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Prologue

Someone, somewhere, was calling her name, but Gaby could not move. Not up, into the thinning branches that were straining and creaking in the wind; not down, to the far-off safety of the unattainable ground. She could only stay exactly where she now was, hugging the trunk of the beech tree, her cheek pressed against its rough bark. Her left hand was stretched above her body, gripping a stump; her right hand was twisted awkwardly into a small hollow and her wrist throbbed with the pressure. She was quite sure that if she took away either hand, she would fall; she could already imagine her body crashing through the twigs and leaves on to the hard earth beneath. She shifted her weight fractionally and felt the branch on which she stood move. It was going to break under her weight, she thought. Or her hand, sweaty with fear, was going to slide off.

Gaby looked up. Through the leaves, which were still sticky with newness and rippled queasily in the sunlight, she saw the blue slab of the sky. White clouds hurtled past. The tree was tipping towards her. She pressed herself closer against the trunk, feeling she must fall backwards at any minute.

She looked down, at where she had come from. Her heart gave a wild lurch. The branches were like hundreds of quivering veins; the leaves, ruffled by the wind, were in continuous green motion. Beneath them she could see ground, which no longer seemed solid, but churned uneasily like a sluggish brown river. A tiny whimper escaped her. Her heart chugged in her chest; her breath rasped painfully; her calves burnt, her palms stung and her wrist ached. A little trickle of blood ran down her cheek, irritating as a fly that she couldn’t swat. She put out her tongue and caught its ferrous taste on the tip. Soon, she thought, she would let go because she couldn’t wait any longer to fall. She might as well get it over with.

‘Gaby – you mustn’t look down,’ said a voice.

‘I’m stuck.’

‘There’s a branch just under where you’re standing. If you move your left foot down and a bit to the left you’ll feel it. It’s quite thick.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Course you can. It’s not hard, really.’

Gaby lowered her foot gingerly, feeling about with her toes. Her throat was thick with fear; her mouth was chalky.

‘A bit more down, just a witchy bit. There. Now your right hand. There’s a branch by your waist.’

‘But I can’t let go.’

‘Well, you have to let go some time, don’t you? You can’t just stay there. Shall I get help?’

‘No! Don’t leave me.’

‘OK, then. Just move your hand a little bit. There – that was OK, wasn’t it? So now you can move your left hand down. That’s it. And then your other foot.’

As Gaby stepped on to the lower branch, she felt a hand close round her ankle, just above her trainers. It was dry and warm, and it made her feel slightly safer.

‘See? I’m standing on the big fork so you’re just about there.’

‘How far?’

‘One more big step, but I think you can reach it OK. You’ll have to move your right hand down again, but there’s a branch in front of you.’

Gaby stretched her right foot down and lowered herself after it. Her left knee was almost under her chin and her arms quivered from the effort of hanging from the branches. She looked down and saw a face peering up at her through the kaleidoscope of leaves, the firm jaw and turquoise eyes. A hand stretched up towards her.

‘Take my hand,’ her friend said. ‘And jump.’

Gaby jumped. Her feet hit the wooden platform of the tree-house and she stumbled, then collapsed in a heap beside Nancy. Her legs were trembling badly so she wrapped her arms round them and put her chin on her knees. She waited for her heart to stop thudding and the world to stop tipping. Above her the leaves rustled in the breeze and the sun shone down from a calm blue sky.

Nancy, looking at her, saw that her cheeks were stained with blood, mud, moss and tears and her lower lip was still wobbling. She rummaged in their knapsack, taking longer than she needed to pull out a paper napkin.

‘Your face is all mucky.’

‘Thanks,’ said Gaby, gruffly. She was grateful for her friend’s tactful silence, the way she wasn’t fussing about it, which would have made her feel even more stupid and undignified than she already did. She dabbed at the graze on her cheek. ‘Is that all right?’

‘There’s some here.’ Nancy touched her own face to show her. ‘And here. Shall I do it for you?’

‘OK, then.’

Nancy moistened the paper napkin with the tip of her tongue, in a curiously motherly gesture, and wiped Gaby’s face gently, frowning in concentration. ‘There. All gone.’

They sat in silence for a bit, Gaby leaning her back against the tree-trunk. If she craned her neck, she could see the kitchen window and her mother standing at the sink, probably washing dishes and listening to the radio. She closed her eyes and listened to the birdsong and the whispering of the breeze, which no longer sounded threatening but merry.

They had built this tree-house two years ago, shortly after they had met and become friends. Gaby’s brothers, Antony, Max and Stefan, had helped them with the structure, but they had painted it themselves. It was getting shabby now: birds’ mess spattered the boards and some of the slats had come loose. The bell that they had hung there had disappeared, and all that was left was a piece of frayed rope. That first summer, they had made a table out of two planks balanced on bricks, and had rigged up a screen so that they could hide from the rest of the world. Almost every day they had clambered up Stefan’s rope-ladder, to spend hours talking, reading, eating the picnic they had prepared in Gaby’s kitchen.

Now they came up here less. After all, Nancy was thirteen and Gaby nearly so. Their bodies were rounding out; they had shallow breasts, hair between their legs and under their arms, adolescent spots under their skin. Nancy had started having periods. They looked at boys in a different way, and at their own reflections in the mirror with a new seriousness and anxiety. They painted their nails and experimented with makeup and hair styles – though Nancy’s hair was too short to do much with, and Gaby’s was so long and curly and full of impossible knots that she would howl as Nancy forced a comb through it, tears springing to her eyes. They were both half conscious that their childhood was ending, and when they came up to their tree-house they did so in a spirit of sentimental nostalgia for the flat-chested, spindly-limbed girls they had been when they first knew each other.

‘I was scared,’ Gaby said, once her heart was calm and her limbs had stopped trembling.

‘I told you not to go that high.’

‘Well, you were right. I knew you were right, anyway, before I did it. I just had to.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh,’ said Gaby, vaguely, ‘I don’t know. As soon as I thought of it I knew I was going to do it, even though I didn’t want to. It was like a kind of – bubble in my chest.’

‘Like one of your dares?’

‘Yeah. So I can’t say no. Don’t you ever get that feeling?’

‘No.’

‘Never?’

‘Never. I don’t want to get hurt.’

‘Nor do I,’ said Gaby.

‘And I don’t like to be noticed.’

‘Oh!’ said Gaby, wincing. ‘You think I show off.’

‘I know you show off. But only in a nice way,’ Nancy added hastily, seeing Gaby’s expression. ‘Not to make

yourself look good or important. It’s like an actor or something, playing different parts.’

‘But I don’t need to play parts with you.’

‘No.’

‘Maybe you saved my life today.’

‘Don’t be daft. If you’d been really stuck I could have called your mum.’

‘I was really stuck. I couldn’t move an inch. I thought the tree was falling on top of me.’

‘What sandwich do you want? Mashed banana or peanut butter. They look rather like each other. Beige.’

‘Banana.’

‘Here.’

They sat and ate their sandwiches in silence. The sun rose higher in the sky, filtering through the leaves; it laid its dappled patterns round them and warmed their faces and the napes of their necks. Nancy removed her jersey and folded it into a cushion for her back; Gaby undid the laces of her trainers and pulled them off, wriggling her toes. She looked across at her friend. Nancy sat cross-legged and straight-backed. She was slim and neat and clean. Her hair was brushed back behind her ears, which were newly pierced and still slightly red and swollen. On her thirteenth birthday, Gaby had passed a rather large needle through a flame to sterilize it, then plunged the blackened point through the fleshy tissue of both Nancy’s ear-lobes and into half a raw potato pressed against the other side. The ears had become badly infected, and the holes were visibly asymmetrical, an odd effect in the impeccable evenness of Nancy’s face. Beside her, Gaby felt grubby: her jeans were ripped; the heels of both socks were bald; there was dirt under her nails and grit on her neck. Her hair fell into her eyes. Her clothes scratched her. She sighed and looked up into the boughs of the tree, letting herself remember how it had felt to be up there, knowing that she must fall.

‘I wonder which one of us will die first,’ she said dreamily.

‘Die!’

‘It’ll probably be me, falling out of a tree or something.’

‘No, you’ve got nine lives.’

‘I’d like to be put in a burning boat, like the Vikings were, and I’d float out to sea all in flames.’

‘I want to be buried in a cardboard box, vertical. I read about it in a book. That way I get eaten up by bugs quicker.’

‘That’s disgusting!’

‘It’s not. It’s only Nature’s way. Everyone gets eaten in the end.’

‘Not if they’re burnt on a boat, they don’t.’

‘You’ll get married first, anyway.’

‘Will I?’

‘Yeah – anyway, I’m not going to get married at all. I’m going to live by myself with a cat for company and do whatever I want.’

‘Can’t I live with you?’

‘You can until you get married.’

‘Don’t you want children?’

‘I don’t know. Mum always says children are too hard – all pain and no gain, she says.’

‘She only had you.’

‘Right.’

Gaby stared at her for a moment, then looked away. ‘I want children,’ she said determinedly, ‘four, and if I can choose – which of course I know I can’t so don’t make that face at me as if I’m a baby who doesn’t know the facts of life – two boys, called Oliver and Jack, and two girls called Rosie and Poppy. And a cat and a dog and hens and a hamster.’

‘You don’t want hamsters when you’re grown-up!’

‘Why not?’

‘You just don’t.’

‘Oh,’ said Gaby, nonplussed. She squinted up into the sunlight. ‘Sometimes I don’t want to grow up. It’s too complicated, too messy. I want to stay right where we are now. In this tree-house eating banana sandwiches and making plans but not having to do anything about them.’

‘Mmm,’ murmured Nancy. She yawned, and Gaby saw her tonsils quivering at the back of her pink mouth.

‘You don’t know what’s going to happen to you when you grow up. It’s a strange feeling. Everything ahead seems in a kind of blur.’

‘Have a chocolate Bourbon.’

‘I know one thing, though – we’ll always be friends, won’t we?’

‘Yes, of course we will.’

‘Until we’re ninety.’

‘If we’re still alive.’

‘Shall we make a promise?’

‘What? To be alive?’

‘To be friends until we die.’

‘OK.’ Nancy let herself become solemn, to match her friend’s mood, though she remained slightly awkward and self-conscious. ‘I promise we’ll be friends until we die.’ She paused. ‘So help me God,’ she added, for extra weight.

‘You said you didn’t believe in God!’

‘I don’t. It just sounded better.’

‘Not to me. Not when I know you don’t mean it.’

‘I do mean it – about being friends, at least. Anyway, it’s your turn now.’

‘Right.’ Gaby reached out and took Nancy’s hands in hers. She saw that her friend’s nails were bitten and there were rings of eczema round both wrists. For some reason the sight made her feel sad and grown-up. She looked into Nancy’s pale turquoise eyes. ‘I faithfully promise to be your friend,’ she said, with a shy intensity. Suddenly there were tears in her eyes again and her heart was pounding against her ribs. ‘And nothing and nobody will get in the way. Not ever. Now give me that chocolate Bourbon before it melts.’
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One


‘How did we meet?’ asked Gaby, smiling into the young face in front of her. ‘Ah, well, it was all a bit dramatic. We met by an accident.’

‘By accident?’

‘By an accident. I remember it as clearly as if it happened yesterday.’

Every couple has the story of how they met: they tell it to each other and then they repeat it, with improvised additions and interruptions, to family and friends. Their own story was wild, vivid, streaked through with someone else’s tragedy, and when they told it they would look across at each other and remember the sunken lane and the dark velvet of the night and they would seem to each other and themselves like figures in a Gothic painting. For they did not meet at school or college, or in an office or at a party; not through a friend, an evening class or a dating agency; not on a train or a plane or a beach; not even eyes meeting, breath thickening and the world slowing. They met because of a car crash. Their worlds were entirely separate and would have remained so had it not been for three drunk students driving an old and uninsured Rover too fast round a sharp corner and into the ancient horse-chestnut tree, whose massive trunk was barely marked. The car crumpled on impact like cardboard, folding up on itself in a screech of tearing metal and shattering glass, and someone’s short cry that sounded from a distance like an owl’s shriek. Three people’s stories ended that night – the two passengers’ almost at once, under the boughs of the tree, and the driver’s on the way to hospital, calling for his mates – and their story began.

Over the years, Gaby had lost track of the difference between their two accounts. Connor’s memories of their meeting came to seem like her own; her memories belonged to him too. It was an uncanny sensation, like a bright and feverish dream in which she saw herself through Connor’s eyes, and felt Connor’s emotions inside her skull. Was this love, she would wonder, when you cannot separate the self from the other? The thought scared her, for she wasn’t sure that she should let herself disappear like that, be so dissolved by intimacy. She sometimes wanted her distinct story back, the one with clear lines and a single point of view. She needed edges or she felt she might fall apart. The night they met, Connor had found her and she – euphorically, unequivocally – had lost herself. As she listened to him tell their story, she felt herself plummet into the past and a kind of vertigo overwhelm her. Was this how it had happened?

Connor was driving back to Oxford from a visit to his parents, just outside Birmingham. His father, a machine operator and a lifetime smoker, had been diagnosed with lung cancer. His mother, who had always felt that life had let her down, had taken to drinking in the daytime with the ferocity she applied to cleaning the house, banging on the rugs with a broom to scatter dust in the backyard. Connor had been thinking about his parents as he drove: his father had been surprisingly cheery about the diagnosis, almost sprightly, with a malicious gleam in his eye as he took his regular swipes at Connor’s politics and his convict’s blunt-scissored haircut, while his mother seemed more wretchedly fleshless than ever and her eyes had turned a marbled yellow. He could still feel her fingers on his upper arms where she’d gripped him when they’d said goodbye. Although she was only fifty, she had seemed to him like a leering witch out of a fairytale, dragging him back into the stifling, dimly lit hovel of his childhood. ‘Come again soon,’ she’d hissed, cheap red wine and brandy on her breath, and he’d had to make an enormous effort not to pull away in revulsion.

As he drove, he tried not to think too deeply but, rather, to let fragments and images drift in loose formations across his sore mind. The book he’d been reading about tropical medicine. The words of a song, what was it?, lying in a burnt-out basement, something-something, hoping for – hoping for what? He couldn’t remember; the words flickered across the corner of his memory and, as he tried to catch hold of them, out of sight. The meal he’d had with his parents, shepherd’s pie with tepid potato forked into crests and tinned carrots. His body felt itchy and unclean, his limbs heavy with all the driving. He would go on a run tomorrow morning, before he went to the hospital – he would get up at six thirty, before it was properly light, and run along the canal as the sun rose in the sky. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard and saw that it was past midnight; only a few miles to go and already there was the faint orange luminescence of the city on the skyline. He’d never been in absolute darkness, and perhaps it would scare him but he thought he would like it. He found darkness quite welcoming; it was harsh light he disliked. Bare lightbulbs; deserts; wastes of dazzling snow.

Sally would probably have gone to bed by now; he pictured her dark hair spread across the pillow and her calm face. Outside his room there was mess, noise, the chaos of a shared household, but inside it was neat. Things were in their proper place. The cupboard doors were shut and his textbooks were stacked on the table where he worked. Sally often stayed over but she was careful not to disturb the order. There would be a tumbler of water on the table beside her, a dial of pills and probably a novel or a medical textbook, its bookmark in place. Her clothes would be folded neatly on the chair by the door. She wore a tiny enigmatic smile while sleeping, but occasionally she opened her eyes so that only the whites would show, and Connor, unnerved, would lightly press his thumbs on the lids to close them again, feeling like an undertaker with a corpse.

He was finding it hard to stay awake although his journey was nearly over and he only had to last another twenty minutes or so. He knew that he should get out of the car for a few minutes, yet he continued sluggishly to drive. The heating wasn’t working properly, so the air that blew out of the right vent was icy, while the one on the left was too warm. His eyelids were heavy and the road wavered in the glare of his headlights. He strained his pebble-eyes wider and stretched his face in an exaggerated, rubbery grimace, trying to focus. He sat up stiff and straight, then took the last square of milk chocolate that was lying in its wrapper on the seat beside him and sucked it slowly, to make it last. Sweetness dribbled down his throat; for a brief moment he felt alert and the road lay blessedly clear before him. But how strange, when you know that to sleep is to die, that it can be so impossible to stay awake. He chewed his lip, then pinched his cheek for a second, hard enough to cause him pain. He tightened his grip on the steering-wheel. If the radio worked, he could find a station, sing along loudly, but all he could get was an unpleasant hissing crackle, with occasional isolated words bursting through the static. He opened his windows to the sharp slap of autumn air and, although he had sworn to himself he would give up smoking, pressed in the car lighter. When it sprang out again, he lit a cigarette. Its tip glowed red as he sucked on it and his lungs ached. He thought of his father’s scorched lungs, he thought about dying, and still sleep pressed down on him. Somewhere ahead he thought he heard a sound, a thunderclap or the shot of a gun, even, then the shriek of an owl. He rubbed his eyes feverishly as the road lurched and trees tipped giddily towards him.

A figure burst out of the hedgerow and plunged towards his car. At first – even as he pressed his foot on the brake and swerved violently, tyres screaming, and a toxic burst of adrenaline – he thought it was a shadow, a trick of the darkness and of his fatigue. He couldn’t even tell which direction it was coming from; perhaps it was a large bird flying close overhead. But then the figure resolved itself. He saw that it was shouting, waving its arms as it wove in front of the car, into and out of the glare of his headlights. He saw, then lost again, a white patch of face with a darkly open mouth and holes where eyes must be, a flying stream of hair, a long skirt knotted up.

‘What the fuck?’

Fists pounded on his window. He pulled on the handbrake and pushed the door open. She half fell in on him, in a yabber of incomprehensible sounds. He caught the smell of tobacco and perfume, a clatter of beads round her neck.

‘Oh-God-help-a-car-bodies-help-I-think-they’re-dead-so-young-ambulance-Jesus …’

‘Slow down,’ he said sharply, fully awake now. ‘Tell me what you know.’

‘Car crash,’ she said, making a visible effort. ‘Just round the corner. They ploughed into a tree. I don’t know if anyone’s alive. The car’s all – it’s mashed up, and I looked in but, oh, Jesus Christ …’ and she came to a juddering halt.

Gaby herself could not remember what she had said to him. She could not even remember speaking; nor did she have any idea then of whom she was speaking to – man or woman, young or old. All she knew was that she was leaning into a car that smelt of leather, smoke and chocolate, while behind her lay blood and carnage.

‘Let me see.’ Connor was out of the car, his legs steady under him; his heartbeat was regular. He felt strangely calm and his voice was authoritative. But everything was happening at a distance. Even as he spoke and acted he was conscious of the figure he cut, the doctor taking charge in a crisis. He felt simultaneously noble yet absurd, a fraud. But the woman in front of him seemed to believe him. She visibly calmed as he spoke.

Had she? She didn’t remember that, either. But it was true that the man who stood before her possessed an air of authority and she had immediately trusted him to take over. She was no longer alone in the wild night with dead people.

‘Show me,’ he said firmly.

‘No! Listen! You’ve got to go to someone’s house and call an ambulance. I’ve only got a bike and I think the chain broke when I stopped.’

‘I’m a doctor,’ he said – one day he would be, anyway, and saying the words gave him authority, permission to take charge. ‘You should go and call the emergency services, and I’ll stay and see if there’s anything I can do here. Can you drive?’

‘Kind of,’ she said. ‘I mean – yes. Yes!’

‘Take my car, then. Turn round here. There’s a group of houses about three or four miles away.’

‘Try to save them.’ She flung herself into the driver’s seat, pulling the door shut on her striped skirt so it fluttered against the sill in a frippery of colour, and reversed up against the bank in a spray of mud. Shot forward, narrowly missing the ditch; wrenched the wheel round again. The engine roared and the wheels spun into a rut, then took hold. The car bucked. She was leaning right forward in the seat, her face almost above the steering-wheel. Connor saw it, her glittering eyes, her Medusa hair, and felt a twinge of alarm. She was driving the car as if she was trying to break in an unruly stallion: one would win and the other lose. Then he turned his back on her and ran along the road the way she had come.

Now that he was alone, the confidence leaked rapidly away. He dreaded what he would see when he rounded the corner, and he had no idea what he would do.

‘So you were scared too?’ Gaby had said, when they first rehearsed their story, picking out details, remembering things that might or might not be true, but that over time became real in their minds. ‘Yes, I was scared,’ he replied. ‘Terrified.’

In the event, there was little he could do. It was at the darkest time of night and only the light from the half-moon, low in the sky, and the few pinprick stars lit the scene that lay in front of him. He stopped and drew a deep breath, feeling sweat clammy on his forehead. The car, wrapped round the tree, was barely recognizable. Its entire front was crushed in on itself, and it was impossible to believe that someone might be alive in there. He had to check, though: he couldn’t just stand and look on like a useless spectator. He forced himself forward a few steps, peering at the wreckage through squinting, unwilling eyes. He could see a hand dangling limply out of the back window like a motionless wave for help, but otherwise he could not make out anything. The car had closed up on its occupants like a tin can stamped on by a hobnail boot.

‘Hello,’ he said, as he reached it. He was glad to hear his voice come out firm and calm. ‘Can anyone hear me in there? The ambulance is on its way. Soon, very soon.’

The silence all around him was thick, terrible, and he held his own breath so as not to break it. Nothing. Just the rustle and scrape of a leaf as it fell from the tree above him.

‘I’m here to help,’ he said, and tried to wrench open the dented back door. It didn’t budge. He picked up the dangling hand and felt for a pulse while trying to make out the body it was attached to, somewhere inside the carnage of the car. He could smell blood, metallic and sweet, and shit: it caught in his nostrils. Was this the smell of death? He’d cut up corpses in his first year, but they’d reeked of formaldehyde. Pickled and discoloured, they’d barely resembled people.

‘Hold on,’ he whispered uselessly. No pulse throbbed under his thumb. He laid the hand back and pushed his head into the car, trying to avoid the jagged spikes of glass that still crusted the window frame. He pushed his hand in, feeling for a body. He touched a shoulder in a denim jacket, an ear, then soft, tufty hair that he imagined as brown although, of course, he couldn’t know; jerked back instinctively as his fingers found the face, slick with blood. He leant into the darkness, listening for a breath, a moan. Nothing. Squinting, he tried to make out the shapes heaped and tangled there and saw the paleness of flesh. He forced himself further in and touched an arm but it was quite cold and rubbery. How quickly a body loses its warmth, he thought. He could hear his uneven breath; only his breath, no one else’s.

Then he heard a sound, so tiny that it might have been the faint creak of a branch. It was coming from outside the car, and he struggled upright and listened intently. There it was again, just ahead of him, beyond the remnants of the bonnet. If only he had a torch. He scrabbled in the pocket of his coat and fished out his lighter, flicked it on and held it at arm’s length. Its blue light wavered and, for an instant, he saw a face pressed against the car’s splintered front window, its open eyes glassily upon him. He looked away.

‘Where are you?’ he called softly, walking forward.

The young man was lying up the bank, a few yards from the tree. His leg was twisted at an impossible angle, and his torso was dark with blood. But he was alive. Connor could hear the faint shuddering gasps he made. He let his lighter go out and squatted down beside him, in the damp grass and among the nettles, putting a hand on his forehead. ‘An ambulance will be here soon,’ he said. ‘Just hold on.’

He didn’t know what to do next. The young man – hardly more than a boy, he could see now – was breathing. He didn’t need mouth-to-mouth resuscitation or cardiac stimulation. Connor took off his coat and rolled it into a pillow, which he eased under the youth’s head, noticing how thick and dark his hair was and how he had a plaster on his jaw where presumably he’d cut himself shaving. The plaster seemed horribly sad to Connor. His shirt was sodden with blood.

‘My mates?’

‘Don’t worry about that now.’

‘Gary? Dan?’

‘Hold on.’

‘Don’t leave me here in the dark.’

‘I’m not going to. I’ll be with you until the ambulance arrives.’

Now he could hear the high whine of a car being driven fast, in too low a gear, then a sudden screech of brakes and a thump. He didn’t move, but leant over the body in front of him.

‘Where are you?’ he heard her call, but didn’t reply. He didn’t want to shout or make a loud noise.

Then she slid beside him, and as she did so the moon rose above the trees, illuminating the scene in its ghostly light.

‘It’ll be here any minute,’ she whispered. As if it were the most natural thing in the world, she leant forward and kissed the young man on his forehead, then wriggled out of her own coat – a Regency-style frock-coat, ripped at the armpit – and laid it over him. She picked up his hand in both of hers and held it firmly. The necklace she wore swung above his head like a metronome; her hair fell round him.

Oh, but she did remember that. The face that stared up at her, pale in the moonlight with huge, terrified eyes, as though she alone could rescue him. She remembered how he smelt, fear giving off its own dank and lonely odour, and how clammy, icily sticky his skin was to her touch. She had been filled with such agonizing tenderness for him, as if she was his mother, his sister, his lover, his friend all in one, and at that moment she would have done anything to save him.

‘I’m Gaby,’ she said, not to Connor but to the figure lying on the bank, his eyes gradually closing. ‘You’re going to be all right now. They’re on their way.’

‘Keep your eyes open,’ Connor said insistently, less because of what he’d learnt as a medic than from seeing films where the cop bends over his fatally wounded buddy and urges him to stay awake a little longer. The phrase ‘bleeding out’ came into his mind.

‘My fault,’ whimpered the youth.

‘No,’ said Gaby. ‘No, it’s not your fault. Don’t think that.’ She wiped his forehead with the hem of her skirt, which Connor could see was made of some thin, shimmering material, but was now streaked heavily with oil and blood.

A bubble of blood escaped from the young man’s mouth and Connor took the tissue from his pocket and dabbed it away. The man jerked and Connor laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Lie still,’ he said.

‘Hold on,’ said Gaby. ‘Please hold on, sweetheart. Please.’

Together they leant over the dying man, speaking to him in turn, telling him he was going to be all right, assuring him they were with him. Nonsense words in the dark. Connor felt intensely moved by the intimacy of the scene, and at the same time oddly tranquil, although he knew that the young man was dying in front of them and behind them two more people lay dead. Then the sound of a siren cut through the silence and blue lights came round the bend. All was now bustle and purpose. Several vehicles lined the road. Orders were shouted urgently. Bright lights shone on the scene, lighting it up as if it were a film set, and figures carrying stretchers ran forward.

‘Stand back, please,’ a man said, and Gaby and Connor got to their feet and watched as the injured man was slid on to a stretcher and taken away. For a moment, they said nothing.

Then Gaby, asked, ‘Will he be all right?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps.’ Connor looked at her carefully in the gloom. Her pale face glimmered and her eyes were enormous. ‘Are you all right, though?’

‘Me?’

‘You did beautifully.’ Connor bent down and retrieved his coat from the ground. It didn’t seem right to put it back on, though the night was cold. He glanced across at Gaby. She had on slouchy boots under her long skirt, but only a black camisole top. ‘You must be freezing,’ he said.

‘I suppose I am.’ She sounded dazed.

‘Do you want to have my coat?’

‘No!’ She wrapped her arms round herself and shivered violently. ‘In the car, those bodies,’ she said, then stopped. ‘Well, I’ve never seen a dead person before.’

‘Nor have I – not like that, anyway. I’ve only seen corpses.’ He was going to say that it was like seeing chicken breasts shrink-wrapped in a supermarket, then coming across a slaughtered bird hanging by its legs in a butcher’s shop, but stopped himself. It would have sounded heartless.

‘But I thought you were a doctor?’

‘I’m not really a doctor. I’m only a medical student.’

‘You acted like a doctor,’ she said.

‘I didn’t do anything.’

Two men wearing yellow jackets and helmets, carrying giant metal cutters, came towards the car.

‘I don’t want to watch this,’ she said.

‘No,’ said Connor, although he couldn’t look away. ‘We should probably go. We can’t do anything here.’

‘Don’t we have to give our names to the police or something?’

‘Probably,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what the procedure is. But you’re right. We should wait a bit, I guess. Do you want a cigarette?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But first I want to be hugged.’

So he put his arms round her and she laid her head on his shoulder. Her hair tickled his cheek and he felt her full, soft breasts squash against him. His T-shirt was damp and he understood that she must be crying, and then he realized that he was too. Tears trickled down his cheek and into his mouth and he made no effort to wipe them away. He couldn’t remember the last time he had wept, and he didn’t know why he was weeping now.

Gaby felt his thin body pressed against her, his strong arms holding her, the scrape of his stubble on her cheeks. She felt his tears; a stranger sobbing in her arms while she sobbed in his. Perhaps it was then that something untied in her; she was falling and knew there was no stopping herself now; she didn’t want to stop herself and she didn’t want to step out of the circle of his embrace into the cold night where three young men had just been snuffed out. They should stay like this, holding each other, and never let go.

‘I was at a party kind of thing,’ said Gaby, into Connor’s shoulder, her voice muffled. ‘I didn’t really want to go – I was a bit tired and behind with work and besides, I knew that this boy would be there who I didn’t want to meet. But, actually, it didn’t really matter as much as I thought it would. I suddenly realized I didn’t care about him after all, and it was like a weight being lifted off me. The party was fun. There were some nice people there. This weird guy was doing magic tricks in the kitchen. He kept pulling aces off the top of the pack. I couldn’t work out how he did it. I keep thinking I should learn to do tricks like that, but I never do. And I danced. I love dancing. Don’t you?’

Her fingers found the tears on his cheek and wiped them away as she spoke. ‘Anyway, when I was biking back, I was feeling happy. It was dark, and there was a moon, and I was all on my own, between two places, just freewheeling down the hill with the wind and the trees and nothing else, and I felt that everything was OK. Then I saw that car. That’s how quickly everything can end. It sounds really stupid, a cliché, but they’ve just stopped. That’s it. They were driving along and probably talking and laughing, not paying attention, then everything was over for them. All their plans. Wiped out. It’s hard to believe. And, one by one, their parents and friends and lovers will find out and everything will be changed for them. Maybe right now there’s a phone ringing in a bedroom. They’ll jerk awake, and when they see that it’s still the middle of the night, do you think they’ll know at once that something’s happened to their son? My mother always says that once you’ve got a child, you always carry them around in your head and worry when you don’t know exactly where they are, even when they’re fully grown-up. And we’ll just go on our way. We don’t know anything about them. Except I’m always going to remember this – I hope I do, anyway. It’s almost like a responsibility, being the last witness.’

‘Do you always talk so much?’ He breathed in the softness of her hair, not wanting her to stop. Her words were like ribbons and scraps of silk that she was weaving round him, protecting him from what was happening beyond.

‘Maybe it’s the shock. Have they finished getting them out of the car yet?’

‘Yes. They’ve taken them away.’

She gave a sigh, then stepped out of his arms. ‘Let’s have that cigarette.’

He shook two out of the packet and handed her one, then flicked the wheel of his lighter. In its flare, he saw her face differently – splotches of freckles, a full mouth, thick brows, a faint smudge of mascara beneath eyes that seemed almost black, a mole on her neck, sharp collarbone and the swell of her breasts.

And she saw him: sharp angles and planes, thin lips, exhausted eyes. ‘I don’t even know your name.’

‘Connor.’

‘Connor,’ she said, and took a deep drag, the smoke curling round her head. ‘What an odd way to meet.’

‘Here he comes.’

A police officer was making his way towards them. As Gaby gave a statement to him, he watched her. Her name was Gabriella Graham and she was twenty years old, a student at the university. She lived at 22 Jerome Street with four other students. She lifted her arms as she talked, leant towards the officer, pointed, pushed her hair behind her ears impatiently. The car had overtaken her at speed and crashed into the tree shortly after. No one else had been involved. She knew that two of them – the two in the car – were called Gary and Dan because the third man had called for them while he lay on the bank, but she didn’t know the name of the other. She thought – she turned to Connor for confirmation – that he had probably been the driver because he’d claimed it was his fault, but she didn’t know for sure.

‘Would you like a lift back to the city?’ the officer asked, when she’d finished. The ambulances were gone now; two men in luminous yellow coats were arranging cones round the wreckage.

‘It’s OK. I’ve got my car,’ said Connor. ‘I can drive us both.’

‘If you’re sure you’re in a fit state.’

‘My bike’s here,’ said Gaby. ‘And about your car –’

‘You can’t ride home. We can shove it in the back somehow,’ said Connor. ‘Or just put it in the boot and leave it open. It’s only a few miles.’

‘It’s up to you,’ said the officer.

‘I parked your car in a bit of a hurry,’ said Gaby. She gave a nervous cough. ‘Um, it might be a bit tricky to reverse out.’

‘Where are the keys?’

‘I think I left them in there. I can’t remember, it’s all a blur, but I haven’t got them on me, so …’

‘Let’s go and see.’

‘The thing is, I might have put them into my coat pocket, and I laid that over the top of him, remember, and it was still on top of him when they took him away, wasn’t it? So your keys might be on the way to the hospital.’

‘Right,’ said Connor, watching the police car leave.

But he found he didn’t mind. For once in his life he wasn’t thinking about consequences, schedules, the controlled execution of careful plans. He didn’t care what happened tomorrow, for the night had the quality of a dream, dislocated from the before-and-after, with its own internal logic. Indeed, he would have been almost disappointed to find that the keys were in the ignition, had it not been that the car was tilted at a steep angle, deep in the nettle-filled ditch.

‘Sorry,’ said Gaby. ‘I was in a bit of a flap when I parked.’

‘Parked?’ He raised his eyebrows at her sardonically, feeling inexplicably cheerful all of a sudden. ‘How did you ever pass your test?’

‘Well, about that – when I said I could drive, I wasn’t being completely honest. I mean, I can drive, but I haven’t passed my test as such.’

‘As such?’

‘I’ve failed four times, so far.’

‘Maybe you should have got a lift with the police officer after all.’

‘Too late for that.’

‘You’d better take your bike.’

‘I want to help you.’

‘Help?’

‘You keep echoing me. It makes me nervous.’

‘Nervous?’

She stared at his deadpan expression for a few seconds, then laughed. ‘We’ll just have to walk,’ she said. ‘I’ll push my bike. It’s only a few miles.’

‘Probably about seven or something.’

‘Two hours,’ she said. ‘I walk fast and I bet you do. You look the type.’

‘What type is that?’

‘Driven. Terse. You probably sleep about five hours every night, get up at dawn to row or run or swim before going off to work for ten hours with only a cup of black coffee to keep you going. Am I right?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Whereas I’m a slob. I need at least ten hours’ sleep. I can sleep anywhere, any time. And I do. Once I went to sleep in the airport bus on the way to the plane, standing up.’

‘Like a horse.’

‘Did you know that horses’ knees lock into position while they sleep?’

‘I can’t say I did.’

‘I have a friend who’s got a big car – well, it used to be a hearse. I don’t know why he gets such a kick out of driving around in a hearse – he thinks it’s ironic, though I don’t get the irony myself. Anyway I’m sure he can come out and tow you out of the ditch tomorrow.’

‘I can do it,’ he said. Connor felt clumsy, anxious, inarticulate, older than her. He thought he knew the kind of background she came from – middle class and probably a bit Bohemian; loving parents who had always given her lots of praise, several siblings, lots of grandparents and godparents and cousins; a big, untidy, ramshackle old house; noise, laughter. She was careless, expansive, uncensored, light-footed; she didn’t mind spouting nonsense or fear that she was making a fool of herself. She’d always been herself, had never had to invent the woman she was to become. She belonged to a different world, one that had always been out of his reach, and he felt a spasm of familiar, sour resentment. But then it struck him that she was, through her kookiness, actually and deliberately taking care of him. She was trying to draw him out, and her words were like a trail she was scattering in her wake, hoping he’d want to follow. And he did want to; he did.

He wished that he could go on walking with her for the rest of the night, and deliberately slowed his pace. He pushed her bike, and when she shivered, he insisted on draping his coat round her shoulders, buttoning it up into a cape, carefully pushing her hair out of the way as he did so. He wanted her to feel safe with him, and he wished that she would stumble so that he could support her, or that she would cry again so that he could hold her in his arms to comfort her. There was a half-moon; there was corn stubble in the fields on either side of the hedges, and bales standing in massed shapes on the horizon. It was like a landscape in his mind and he knew he would remember it later. He matched his footsteps to hers, heard their joint rhythm pulsing behind their conversation, stored away her words. He knew he would bring them out when he was alone; that he would return to the image of her glowing face as it turned towards him. She said she had three brothers and she was the baby of the family. She mentioned someone called Stefan, but he ignored it. Stefan and Sally didn’t belong to this night. He knew very well that his heightened feelings were caused by the particular circumstances – his father was dying, his mother was drinking, he was tired and had been working too hard, there had been a car crash. Gaby had come to him like a figure out of a dream. Like a dream, she would fade with morning and his old life would resume.

‘What are you studying?’ he asked, as they walked.

‘Physics and philosophy.’ His expression must have altered because she looked at him shrewdly. ‘What? You thought I was doing, let’s see – psychology. Or maybe English and art.’

‘No!’

‘Yes, you did. Scatty girl.’

‘I didn’t mean –’

‘Never mind. Do you always pull on your ear-lobe like that?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you never talk much?’

‘I don’t know. Probably not.’

‘Is that because you don’t want to?’

‘Well,’ he said, then stopped.

‘I mean, are there things you want to say but don’t know how to, or do you want to keep your thoughts private inside yourself? Or maybe there are a select few people you confide in.’

‘What I hate,’ he said, ‘is saying something that seems important and feeling that the person you’re saying it to isn’t really hearing it. Not hearing it the way you want it to be heard, if you see what I mean. That makes me feel – well, I hate it. I’d prefer to remain silent.’

‘I see,’ said Gaby. Then, after a pause: ‘Listen, Connor, I lied to you – I’m not studying physics and philosophy, I only said that to impress you. English literature, after all.’

‘You never needed to try to impress me,’ said Connor. He felt intoxicated by sudden happiness.

‘And the car swerved to avoid me,’ said Gaby.

‘You mean –’

‘It swerved to avoid me. I was in the middle of the road, going down the hill. It swerved, skidded and went out of control round the bend. And I didn’t even say that to the policeman.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s my fault.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ said Connor. ‘He was probably drunk, and –’

‘Don’t try to comfort me. I know. If it hadn’t been for me on my bloody bike, they would still be alive.’

Connor didn’t reply. He took one hand off the bike, reached out for Gaby’s, and put it under his on the handlebar. He knew that she was crying again, although he didn’t look at her but ahead, at the road that wound like a ribbon through the cornfields. They walked in time, and in silence. He could hear the thud as their feet slapped against the earth. At what they estimated to be the halfway point, they stopped to have another cigarette. They sat on the side of the road, their backs against a tree; Gaby drew her legs up under her and wrapped the coat more tightly round her against the cold. The tips of their cigarettes glowed.

‘I told myself I wouldn’t smoke again,’ said Connor. ‘My father’s got lung cancer.’ He had the sensation of being slightly drunk, although he hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol, and painfully awake, though he had not slept for over twenty hours. His skin tingled and his throat ached.

Gaby turned towards him, tented by the coat, her face half hidden by her hair. She was barely more than a shape, splashed with moonlight. Connor forced himself to think of Sally, lying trustingly in his bed and waiting for him to come home. He’d ease himself in beside her and she’d open her arms and hug his chilly, tired body and murmur into his ear. He knew how lucky he was to be with Sally. He didn’t deserve her. He was twisted and thorny and full of deceit; he didn’t deserve anyone.

‘That’s where I was coming from,’ he said. ‘When I saw you.’

Gaby let her cigarette fall on to the ground and put the heel of her boot on to its red eye. Say nothing else, he told himself. Stand up and start walking. Now, before it’s too late. But he didn’t move.

‘I thought I was dreaming you,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’m still dreaming you.’

He, too, let drop his cigarette, watched it glimmer and die. He could hear himself breathing raggedly as she sat motionless and half invisible beside him, and he imagined what must happen next: he would push his hand into the tangle of her hair and hold her face away from his, drown in the darkness of her eyes. For a moment they would stare blindly at each other, then he would pull her urgently towards him and they would kiss each other behind the protective curtain of her hair. Her arms would be round him, under the thin shirt, and his hands would be on her breasts. And then – he half shut his eyes … He put out a hand and with one finger traced the shape of her mouth. He felt her lips open and the pattern of her breathing changed. He touched her cheek, which was still damp from tears. ‘Jesus,’ he whispered, ‘but you’re lovely.’

A shaft of light fell on them, almost dazzling them. For an instant, Connor saw Gaby’s face clearly in the headlights, like a hallucination. Then the car roared past, sending up a shower of grit, a horn blared twice, and it was gone, tail-lights disappearing round the bend.

Connor sat up straight and blinked.

‘Wake-up call,’ said Gaby, lightly brushing the grass and dirt from his back. He shivered at her touch but pulled away.

‘Yes, sorry. We should go.’

‘We don’t need to, you know.’

‘It’s late.’

‘It was always late.’

‘I mean to say,’ he replied, very formally, ‘that I’m involved with someone.’

‘Oh.’

‘Gaby –’

‘You’re right. We should go.’ She stood up in one easy, fluid movement and held out her hand, hauling him to his feet.

‘Thanks.’

‘Still miles to go before we sleep,’ she said. ‘It’ll be dawn before we get there. Come on.’

He didn’t come. Day after day, Gaby waited for him. She would wake each morning thinking, Perhaps it will be today. She would dress with care and stare anxiously at herself in the mirror, to see the face that he would see. She would pretend indifference, pretend not to start every time someone knocked at the door or the telephone rang. She would go out and steel herself not to look for him in every face she passed. Gradually the certainty she had held wavered, became a dim hope, almost died. She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter – who was he, after all? Just a stern young man who was going to be a doctor. But he’d wept in her arms and she could still feel his tears on her skin. And he’d looked at her so attentively, as if he recognized her; she had felt beautiful under his rapt gaze. He’d grazed his thumb along her lower lip, half closing his eyes, and told her she was lovely. And he’d nearly kissed her, so very nearly. Just one tantalizing second more – and how she wished now she could turn back the clock and be there again with nothing to stop them this time. She could see his serious face coming towards her, his lips parted, his eyes looking into hers, and she could feel the way she had melted, ready for him; the way she melted still, just thinking of him. In her dreams she drew him into her and wouldn’t let him go.

Several times she made up her mind to track him down. Several times she stopped herself because she heard his voice in her head, telling her quite calmly that he was involved with another woman. There was nothing he could say that would change that.

In the end, Gaby phoned her friend Nancy, waking her in the early hours of the morning, to pour everything out. It sounded so paltry when she said it out loud, so insignificant; she was almost embarrassed to hear herself speak. Nothing had happened between them: they had witnessed a crash together, then walked home through the night; they had hardly touched, and had not-quite kissed; he had told her he was not free and he had left her at dawn without saying anything except ‘Goodbye’. So why did she feel so jittery, so sick with desire when she remembered him, so hollow and sad when he didn’t call? Nancy listened without interrupting; Gaby could imagine her at the other end of the line, sitting up straight in bed in her stripy pyjamas, neat and calm even though it was the small hours and she’d just been woken up.

Gaby stopped talking. For a few seconds the silence buzzed between them.

‘You’ve fallen in love,’ said Nancy.

‘I have,’ said Gaby, half giggling but feeling the tears gather. ‘Isn’t it ridiculous? But it hurts so much that I don’t know what to do with myself.’

‘There’s probably nothing, really,’ said Nancy. ‘No way round except through.’

‘I do wish you weren’t so far away,’ said Gaby. ‘You’re the only one I could possibly say this to without feeling an utter fool, and you don’t try to cheer me up by saying things like “Time heals everything.”’

‘Which it kind of does.’

‘And “There are plenty more …” ’

‘There are.’

‘Don’t spoil it.’

‘Are you feeling really down?’

‘I guess I am. Down and blue. I know it’s stupid.’

‘I tell you what, shall I come and visit? I could, you know. How about tomorrow?’

‘No, don’t even think of it.’

‘I’ve already thought of it.

‘I know it will pass.’

‘But I’d like to come. I miss you. I can get there by early evening, is that OK?’

‘What would I do without you?’

‘You’d do the same for me.’

‘Any time.’

Ten days after the crash, Connor stood outside 22 Jerome Street. He had been there since eight o’clock in the morning and it was now nearly eleven. The sky was low and grey; there was a persistent drizzle that had soaked through his clothes and made his hair stick to his skull. He was damp and hungry and hugely embarrassed by himself. He kept thinking that he should go, then giving himself ten more minutes, then another ten. At half past nine a young man had slouched out of the house, long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. At just gone ten a woman of about Gaby’s age, but tall and slim, with hair cut short and wearing ripped black jeans and a leather jacket, had emerged. No sign of Gaby. Upstairs, all the curtains remained closed. He paced up the street, then back again. If someone was looking at him, they’d think he was casing the joint. No, they’d think he was a stalker – and he was a kind of stalker, a risible figure, skulking in this narrow street, waiting for someone who’d probably not given him a moment’s thought since they’d parted in the darkness, on the outskirts of the city, as the first faint band of light appeared on the horizon. He shifted irritably from foot to foot, feeling trickles of water escape down his neck. Of course, he should simply knock at the door and ask for her. But he couldn’t bear the thought of being ushered into the house like a guest, to her pitying surprise, or being turned away politely with the news that she wasn’t there or, worse, was still in bed with whoever she had chosen to go to bed with the night before.

He’d give himself till a quarter past. Then he’d forget about her. End of story.

He’d give himself till half past. Not a minute after.

At twenty to twelve the door of 22 Jerome Street opened and Gaby stepped into the street. He’d been tormented by her image, day and night, and there she was – a bit smaller than he remembered, her face a little thinner, her hair the colour of golden syrup, her eyes dark. She was stuffing a croissant into her mouth and laughing, while little flakes of pastry scattered round her. There was a man behind her, tall and broad and – Fuck him, thought Connor. Fuck him and fuck everyone who looked like that, so easy and happy and nice, inheriting the earth and not even noticing, while he, Connor, was skinny and serious and gripped with such cramps of longing for Gaby that he thought he’d die of it. For a second, as he stood there, he understood that while he had spent the past week and a half rearranging his entire life, Gaby had gone about her business as usual, scarcely casting a backward glance at the night in which they’d met. Of course she hadn’t, because there she was in front of him, in a calf-length purple dress with dozens of tiny buttons, and black wellington boots, her hair tamed into plaits and a cloth cap on her head and, following her, a man. She was smiling over her shoulder at him, teasing him. There! She’d put her arm through his proprietorially as they reached the pavement and popped the last piece of croissant into his mouth.

Connor told himself to hurry away; she wouldn’t even notice he was there, a scrawny, damp rat in the gutter. But even as he was thinking this he had stepped forward and was standing before her.

‘Connor!’ she said. ‘I thought –’ she stopped. She wasn’t smiling, just looking at him.

Connor stared into her face, into her large dark eyes, trying not to see the handsome, smiling face of her companion, or the third person who’d now emerged from the house. ‘The man died,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d want to know.’

‘I do know. He died on the way to the hospital. His name was Ethan and he was studying engineering. He was an only child. I met his mother.’

‘He was well over the limit,’ said Connor.

‘I know. I talked to the police. I went to see them,’ she added.

‘So you know that that was why he crashed.’

‘Maybe.’

‘It was,’ he insisted.

‘You’re very kind,’ she said formally.

‘Well, then –’

‘Well, then,’ she replied. She didn’t move and neither did he. Drops of rain trickled down his cheek.

‘And I’m no longer involved with anyone,’ he said, grinding out
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