sits back down on the ground, puts her head in her hands and begins to sob.

‘Stop it, Joe,’ Cathy says.

‘Who was I supposed to call?’ Frannie says, looking up at him. ‘If not you?’

The pleading sentence, her huge wet eyes. He cannot resist. He was there for her when she laboured, alone, with Paul. He brought her whatever she wanted – and that was a lot. Iced water, a popsicle, a box of crackers she ate between contractions, and then – afterwards – a flame-grilled Whopper from Burger King that took him a forty-minute round-trip to get. Nobody is there for Frannie like Joe is.

Cathy is biting the skin around her thumbnail, staring at Frannie, her eyes wide.

Frannie passes him the phone, above her head, not looking at him. ‘But sure, do it.’

‘I …’ Joe says, hesitating, but he takes the phone. Cathy stares at the transaction, then at the lit-up rectangle in Joe’s hands. He looks at Frannie, and his resolve to do the right thing splinters to nothing, like a pane of glass being shattered. His little sister, his three-legged-race running partner, his Happy Meal sharer, his sibling, his best friend, his history.

‘I can’t,’ he says softly.

Cathy looks at him. ‘You can’t,’ she echoes. A sheen across her eyes catches the moonlight.

It looks just like the night-time at home. He, Cathy and Frannie live in a row of three cottages with no other neighbours – a feat they can’t believe they pulled off – and he almost always goes round to Frannie’s for bath time, closing his farmhouse door behind him and pushing open Frannie’s. Cathy’s and Joe’s used to be a shop and a post office respectively, with small rooms and low ceilings. Frannie’s was originally a house – part funded by their parents, for her – built in 1850, and is larger and airier than the others.

He shoves his hands into his pockets. He could hand her in. Save himself. He’d be mad not to consider it, wouldn’t he? But she looks up at him now, his baby sister, her head tilted back. No. That isn’t an option. It began its life as Frannie’s problem, but now it’s shared.

‘We need to bury it,’ Frannie says. ‘Him.’

Cathy waits a second, clearly thinking. After a moment, she says only one word: ‘Where?’




6.

Joe

Joe’s shoulders feel like they’re made of metal, not bone and sinew. He rolls them, trying to relax. ‘We need to think clearly.’

The man was a horrible bloke, according to Frannie. Besides, she didn’t mean to hurt him. It was an accident. A terrible coincidence. This is the hand they’ve been dealt, and now they need to play the cards. ‘We need to think about the evidence,’ he says, staring at the ground. ‘What gets rid of blood?’

‘Fire,’ Cathy says immediately.

‘Fire,’ Joe repeats, nodding slowly. ‘Okay.’ He looks left and right down the track road. It serves only their villa and two others. The site used to be a convent and was converted to villas in the fifties. The private road is supposed to be maintained by the three villas, though they don’t do enough. The grass is scorched yellow, the road not even tarmacked, just hardened mud, cooked by the Italian sun. Joe’s only ever seen cars come down it when they’re lost. Joe briefly wonders why a stranger was walking down this road, alone, in the night …

‘We need to deal with the body first,’ Cathy says. She gets to her feet, hesitating just slightly, then walks on.

Their villa is surrounded by fields, with woods lying beyond. They bought it five years ago on – embarrassingly – a whim. Frannie had been fantasy Rightmoving, as she called it, and the villa had popped up. It was old, shabby and going cheap. What began as a joke became a full conversation, then a budget scribbled on the back of a receipt, then a loan, secured against their business. That first summer they came out here, they couldn’t believe they’d done it. They had thirty bookings for the rest of the year, and they’d paid off twenty per cent of the mortgage already. When they got the statement, they opened a bottle of wine at Frannie’s. She’d raised a glass and said, ‘To not doing things like other people.’

‘There are shovels in the outhouse,’ Joe says quietly. They all pause for just a second in the darkness. They were in there earlier today, preparing for a barbecue. The sun on the backs of their necks. ‘We could … use the woods.’

‘We don’t own the woods,’ Cathy says. She pulls back her dark hair from her face, looking at him intently. She is trying to communicate something, he thinks, but isn’t sure what.

‘But they’re deserted. And the soil is soft,’ he says. Are they really having this conversation? Everything is upside down and unreal, like the sky is suddenly underneath them and the earth above. Joe shakes his head, trying to clear it. He thinks instead of Paul, who just yesterday over the dinner table very seriously handed him a speck of fluff so small Joe had to squint to see it. His resolve strengthens. Paul doesn’t deserve this. He doesn’t deserve to pay for his mother’s mistake. He’s so tiny, so innocent.

‘Yeah,’ Cathy says softly, moving away from him. They went walking in those woods yesterday to cool down. As they stumbled over exposed tree roots, holding on to branches for support, they had talked about how Lydia and Joe were trying – unsuccessfully – to get pregnant. Cathy had said not very much at all, which was exactly what Joe had wanted, why he had asked Cathy to go, and not Frannie. They’d returned relaxed and tired, and opened a bottle of red wine.

‘Cathy and I need to dig,’ Joe says. She’s bigger than Frannie, but she’s meticulous too. Frannie would rush it.

‘It needs to be really deep,’ Cathy says. In the darkness, her voice is disembodied. Joe moves the beam of his torch to her. Her expression is blank, totally blank, a woman in shock.

‘You need to burn this blood,’ Joe says to Frannie, gesturing around.

‘How?’

‘You need to light every bit of it and burn it. Nobody ever goes up that road. Ever. We’ll just say we had a cookout on the grass. Make it look like a big barbecue. A bonfire. Something like that,’ Cathy says. Her words are matter of fact but her tone is kind, as it always is.

‘Okay,’ Frannie says in a small voice. ‘But won’t people wonder why we had a … I mean – next to the road?’

‘I know,’ Cathy says with a shrug. ‘We’ll have to deal with that question when it comes to it. Get the car close to the house and clean it up too. Hose it down. But prioritize the blood.’ She swallows. She looks at Joe. ‘The grave needs to be seven feet,’ she says.

‘I know.’

‘Because of sniffer dogs,’ she adds needlessly. Joe nods. Spaniels. German shepherds. He sees their noses quivering during his examinations of them. They can tell when their owner is due back from work by how much of them they can still smell in the air.

‘And then?’ Frannie stands opposite Joe, her bloody hands on her hips, leaving two perfect handprints against her bare skin in the torchlight.

Cathy doesn’t answer her, just stands looking at the body for a few seconds more. She points to the feet of the body. Joe picks them up easily, like it – he, he – is a fallen soldier, and follows Cathy, holding the shoulders, into the gloom of the woods.
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Part I



PREVENTING A LAWFUL BURIAL




7.

Joe

Joe is already out of breath by the time they reach the woods, his hands slipping on the body’s rubbery ankles. He reaches to wipe sweat away from his forehead. His muscles are shaking. He is so unfit. Joe hates the gym, once spent a week going before work like other people seem to be able to do and was useless all day, dropping scalpels and mainlining Mars Bars to recover.

A little way in, Cathy stops, placing her end of the body on the ground, where it settles at an odd angle. ‘Here?’ Cathy says.

‘I don’t know,’ Joe says listlessly. He sees Cathy’s eyes flash in the light from his phone.

‘He was British, you know? You remember, at the market – he had an English accent,’ she says, looking down at the body. ‘On holiday or an ex-pat, I don’t know.’

Joe lays down the body’s feet. ‘Right,’ he says.

She moves away some leaves with her foot, still in flip-flops. Her toes come away dirty. Joe turns off the torch, and leaves them in the blackness.

‘Do you think we’re doing the right thing?’ he whispers. As his eyes adjust, she comes into view, like a slowly developing Polaroid. First the whites of her eyes, then her bare limbs.

She bites her lip and looks away. He’s surprised to see Cathy’s vulnerability. She is one of those women who is always in the same mood. ‘I just … yeah. I don’t know.’

It’s still the exact middle of the night. Hours until the sun comes up. Joe hopes they can do it.

‘I feel like I’m in a nightmare,’ he says.

‘Me too.’

‘So, do you?’ He runs a hand through his hair, leaving grainy particles of soil behind which make him itch. ‘Think we’re doing the right thing?’

‘Do you?’ she replies and Joe almost laughs. Typical enigmatic Cathy.

‘Can you just answer a fucking question?’ he snaps.

Cathy says nothing, leaning on her spade.

‘We don’t have to do it,’ he adds after a few seconds. He knows he’s needling her to discuss Frannie with him, but he can’t help it. This instinct he has, sometimes, to divide and conquer. It’s something to do with needing to be secure, needing to be … what, sibling number one? God, he’s an arse.

Cathy stares at him. For a second, she looks exactly like Frannie in that eerie way that sisters sometimes do. ‘I know,’ she says.

‘We could stop now,’ he adds uselessly. ‘Call the police. End it.’ They look at the body at their feet. ‘Before it begins.’ His throat seems to close up after he’s said it. It’s just bravado. Suggestions. He could never do it. To Frannie or to Paul.

‘You don’t mean that?’ she says softly.

Joe shrugs. ‘No.’

They stare at each other for a few seconds more. ‘It’s forever.’ Cathy stares down at the body, now blackened by dried blood. ‘You know?’

‘I know.’

‘What would she get? Really?’

‘She might get life, if they infer intent,’ Joe says. Lydia is a secretary at a criminal law firm, and he’s picked up bits over the years from the cases she tells him of that she should keep quiet. That, and television. ‘If they don’t believe it was an accident.’

‘Right,’ Cathy says faintly.

She meets his gaze again. ‘We should check who he is,’ she says softly.

‘What?’

‘His wallet. It’s better to know this stuff, isn’t it?’

‘I guess.’ Joe looks down at the body – at this person whose name they’ll soon know, who was living and breathing until just a few hours ago – and thinks he might be sick again. Cathy begins poking at the ground with the spade, so he kneels down and reaches into the man’s back pockets.

A set of keys. A wallet. And a ragged and torn piece of paper. It feels inhumane, to him, like he is a robber, a looter, but he goes through them nevertheless. ‘Four keys, including one for a car,’ Joe says. ‘A few debit cards. ID,’ he adds. ‘I don’t know what this is.’ He gestures to the piece of paper, torn and fluffy. As he opens it up, it falls into four pieces. It’s sodden with blood.

‘God,’ Cathy says. She comes over to him and scans it with the light of her phone. Both of their hands are shaking.

‘It’s illegible. Let’s just bury them with him,’ Joe says.

‘No. If we take them, we might be able to … I don’t know.’ She shrugs in that way that she sometimes does. ‘Help in some way. If there is a next of kin.’

‘What – post them off?’ Joe says incredulously. ‘Dear sirs, we enclose –’

‘No. But you never know. We might be able to help,’ Cathy says. ‘We might be able to – to mitigate some of it. Some day.’ Joe watches her go back to the spades, her shoulders rounded and sad.

He stares down at the body. What are they doing? He kicks a nearby rock, which goes flying.

Cathy turns and looks at him. He watches her watching him, saying nothing, trying to calm himself down. ‘It’s for our family,’ he says quietly. ‘Isn’t it? This is what family is.’

Cathy turns away from him again and begins digging. There are three hearts, here in the woods, but only two of them are beating.

They’re five feet in, standing in the hole now, and it’s – Joe checks his watch – just after four o’clock. For two hours, they have dug in near silence, talking only logistics and how best to cut through the many tree roots. Owls hoot in the trees, but otherwise there is nothing except silence and darkness.

Until now. A noise in the distance. ‘What’s that?’ Joe says.

Cathy stops, leaning on the spade. Her hands are filthy. ‘What?’ she says.

Joe cocks his head, staring at her.

‘A car,’ she says.

‘Shit.’

‘Don’t panic.’ Cathy keeps digging, her shovel moving faster than before.

Joe is paralysed, just listening. For sirens. For the call from the Italian police. The car’s engine gets louder as it approaches. It reaches a crescendo and then – thank God, thank God – begins to fade. Joe feels his shoulders drop in relief. Thank God it’s not near where Frannie’s fire will be.

‘I’m so fucking tired,’ he pants to Cathy. His hands are slick with sweat on the handle of his spade.

‘I know.’

‘What are we going to tell everyone? What should I tell Lydia?’

Cathy pauses. Her hair is everywhere, sticking to her neck. She looks mad, standing there in the grave. They both probably do. ‘You can’t tell her,’ she says. ‘Can you?’

‘No. The fewer people who know, the better – right?’ Joe says. ‘Plants only.’

He always wanted to incorporate their surname into the veterinary practice, when his mother handed it over to him, Cathy and Frannie, but everybody said it didn’t work, said it sounded like a garden centre. And so instead they named it the anodyne Vets 24 – something so modern it makes his mother wince. Evan, the most senior vet who isn’t in the family partnership, is currently running it while they’re away, here, though Joe is sure they will hear all about that when they return. Evan thinks he is a real hero. Their retired mother, Maria, is helping out a couple of days a week too. Hopefully she will prop him up.

Cathy nods quickly. ‘Yeah.’ Their eyes meet again. ‘Only us. Forever.’

It takes another hour to finish digging. The last foot is the hardest. The soil is cool and packed, the night sky above Joe quiet and dark. Worms veer out of the sides of the hole, almost as if they are leering at him as he digs.

Frannie’s head pokes over the edge of the grave at five thirty. She’s finished burning the blood on the road and the grass verges, and cleaned the car. She couldn’t get the dent out of the fender, she says, but Joe has a plan for that. She helps them get out of the grave, three chain-linked siblings, their hands in each other’s.

When Cathy emerges, the sky is beginning to lighten, black to grey, dawn in monochrome. It’s still warm, the night heavily scented and close.

‘Right,’ Cathy says sadly. She picks up the wallet. ‘You didn’t check his name?’ she asks.

‘Didn’t want to,’ Joe says.

He watches her run her fingers over the embossed name on a credit card. ‘Mr W. R. McGovern,’ she says softly. She finds his driving licence. ‘William. He’s thirty-one.’

‘Was,’ Frannie says, casting a glance at Joe.

‘Was,’ Joe echoes.

Frannie leans back over William R. McGovern, aged thirty-one, as if blessing him. When she sits back, her forehead is anointed with blood. The grave dug, Cathy leans over and closes his eyes with the very tips of her fingers.




8.

Now

Jason’s Office, mid February, 5.55 p.m.

Jason and I are standing outside his office in the cold. He is shifting from foot to foot, wanting to head off, I guess, to wherever it is that he goes. He rushed me out with him at ten to six, but seemed to want to keep talking, asking me questions in the lift on the way down and as we crossed the shabby foyer, trying to make the most of the time given.

‘Before I go,’ he says for the second time, lighting a cigarette wordlessly, without explanation or excuse, ‘still no contact with the others?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Nothing.’

‘Right,’ he says, flicking the end of the cigarette, evidently thinking as he breathes out two columns of blue smoke from his nose. ‘Interesting.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Well. Not what I expected,’ he says with a brief shrug. ‘Families – you know. They usually find it hard to sever the ties.’ His eyes catch mine, the tip of the cigarette a small sun in the descending winter murkiness. ‘No matter the circumstances,’ he adds.

It’s strange to be continuing our session out here, in the dark frost, but I like talking to Jason and his clear mind so much that I find I don’t care. ‘You walking that way?’ I say, gesturing to the direction he always goes in.

‘Yeah. I’m almost late,’ he says, rotating his wrist to check his watch. I nearly ask then but stop myself. The relationship is one way: must stay so, for it to work. I confide my secrets to him, but get nothing in return. He is objective and me subjective, upset and wounded by the loss of my family, my estrangement from Mum and Dad, even from Joe.

We fall into step beside each other. It’s the wrong direction for me, but that doesn’t matter. I have nowhere else to be, not really, not right now.

‘You know, I’m actually not surprised they haven’t been in touch,’ I say, as we pass a pound shop just closing for the night, navy-blue shutters noisy and crass in the soft mist.

‘No?’ Jason prompts, not seeming to mind the overrun of our session.

‘No. They just …’ I think of Joe, in particular, and how everything fell apart. My role in it, his role in it, the way he looked at me the night it all unravelled. It was the night that everything got discovered, just not in the way we thought it would be. ‘I think … probably …’ I say hesitantly, ‘I just think they actually only thought about themselves, in the end.’

Jason lets out a sad laugh into the winter air as we come to a set of traffic lights. He jabs the button with his index finger and the WAIT sign illuminates his hand orange for just a second. I look behind me, back to his building, and at the side-by-side set of footprints we’ve made in the frost.

‘You know,’ he says, throwing a sidelong
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