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To Kate and John, friends for all seasons





PART ONE



He woke long before the bell, as he had done every morning, and for several minutes lay quite still, his eyes closed. On some days, it had been so cold that his bones ached, and on others a fetid heat had pressed down on him, trapping him, but today it was mild. A milky light came through the barred window set high in the wall. Out there in the late spring, birds were singing. Out there, the sea rolled onto the shingle and mud, under a huge sky.

Tyler Green swung his legs onto the floor and stood up: a big man in a small room. He took two steps to the small basin and splashed water onto his face. He lowered himself to the stone floor and, as always, did twenty-five press-ups, twenty-five lunges. There had been thousands of mornings just like this one: not thinking, not looking back or looking forward, day by day leaving his youth behind, his vigour, his possibility, but focusing only on the moment, the pump of his heart.

He took care to make no noise. His bare feet landed softly, his breath was measured. He was alone now, but for most of his sentence he had shared a cell. There had been another body in the bunk above him or below him, someone else’s sounds and smells and night terrors and morning glumness; someone else using the toilet behind the curtain, and brushing their teeth in the basin, and eating slop off the tin plate, and swearing and weeping when they thought they couldn’t be heard. The last had been Mo with the wild laugh and glass eye, who had hanged himself three months before he was released.

This cell was like a holding pen, this prison on the east coast a stepping stone to freedom. Tyler had been transferred from the high security prison in the Midlands to a Category D open prison just weeks ago. He had worked in the garden, the wind cold against his face where the scar still ached, and had had a couple of temporary releases to get him ready for the real world – that was what his probation officer called it, though it hadn’t felt like the real world, more like one of the dreams he used to have. For the first time in almost three decades, he had seen the sea. He had stood for several minutes, gazing out at the grey heave of it, container ships blocky on the horizon, gulls circling and dipping, and he had briefly let himself remember being a child on a beach, a teenager on a beach, skimming stones over the frothy hem of water and watching them bounce, one, two, three, four, into the lip of a wave. But memories can be dangerous; he had pushed them deep inside himself, where he could not feel them hurt.

He was fifty-one years old, and he had been in prison for twenty-eight years and ten months. Today, he would leave.



The morning alarm sounded. Sounds came from other cells. Footsteps in the corridor outside. The window in Tyler’s door slid open and he saw a round pink face topped by a sandy bristle of hair. The face grinned.

‘Last breakfast for you.’

As if he was about to die.

Tyler didn’t eat the breakfast, although he drank some milky tea. He stripped off his sweatpants and T-shirt and rolled them into a ball. He wouldn’t wear them again. He pulled on some jeans which were slightly too big for him and a dark blue T-shirt. He tugged on his trainers. Then he used the toilet, washed, brushed his teeth. He confronted himself in the speckled mirror, his hooded eyes, the scar running from ear to jaw, no smile. His hair had turned white long ago.

He dropped his toothbrush and toothpaste into the canvas bag under the small table. He had come in with nothing and was leaving with little more: basic toiletries, a few clothes which however often they were washed would always smell of prison, his reading glasses, a few books, including the anthology of poetry his friend Will had awkwardly handed to him the last time he visited. That was years ago now. The trickle of visitors Tyler had once received had dried up.

The door was unlocked with a rattle of keys. The prison officer entered with a colleague.

‘We’ve got to search you.’

This seemed mad, even in this world of madness. Who smuggled contraband out of prison. But Tyler knew better than to answer back. Nothing good would come of it. Clothes lifted, hard fingers pressing and poking at him. He could smell coffee and cigarettes on their breath.

‘Bend over.’

He did. He concentrated on the marks on the floor.

‘You’re okay.’

Tyler stepped into the corridor. A few other inmates were already out of their cells, towels over their shoulders for the shower. One of them raised his hand.

‘Off then?’

‘Looks like it.’

‘Good luck, mate.’

He followed the prison officer down the corridor, through a double door, another longer corridor, to the Booking Reception.

‘Tyler Green,’ he said to the man at the desk.

‘You’re going today?’

‘That’s what the form says.’

The man grunted, took a long swig from a bottle of Coke.

‘There are three of you leaving. And just me. I don’t know what they expect.’

Tyler didn’t say anything. The man scowled at the computer in front of him.

‘There’s quite a bit of paperwork, you know.’

Tyler inclined his head.

‘You’ll have to bear with us a bit. The computer’s playing up. Take a seat.’

Tyler sat, folded his hands in his lap, waited. The man tapped, cursed, stabbed at the keyboard.

‘Fuck this,’ he said, standing up with an ugly scrape of the chair, and disappearing through the door behind him. About ten minutes later, another man came through the door, holding a cardboard cup in his hands.

‘It’s this new system,’ he said, tapping at the keyboard experimentally. ‘Just when we get used to something, they change it.’

Tyler went to the long window. He watched the sea beyond the coarse grass and reeds wrinkle and glint in the morning light. The sun moved behind a cloud and the silver waves darkened. The hands on the clock jerked forward.

‘Good to go,’ said the man at last. ‘Just printing this lot out.’

Tyler didn’t turn. The printer whirred.

‘Here. You have to read all of this through, then sign it.’

Tyler took the pages held out to him and sat back in his chair to read them, though he had been over the conditions with his probation officer already. He knew he must not behave in a way which undermined the purpose of the licence period; not commit any offence; keep in touch with his supervising officer and receive visits from the officer in accordance with instructions; reside permanently at an address approved by the supervising officer and obtain prior permission for any stay of one or more nights at a different address; not undertake work unless approved by the supervising officer; not travel outside the United Kingdom, the Channel Islands or the Isle of Man except with the prior permission of his supervising officer; tell his supervising officer if he used a different name to the one on his licence. And more, so much more.

He knew his licence period was for the rest of his life.

When he had finished, he picked up the pen he had been given. At first it wouldn’t write. He had to dab at the tip with his tongue.

‘You understand it all?’

‘Yes.’

‘You need to see your probation officer today,’ said the man. ‘Or you’re straight back in.’

‘Yes.’

‘Here’s your B79. You’ll need it when you apply for benefits. You’ve been told about universal credit?’

‘I have.’

‘And you’ve got somewhere to stay?’

‘Yes.’

‘Just your money then. And a travel pass.’

He unlocked a drawer and took out a wad of notes, licking his finger and thumb and counting aloud.

‘Twenty, forty, sixty, seventy, eighty. And two. Plus twenty, thirty, forty pence. Don’t spend it all at once.’

Tyler put the money into his pocket.

‘My watch,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘They said at the last place that they’d make sure my watch came here for when I left.’

‘After thirty-odd years?’

‘Yes.’

The man stared at him, scratched behind his ear, shrugged and disappeared through the door once more.

Tyler stayed where he was, waiting. He heard footsteps returning.

‘You’re in luck.’ The man slid a brown envelope towards Tyler, who took it and pushed it into his pocket.

‘Is that it?’ he asked.

‘Don’t forget your pass. It’ll get you to wherever you’re going.’ He pushed it across, then scratched at his drinker’s nose. ‘Anyone meeting you?’

‘No.’

‘People find it hard,’ the man said. ‘Even though it’s what they’ve been holding on for. Have you got a plan? Like, for out there.’

Tyler looked at him for a few seconds as if considering, then nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘There’s something I’ve got to do.’

The man at the desk hesitated, then laughed.

‘As long as it’s legal,’ he said. ‘Good luck then. You’re free to go.’

Free to go. Free.

Tyler picked up his canvas bag. He paused for a few moments, then pushed open the door.



His probation officer had told him he would probably feel anxious, but he didn’t. He didn’t feel much of anything. Not excited, not happy, not scared. His body felt clumsy as he walked down the gravel track. His eyes were sore in the shining day. At the junction with the main road, he stopped. Plastic bags and shreds of litter were caught in the hedge. Cars in primary colours raced past. They were going so fast it made him feel slightly dizzy. There was a plane above him, leaving a white trail.

He took the envelope out of his pocket and tore it open, removing his watch. It had a large round face with Roman numerals on it, and a leather strap. Its battery had run down decades ago, but Tyler put it on his wrist. It felt cool and solid.

Across the road was a small cafe and he made his way over to it, pushing open the door and walking up to the counter.

‘What can I get you?’

‘A coffee, please.’

He touched the money in his pocket for reassurance.

‘What kind?’

‘What?’

‘Americano, cappuccino, macchiato, flat white…’

‘Just ordinary coffee.’

She looked at him with something like contempt. She knew where he had come from.

‘Filter?’

‘Yes.’

‘Milk? Oat milk?’

‘Milk,’ he said. ‘Please.’

‘Anything else?’

‘No.’

‘That’s three pounds twenty then.’

He tried to keep his face expressionless.

‘Three pounds and twenty pence,’ she repeated.

Sitting at a table by the window, his fingers felt huge as he lifted the cup. The coffee burned his lips. It was so bitter and so good.



Sitting on the coach from Ipswich to London, his canvas bag on his lap as if he was cradling a toddler, he gazed out of the window at the impossible greenness of the May landscape. Then at the light industrial units and scattered houses and landfill sites. At last the city reared up at him in its startling density and height. Tyler flinched. The apartments, towers and cranes seemed to be leaning towards him, toppling in slow motion between floating white clouds, like a night terror he had lurched awake from in his narrow cell.

It felt as if he was watching a film of himself: the middle-aged man convicted of murdering his friend Leo Bauer twenty-nine years ago, coming home at last, with something to do.
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Beatrice Macmillan, King’s Counsel, watched as the woman gathered up the flowers, wrapped them in brown paper, and then tied them with raffia. It was cool and fragrant in the shop, while outside the day was still fierce, heat rising from the pavement and beating off the walls. For a moment, she wished she could stay in this unhurried green world, among the peonies and mimosa and silvery stems of eucalyptus.

She looked at her watch. In half an hour, they would start arriving. She felt a flash of anxiety, her chest tightening and a strange taste in her mouth, metallic, like iron or blood. For a moment, she was light-headed with the strangeness of what lay ahead. Seven people, once her most intimate friends, would arrive at her house. They hadn’t so much drifted apart as been violently wrenched out of each other’s orbit, to spin off into different lives. For years, she had felt their absence like a physical fact: something missing, like a cracked tooth the tongue searches for, a limb that the brain refuses to acknowledge is missing. Tingling, hurting. She occasionally still saw Will and Ali, but that was almost worse than separation. They kissed each other on the cheek when they met, told each other how well they were looking, smiled without meeting the other’s eyes, talked with fake animation about things that didn’t matter. Their wary politeness wasn’t much more than a reminder of what had been lost. Their old selves were like hazy figures in the far distance.

Beatrice touched the vivid blue bells on a delphinium and steadied herself, forcing her thoughts to the practicalities of the evening. The food would be delivered soon. The table was already set. There was white wine and sparkling water in the fridge, gin in the freezer. Did everyone still drink? Did they eat fish? Would she recognise them all? Will and Ali hadn’t changed much, just hardened into caricatures of themselves, but what about the others, the ones she’d lost touch with entirely? What about Tyler?

She picked up the bouquets, cradling them like a baby. The past had lain undisturbed for decades. Now they were disturbing it with a reunion. What’s more, they were disturbing it in her house. Will had said it was the obvious spot. In London, and the only place large enough. It somehow made her responsible. It would be different if her husband Sebastian was here, being placid and diplomatic, but he was away. Nottingham, wasn’t it? Another speech at another conference. It was probably for the best that he wasn’t there.

She wanted to see Tyler again, had wanted it ever since she heard he was to be released. But she had imagined it as an encounter between just the two of them, on neutral ground, maybe walking somewhere together and not having to look at each other while she tentatively, softly, asked him questions about what really happened on that terrible weekend. He hadn’t wanted that. He wanted them all, everyone who had been there. She thought they wouldn’t come, but they were coming. All of them except Rudi.

She was a lawyer, a King’s Counsel. Dealing with sudden crises was what she did, putting a story and a structure around an ugly mess. This felt different. No one knew the rules, and she couldn’t wear a wig and robes and hide behind the machinery of the law. Besides, she didn’t really feel like a fifty-year-old barrister who was married to a cabinet minister and lived in a large house in Tufnell Park, and whose life was smoothly successful, oiled by money and connections and a daily help. She felt like young, shy, eager Beatrice Macmillan, unsure of herself and of her place in the group, wanting so badly to belong.

Beatrice stepped out of the shop, the fragrance of the flowers in her nostrils, the sun on her face like a warm hand. She felt unanchored. She was fifty. She was twenty-one. She was walking on legs that were suddenly unsteady towards her grand house, and she was lying on the grass with her friends, by a small, brackish lake in a cotton dress, tanned legs bare, sluggish with heat and looking up through half-closed eyes at the green leaves above.

‘Who fancies a swim?’

That had been Leo. He was already pulling off his T-shirt. His body was strong, muscled. He had dark hair on his shoulders and his chest, a line of hair running down his stomach like an arrow. He pulled off his jeans, then his boxers. White buttocks, broad shoulders. He walked towards the water, calling over his shoulder for them to join him.

Beatrice propped herself on an elbow to look at him, and then at the rest of the group who were scattered on the grass. A few feet away lay Tyler and Ali, their limbs entangled. Tyler wore cut-off jeans and a white T-shirt, Ali a strappy yellow dress that had ridden up to her thighs. Her dark head was on Tyler’s stomach; his hand was on her sharp-boned hip. Ali’s eyes were closed, but his were open and he was watching her, an expression on his face that mingled tenderness with desire. Tyler was the only one in the group who would return to university in the autumn: he was a medical student and had two more years to go. The rest of them were celebrating being free. That’s how Marco put it. Free as birds, he said.

Marco was sitting bare-chested and cross-legged near the lake, strumming the same chord over and over on his second-best guitar. Beatrice heard twangs of sound, occasionally an experimental word or phrase. His voice was gravelly, but pleasant and somehow arresting. He was concentrating intently, trying something out. One day, she thought, he would be famous: everyone would be impressed that she knew the singer-songwriter Marco Burney. But he wouldn’t let it go to his head. He’d always be part of their group, playful, ironic and joyful. Their troubadour.

The light was bouncing off the lake in refracted spears. Beatrice put a hand up to shield her eyes. Leo was in the water, heading out to the middle of the lake. And there was Will, standing in the shallows, skimming stones. He had rolled up his jeans and his shirt sleeves, but even from here looked hot. He was a plump young man, self-conscious about his body even while he made self-deprecating jokes about it. Last night, after they’d unpacked the car, he had made a meal for them all, and got boisterously drunk. He had danced on the table and broken a serving dish that belonged to Leo’s aunt, whose house they were borrowing for the weekend.

Will stooped low, took aim. A flat stone skittered across the surface.

‘Six!’ he cried. ‘Who can beat that? Rudi. Come on, mate. Stir yourself.’

Beside her, Rudi Scott groaned and half sat. She smiled at him and he smiled back. His little finger grazed the edge of her hand, and a pulse of electricity ran through her.

‘Bea,’ he said, very quietly. ‘You know what I would like to be doing right now?’

‘Shh. Someone will hear.’

She and Rudi were a secret, because she had a boyfriend back home. She’d been with Sebastian since she was sixteen, and they planned to move in together now that she had done her finals. She told herself that was what she wanted; she mustn’t derail a future she had worked so hard for. Soon, Rudi would just be a shiver of memory, something delicious, erotic, against the grain of her careful life and her sensible plans. If her friends knew, they might let it slip. She could even imagine Leo doing so on purpose, pretending it had been a mistake, an act of mischief or casual malice.

Through slitted eyes, she looked at the group as they lay scattered on the coarse grass. Perhaps they already did know, she thought. Perhaps the reason it had to be a secret was because there was a part of her that was ashamed. She didn’t want to acknowledge to herself that she was betraying Sebastian, who trusted her, and who liked to think of her as shy and innocent, his childhood sweetheart.

Rudi’s hand brushed against hers. The sun poured down. She closed her eyes.

‘Come on, Rudi!’ Will called.

Rudi stood up. He was wearing a singlet and drawstring trousers. He was paler than Tyler and Leo, with an aquiline, clever face; long, thin hands and feet. Beatrice thought he looked a bit like a monk in a medieval painting, bookish but somehow carnal. Desire turned her body soft and boneless. There was a stag beetle on her calf; the red varnish on her toenails was beginning to chip.

Leo was in the middle of the lake, calling for them to join him. From behind her, with a crunching of twigs and a squeal of delight, came naked Ellen Hooper, her long hair streaming behind her like a banner, her curvy body milky-pale. She ran past Beatrice, past Ali and Tyler, and with a whoop threw herself into the water where she lay on her back, her white breasts bobbing, her arms and legs spread out, a starfish adrift.

Clara and Jay came through the trees and into the sunlight. They were holding hands. Clara wore shorts and a baggy, short-sleeved shirt. She had a graze on her knee, new freckles on her face. Her short fair hair was a muss of curls. Beatrice thought she looked like a child – but the expression on her face as she turned to Jay wasn’t childish at all. It was grave, almost sad. As Beatrice watched, she lifted his hand and kissed his knuckles and he stopped. He had a thin, nervy face and tense shoulders. Tyler always said Jay was too clever for his own good, too defenceless: he lacked the extra layer of skin that most of us need to cope with the world.

Tyler stood. He held out his hand for Ali, who came to her feet in one fluid movement. He took off his clothes, folding them carefully, as if he was in a bedroom. Ali slid out of her yellow dress; underneath she was wearing a two-piece. Her legs were slender, her stomach flat and her breasts shallow; her black hair was short and spiky and her almost-black eyes were like sloes. They were a beautiful couple, thought Beatrice, as they went towards the water. Everyone’s beautiful, she thought dreamily. She took off her own dress, trying not to feel shy, then piled her hair high on her head. The floor of the lake was soft mud that her feet sunk into; the water was cool and silky. She told herself she would always remember this.

Later, back on the grass, damp clothes clinging to their bodies, skin streaked with mud, the midsummer sun still high in the flawless sky, Marco lit a spliff. They passed it between them. Soon they would go back to the house, drink beer and wine and vodka and the strange cocktails that Ellen insisted on concocting. They’d play increasingly raucous games, burn sausages on the barbecue, take drugs, dance, stay up till the early hours, or not sleep at all. Because why sleep? Tomorrow they would leave. Nothing would ever be the same again.

‘We’ll always be friends, won’t we?’ she said impulsively. ‘No matter what?’

She sounded like a small girl, but no one laughed, not even Leo. Ellen put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek.

‘Yes,’ said Marco, and picked gently at the strings.

‘Of course we will.’ Tyler smiled across at her. ‘How could we not?’

A car horn blared. Beatrice stumbled on the pavement, clutching at her flowers. She felt as if the bright sun was inside her own head, blinding her.

Leo. Rudi. Will. Ali. Marco. Clara. Jay. Ellen. Tyler. The past was a broken dream.

She stood up straighter, walked at a brisker pace. Who was she now? Who had that young woman become? Beatrice Macmillan, KC.

She would wear her green trousers, she thought, and a white silk shirt. One gold necklace. Not much make-up. Casual but classy. Unspoilt by her luck. That’s who she would be this evening. That’s who Tyler would see when he stepped into her house, and she would smile at him, and hold out both her hands with their manicured nails, and say: ‘I am so glad to see you. After all these years.’
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Ali Marais looked in the hall mirror, moving her face this way and that. Carefully, with the tip of the nail of her right little finger, she smoothed the line of her lipstick. She stepped back. It had been difficult to decide what to wear. Crimson dress just below the knees, small gold chain, little gold studs in her ears. It seemed just about all right.

She aimed a smile at herself, saw the wrinkles around her eyes, the little stitches above her mouth, the short dark hair with threads of grey. Behind the face, she saw her younger face, as it had been then: bright and keen with youth. Twenty-nine years. Who would she see? Who would he see? Would they still know each other? Her heart fluttered, a trapped bird in her chest.

She looked round at her husband and frowned.

‘Aren’t you getting ready?’ It sounded more like a statement than a question.

Will Garvey was a different shape from his wife: bulky where she was slender, blurry where she was clear and precise. He looked down at himself. He was dressed in jeans, a checked shirt, a dusty blue jacket and trainers.

‘It’s a group of old friends meeting up,’ he said. ‘There’s no dress code.’

‘We look like we’re going to different events,’ she said.

He lifted up the bag for life he was carrying.

‘I’ve brought some asparagus from the allotment. I’ll take it along for dinner.’

‘I’m sure that Beatrice has already planned the meal.’

‘You can always add a bit of asparagus. I saved these specially. Did you know that summer solstice is officially the last day of asparagus season?’

‘I did not.’

‘Shall I put Benjy in his room?’

‘I’m taking him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He gets sad when he’s left at home alone.’

‘Sad? He’s a dog. You’re complaining about me bringing a bunch of asparagus and you’re bringing an animal that is extremely likely to bite someone.’

‘Benjy doesn’t bite.’

‘If you say so.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I was just thinking of all the times when Benjy has actually, you know, bitten people.’

Ali bent down to the small, ageing terrier at her feet and stroked the top of his head.

‘Benjy’s just like anyone, aren’t you, darling? Sometimes people frighten you, and you might a give a little yap of protest.’ Her tone became sharper as she addressed her husband. ‘Benjy’s a part of our family. They’ll be happy to meet him.’

Her husband rubbed his cheek. He looked slightly bewildered, she thought, or maybe he’d already had a glass of something.

‘Are you nervous?’ he asked.

Ali shrugged. Her face was inscrutable; it hurt to breathe and it hurt to swallow, but he couldn’t see that.

Will looked at her as if he didn’t know her, though they had been married for nearly a quarter of a century.

‘How can you not be nervous?’

She turned and faced him properly.

‘I didn’t want to do this. I think it’s a horrible idea. I don’t know why you would agree to it, and I don’t know why he wants it.’ She couldn’t bring herself to speak his name out loud. ‘I don’t know why the rest of them have gone along with it. I’m going because you begged me to go, begged and pleaded, and in the end I said yes. I plan to get through the evening, be polite, and leave as soon as we decently can.’

‘Can’t it be more than that?’

‘More?’

‘A way of, I don’t know…’

He rubbed a hand over his broad, creased face. There was still dirt under his fingernails. He had tried many times to talk to Ali about Tyler, but in the first months after the murder, she had seemed too crushed and vulnerable, like a wounded bird who just needed cradling in careful hands. Then, bit by bit, time had seemed to close over the gaping event, like a thin skin gradually hardening, thickening, becoming increasingly impenetrable. They had been married for twenty-three years, but it remained a walled-off area.

‘Ali, darling.’ He was pleading, but not knowing what it was he wanted to say, or ask.

‘The past is past, Will,’ Ali said. ‘It’s over. What do you want from this? Some kind of healing?’

She said the word as if it was a nasty joke.

‘This is Tyler we’re talking about. Tyler, who killed our mate under our nose, but who’s still my friend. In some way he’s my friend,’ he added doubtfully. ‘Some elemental way.’

And who was your boyfriend, he didn’t say; who was head over heels in love with you; who you’ve never seen since that day, and who we never talk about.

‘Is he?’

‘Yes. Or at least, I am his. I made that promise. I need to keep faith.’

Ali looked at him. Her eyes were dark. He felt he could stare into them, and it was like staring into a tunnel that he couldn’t reach the end of. He reached out and touched her hand, withdrew it.

‘There’s something else.’

‘What do you mean?’

Will cleared his throat.

‘He doesn’t know.’

‘Doesn’t know what?’

‘That we’re together. Married. I never told him.’

Ali briefly closed her eyes. She told herself that it was nothing, compared to everything else that had happened.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said.

But it did matter. She felt a memory dislodge itself. Not of that last terrible weekend, of her last sight of Tyler as he lowered himself into the police car, the look he gave her. No, not that – and she put a hand to her throat. But the time Tyler took her to meet his mother, who’d come for the day to visit him. Ali had been anxious, but Tyler had been blithe.

‘What if she doesn’t like me?’ she asked.

‘Why on earth wouldn’t she like you?’

‘Because she’s your mother, and you’re her only son. She’ll think I’m not good enough.’

Really, it was Ali who felt she wasn’t good enough. Tyler had an uncomplicated ease about him, a self-assurance that wasn’t arrogance, but which came from always being popular, smart, successful, loved. She didn’t understand why he was so captivated by her. One day, she thought, he would see her as she was, all her sharp, dark corners.

‘I’m not as nice as you are,’ she said.

Tyler was pulling on his jacket, but now he came and stood behind her, wrapped his arms around her, pulled her in close. His breath was warm on her hair.

‘Ali,’ he said. ‘It’d be great if you and Mum got on, and I’m sure you will, but I don’t care. It’s not her you’re going to marry.’

Ali stood quite still in his arms. The words hung in the air; had he meant to speak them? She felt Tyler’s mouth smile against the crown of her head.

‘What?’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing,’ she said confusedly. ‘Nothing. I just – Tyler.’

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘But we will get married, one day. When I’m qualified. Won’t we?’

‘Are you proposing? Now, when we’re already going to be late for lunch with your mother?’

‘I’m just saying that we’re going to be together.’ He turned her to face him, kept his hands on her shoulders. ‘Aren’t we?’

‘I’m twenty-one.’

‘So? I’m twenty-two.’

‘You’re scaring me.’

‘How could me saying that I want to be with you scare you?’

‘Because you’re so certain.’

‘Why is that scary?’

‘What if you stop loving me? What will happen to me then?’

‘I’m not going to stop loving you.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I know,’ he said. He kissed her on her neck, at the hollow beneath her ear, on her closed eyes, on her mouth. ‘I just know.’

She pushed her hands into his thick hair, pulled him closer. His hand cupped her buttocks.

‘Don’t you know as well?’

‘Your mother,’ she murmured into his mouth, and he groaned, then stood back with a laugh.

They went to a bistro near the university’s medical department. Izzy Green was waiting, sitting very upright with a menu in her hand and a glass of white wine already in front of her. She was tall, like Tyler, with a strong, decisive face and a straightforward, almost bossy manner. They ate quiche and salad, followed by a chocolate mousse shared between the three of them. Mother and son joked with each other, easy and affectionate. Under the table, Tyler put his hand on Ali’s thigh. Izzy Green asked her about her studies, her interests, watching her carefully as she replied, weighing her up.

‘You’re not what I expected,’ she said to Ali at the end of lunch, holding her hand for a few seconds longer than was necessary.

‘What did you expect?’

‘I don’t know. Someone softer, more charming.’

‘Mum!’

‘No, I mean it in a good way. You’re not trying to please me. I like that.’

‘You’re not what I expected either,’ said Ali, suddenly bold.

‘And what did you expect?’

‘Someone more motherly.’

Izzy laughed.

‘She’s all right,’ she said to Tyler.

‘Oh, she is.’

They both looked at her, and she sat in the glow of their approval.

Standing in the hall with Will, her tight crimson dress like armour and her make-up a disguise, Ali remembered that moment. Tyler’s mother smiling at her, Tyler’s hand warm and heavy on her thigh, her young body supple and soft; the sense that although she might not be good enough for such luck, and although she could never love Tyler with the open-hearted passion he felt for her, she was going to have a golden life: safe, protected, beloved.

She sprayed perfume under her ears, onto the inside of her wrists, slid on a bangle, took it off again. That terrible weekend stirred in her mind, ominous, trying to push up into her consciousness. Leo’s murder. The smell of burnt meat and alcohol and tobacco and blood, screams inside the house and inside her skull.

‘I meant to tell him about us,’ Will was saying, his words coming from far away. ‘But somehow I couldn’t. So I kept putting it off, and then it was too late.’

Ali stared at herself in the mirror, put the bangle back on, ran her fingers over the fine lines beside her eyes. She looked at Will’s pleasant, distressed face, and took pity on them both.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘We’ll get through it together.’
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‘Aren’t we going to be late?’

‘This won’t take long.’

Marco was finishing a spliff, inhaling deeply, holding it in his lungs, letting the smoke out slowly. His thin, weathered face wore a look of deep concentration. His shaved head gleamed, and his single earring winked. His tie-dyed shirt was slightly grubby.

‘It stinks in here now,’ said Kristin. She yanked the window open.

‘I need it.’

‘How do I look?’

Marco held the joint away from him, its ash lengthening, and examined her. They had met three years ago, moved in together a year and a half later, though he couldn’t really remember why now. She was much younger than he was, and on a different scale to him: tall and curvy, with a thick blonde mane of hair and an unnervingly loud voice that ricocheted round their small flat. Even her whisper carried. She was wearing a lacy cream dress that was sheer when she stood in the light, and platform shoes that made her several inches taller than Marco.

‘Fine, I guess. It doesn’t matter. No one will be looking at you.’

‘Charming!’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘It’s going to be so weird.’ Kristin licked her lips. Her eyes gleamed. ‘So fucking strange. I’ve never met a murderer. That I know of, anyway.’

Marco took another long drag. His chest burned. The air was beginning to soften and waver around him. Time slowed. The blood in his veins slowed. Better, he thought. Kinder.

‘You have told them?’

‘Told them what?’

‘That I’m coming with you?’

‘It’ll be fine.’

‘Because I don’t want to intrude.’

‘You were the one who insisted.’

‘I thought you might want my support,’ she said. ‘I mean, it’s a huge thing, isn’t it?’

She made an extravagant gesture with both arms. Marco took a final drag. Ash crumbled onto the carpet.

‘Are you dreading seeing him?’

‘Totally.’

‘Then why are you doing it?’

‘I’ve got to. I owe it to Leo. The friend I lost.’

As he said the words, he wondered to himself: what exactly did he owe to Leo? And then he answered his own question: everything, in a way.

When Marco had first arrived at university, it didn’t just feel like leaving home. It felt like leaving Earth and moving to another planet. He was the first person in his family to go to university. When he was sixteen, a teacher had casually asked him what subject he was thinking of doing at university, and he had been startled. He’d known about universities. He’d known about people going to them. But, like pensions and death, he had never really thought about it applying to him. It was too strange, too far off in the future.

In the first days on campus he had wandered around alone while it seemed like everybody else was already at home there. He was the only person from his school who had come to this university. Other people seemed to have arrived as part of a group. At the freshers’ fair, he was bemused by all the clubs. Who were all these people who had come to university ready to go hiking or play chess or put on plays or do comedy or go rowing? How did they know? Had they already done it at school? What if you had never rowed or played chess? Was it too late to start?

He remembered the exact moment when it all changed.

‘Don’t,’ said a voice behind him.

He looked round. Standing behind him was a young man with an amused expression dressed in a checked shirt over a white T-shirt.

‘What?’

The man gestured at the stall in front of them. It was the folk music society. An anxious-looking girl in a flowery dress was handing out leaflets.

‘Just don’t,’ he said. ‘Don’t go there.’

‘Why? I like folk music.’

‘Let’s go for a drink,’ said the boy. ‘You can always come back afterwards. Folk music will still be here.’

Marco hesitated. Why was this stranger asking him for a drink? It was a question he went on asking himself the next day, the next month and even years later. What had Leo seen in him?

‘All right,’ he said and they went to the bar in the union and Marco ordered what Leo ordered and Marco talked to Leo in a way he’d never talked to anyone before.

There must have been other meetings, but what Marco remembered, looking back after all these years, was the first time that Leo came to Marco’s room. He brought some weed and they smoked together. Leo noticed Marco’s acoustic guitar, leaning against the wall.

‘Are you in a band?’

‘I just play a bit for myself.’

‘What kind of music do you like?’

‘Old stuff. Nick Drake, Richard Thompson.’

Leo looked blank.

‘You’ve never heard of them,’ Marco said. He got up. ‘I’ll put some Nick Drake on.’

‘No,’ said Leo. ‘I don’t want to hear them. I want to hear you.’

‘No. As I said, I just play a bit for myself.’

‘Then just play for yourself.’

Marco had never played in front of anyone but the weed had loosened something in his brain and he picked up the guitar and played a song he’d been messing around with. He looked down at his fingers, partly so he wouldn’t be aware of Leo looking at him.

‘That’s it,’ he said, when he was finished.

‘Who wrote it?’

‘Nobody wrote it. It’s just a thing I put together.’

Marco felt that he had shown part of himself. Maybe more than he should. But Leo didn’t say much. They just carried on smoking for the rest of the afternoon.

A few days later, Leo appeared in Marco’s room again. He said that there was going to be a show in the union.

‘It’s an open mike night,’ he said. ‘Bits of comedy, bits of music. You just have to put your name down.’

‘Not in a million years,’ said Marco. ‘I’ve never played in public. I couldn’t do anything like that.’

‘I thought you’d say that,’ said Leo. ‘That’s why I did it for you.’

Marco would never forget that moment or the expression on Leo’s face. Was he being helped or set up? The whole idea was insane and impossible. At first Marco was furious, but Leo just smiled. And a few days later, Marco sat in the student union watching a comedian performing to stony silence. When the young man shambled shamefacedly away, the host looked down at his paper, read a name and Marco realised that it was his.

As he made his way through the crowd, clutching his guitar, he felt as if it was all happening to someone else in a dream. His hands were clammy and his mouth was dry. He thought he wouldn’t be able to play at all. But when he started, he looked down at his fingers and something strange happened. He felt at home. The room had fallen silent. When he began to sing, he knew that his voice felt frail, but it was his voice, and he heard it as if for the first time.

When he finished and gave a shy nod, there was a roar of applause. He stepped off the little platform that served as a stage and saw Leo sitting to one side clapping and smiling at him. Next to him was a girl, a dreamy vision of curves and smiles.

‘This is Ellen Hooper,’ said Leo. ‘I’ve told her all about you.’

Marco was about to put his hand out for her to shake, but she stepped forward and hugged him in a cloud of perfume. He felt her breasts against his chest.

‘That was amazing,’ she said. ‘I wanted to cry.’

She looked at him with a directness that made him almost faint. Nobody had ever seemed so interested in him before.

Ellen, he thought to himself. Ellen. It wasn’t just Tyler he was nervous about meeting again. He was anxious about the others as well: not seeing them, but them seeing him, seeing what his life had become, and how the years had led him down a dwindling path to this poky flat, to singing covers in pubs on a Friday night and giving guitar lessons to middle-aged men who were going through their own mid-life crises. At least Tyler couldn’t make him feel bad about himself.

‘Come on,’ he said, standing up, lurching slightly, reaching for his leather jacket. ‘Let’s do it.’
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The train from Derby was crowded, so that Jay Murphy had to stand in the corridor. A few feet away, a little girl sitting on her mother’s lap was wearing a garland of flowers in her hair and a frothy tutu over her leggings. She saw him looking at her and stared back until he smiled, and then she turned away, burying her face in her mother’s shoulder.

Midsummer’s Day. He should be walking in the hills. He should be sitting with a book. He shouldn’t be here. But Clara had called him up and cajoled and insisted. She was the only one he had stayed in touch with and that had been her doing, not his. Seeing her was a special kind of pain. But she had refused to give up on him, so he owed her, he supposed, although it was a complicated kind of debt. She was the strongest, steadiest person he had ever known. He had loved her with gratitude and wonder, and terror she would abandon him, and she had wrecked his life by leaving him at the time he needed her most. For a long time, he had believed it was impossible to survive without her, had made two botched attempts to end his life in the aftermath of her decision to end their relationship, but it had been years since they had last met.

Clara, he thought. Clara Keane. A stranger now, with a life he knew nothing about. He remembered the way she had led him from the house after Tyler had been taken away. Her hand had been firm and warm, her face pale and stricken.

Jay often thought about the past and about that terrible weekend. But it was like trying to make out the shape of something that had happened in a wild fever dream; he could barely see the faces through the whirling, jammed-up chaos of it. He could barely see himself either – that young man was a virtual stranger, from a world that had disappeared. Jay had stripped his life of everything that had made it unbearable. He’d found peace in his reclusive, pared-back existence. Yet here he was on a train that was taking him back to the people and the memories he had fled.

The train rumbled; there was a hiss of brakes. The people in the carriage swayed slightly. Jay swallowed hard and clenched his fists as dread churned in him. He closed his eyes, heard himself give a groan, opened them again to see the little girl staring at him. She looked scared. He tried to smile, but that only made it worse. He closed his eyes once more.

‘I’m all right,’ he said to himself, or was it out loud?

He put his hand over his eyes, tried to calm the raggedness of his breath, summoned pictures of the moors rolling away under his feet, the hills folding into the bright distance. But it wasn’t working. Other images broke through. Leo smiling at him, radiant with curiosity, urging hm on – as if Jay was an experiment he was conducting.

Jay saw another face, snarling and ecstatic. It was the face of the other Jay, the one who he mustn’t think about, mustn’t acknowledge. He saw the other Jay hurl something, a window shattering; heard a whoop of wild laughter. Objects swiped off shelves with one mad gesture. Things falling, breaking. A feeling in him that was so strong it was impossible to name: something like fury, like exultation, like release, and like despair.

‘Go away,’ he said. ‘Go away.’

The train rocked. He opened his eyes. The little girl was still gazing at him, and so were other people in the carriage. He rubbed his face, pulled his water bottle out of his bag and took several gulps. The images were receding. He was himself again: meek, kind, damaged Jay, his face a map of past suffering.

‘Sorry,’ he muttered to no one. ‘I must have been having a dream.’
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Clara Keane was also on a train, coming from South London to Tufnell Park. North London was like another city to her; she kept checking on her phone app for directions. She wore loose cotton trousers and an oversized black shirt, and carried a small bunch of flowers which were beginning to wilt in the heat.

She thought of them all converging on Beatrice’s house from different parts of the city and the country, and pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. It had a violent unreality. When she had first read Beatrice’s email – a rather formal invitation to meet up for a reunion that might seem surprising and even distasteful – she had sat for several minutes staring at her screen, pondering what her response should be.

Clara had always kept her emotions under control. She meditated, did yoga, took long walks when she was unsettled or distressed. She waited before she spoke her feelings, taking time to gather her thoughts and to let sudden impulses settle down and be absorbed. She was patient; everything she did was rational and considered. The invitation disturbed her more than she cared to admit, stirring up old, unwelcome feelings. She had waited for two days, and then contacted Jay. She had persuaded Jay, at first reluctant, that they should go together.

Sam, her partner, had asked why on earth they were all going along with this reunion, and Clara had shrugged.

‘I can’t speak for the others, just me.’

‘Okay, why are you going then?’

Clara hesitated a long while before replying.

‘It’s not really for me. I want Jay to go.’

‘Jay? Why on earth?’

‘I think it might help him.’

‘Help him in what way?’

‘It might be a way of facing up to what happened. I think he’s somehow still in hiding.’

‘God, Clara, don’t you think that’s for him to decide, not you?’

‘I’m just going with him.’

Sam frowned at her.

‘You’re not responsible for him, you know.’

‘I know I’m not.’

‘That’s not how it sounds. It’s been nearly thirty years. Another life.’

‘Another life,’ said Clara softly. ‘Yes.’

‘You were children, for goodness’ sake.’

‘I didn’t feel like a child.’

‘You want to rescue him. That’s a dangerous impulse.’

‘I don’t.’

‘You can’t. You never could.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it anymore.’



On the train, Clara let herself remember her last sight of Tyler Green – not on the front of newspapers or on news bulletins, but as she had actually seen him when he was taken away, his tall frame bowed, his handsome face turned from them until his last anguished gaze back at them all. She had assumed that none of them would ever see him again, and it felt now as if someone long dead was heaving up the gravestone, shouldering his way back into a life that had tried to forget him.

Her thoughts slid back to Jay, not as he had been over the weekend of Leo’s death when he was jittery and paranoid before the murder, frantic after it, but a short time later, when she had moved to London and was sharing a house with four strangers. She had left her old life behind, but was still living in the awful aftermath of Leo’s death. At her request, Jay had come down by train to meet her. She was waiting for him at the ticket barrier, and she saw him before he saw her. For a brief moment she looked at him with the eyes of a stranger. He was very thin. His bones seemed to jut through his clothes, and his eyes were red-rimmed in his mobile, restless face. He was wearing a heavy coat, even though the weather was warm, and walked quickly, but with a curious disarticulated gait. As he came nearer, she saw a sheen of sweat on his forehead, a rash on his jaw. He looked unwell, she thought, with a lurch of tenderness that was a world away from desire. He also looked odd, something askew about him.

His eyes found her and his face brightened. He smiled. She smiled back, feeling slightly sick. He came through the ticket barrier after pushing his hand into all his many pockets for the ticket, which he eventually found. He put his arms around her, pulled her into the itch of his coat. He smelt medicinal. There was a bruise under one eye, and Clara wondered if he’d been in a fight. She kissed his cheek, suggested they have coffee. His rucksack, when he put it down on the floor of the cafe they went to, was bulging with hardback books. He wanted to pay for the drinks, but couldn’t find his wallet, pulled out the books, a clatter of pens, a meagre toilet bag, a pair of faded boxers and a rolled-up ball of red socks. There was a squashed packet of Brie he had bought as a present for Clara, who loved cheese.

‘Sorry,’ he kept saying. ‘It’ll be somewhere.’

‘I need to tell you something,’ Clara said when they were eventually sitting in a dark corner, each with a coffee in front of them.

‘I don’t want to talk about Leo and Tyler. I can’t.’

‘This isn’t about Leo and Tyler.’

He looked at her, and then away. He knew what she was going to say. He put his hands out as if to avert the words.

‘Let me speak first,’ he said. ‘It’s been a bad time. Leo, Tyler, the nightmare of everything. And coming after what happened to me at uni.’ He swallowed; she saw his Adam’s apple bob, sharp in his thin neck. ‘What I did, I mean. I know I haven’t been coping, and that’s been tough for you, and not fair. But, that’s all going to change. I’m going to get better, and I’m going to be better. Better for you, I mean. A better boyfriend.’

‘Jay.’

‘I’m going to stop taking drugs. I promise. I’m going to take myself in hand. You’ll see. It’ll be like it used to be.’

She had rehearsed what she would say. She just had to say it.

‘It’s no good, Jay,’ she said. ‘We can’t go on.’

He leaned forward, seized one of her hands in both of his.

‘You can’t do this now. Not after what we’ve been through. I know I’ve been useless. I mean, why would anyone want to be with me? I get that. But I love you, Clara. I’m going to get work; I’m already looking. I’m going to turn myself round. You’ll see. Everything’s going to be different. Give me a chance to prove myself.’

‘I gave you a chance. More than one.’

He was gabbling now, mouth forming strange shapes around the words.

‘I swear to God I’m going to change. But I can’t do it without you. You can’t walk away when I need you the most.’

‘Why?’ Clara asked, and a violent flare of irritation made her cruel. She felt like an assassin. ‘What about me? I’m not your mother, you know. I can’t be with you just because you’ll go to pieces without me. That’s not how it works. I can’t do it anymore.’

And she couldn’t, she knew that, although when she saw his brimming eyes, all she wanted to do was take him in her arms and comfort him for the hurt that she was causing.

‘But I love you,’ he said again. ‘I love you, Clara. And you love me. Don’t you?’

‘Not like that,’ she said, and made herself look into his eyes. ‘Not anymore.’

He stared at her. His pupils were enormous. A single tear trickled down his cheek, which he made no attempt to brush away. His chin quivered as though he would sob in earnest.

‘You don’t love me?’ he whispered, a small boy at her mercy.

‘Not like that,’ she repeated.

‘Oh,’ he said, like a sigh escaping him. ‘I get it.’

‘I’ll always care about you and be your friend,’ she said, remembering the words she had practised, which sounded empty and fraudulent. ‘I’m very sorry for this pain.’

He rubbed his eyes.

‘What’s going to happen to me?’

‘Jay,’ she said tiredly, ‘I can’t be responsible for that anymore.’

And yet, she thought, sitting on the train on her way to Beatrice’s, holding her little bunch of wilting flowers, her partner had been right. Clara had always felt somehow responsible for Jay, and tied to his emotional state. Twice, he had tried to take his own life. The first attempt had been a few days after she had ended their relationship, and her guilt was complicated rather than lessened by the anger she felt towards him for seeking to so brutally punish her. The second time was several months later. He had phoned her, weeping, telling her he loved her and was sorry, so sorry for everything, that he wished her happiness and that everything was his fault. His voice had been slurred, and in a panic she had called the emergency services. When she visited him in hospital, after his stomach had been pumped, Jay had been calm, sweet, defeated. She had kissed his hands and stroked his hair, and he had smiled up at her as if he was her child.

She sent him a cheery message: fancy a drink before we face everyone? Then added an emoji of two glasses tilted together in a toast, and a smiling face.
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Rudi Scott stared at the screen of his computer. Over the years, he had experimented with different ways of writing. He had tried notebooks. Loose sheets of paper. Index cards. A laptop, which could be used anywhere. Recently he had decided that writing was a craft, and just as if he was a carpenter, he needed his own workshop. He had converted a room in the back of the house, looking out on the lawn.

The room had been repainted in an undistracting shade of grey and he had bought undistracting framed reproductions for the wall: abstract paintings by Rothko and Kandinsky. He had a computer so powerful he could have edited a Hollywood movie on it. The room was like a shrine to creativity.

He had read somewhere that Graham Greene had written 350 words a day before breakfast. That wasn’t so much, just two or three paragraphs. If you wrote that every day, you’d have a full-size novel in less than a year. Even if you wrote 250 words a day. Good words. You’d still get a novel.

But what if you wrote no words a day? Or what if you wrote minus words? That is, you wrote almost a hundred words on one day, then reread them the following day and not only deleted them, but deleted what you had written the day before that? You could do that for all eternity and end up with less than when you had started.

People talked about ‘that difficult second novel’. After a handful of short stories published in magazines and anthologies, Rudi was still on his first novel, and that was difficult enough. There were so many distractions. So many things in the world, so many books, so many films, so many coffees to drink, so much happening outside the window.

Now there was Tyler Green. Back in his life and back in his head. It was by far the biggest thing that had ever happened to him. For years he had thought that he should write about it, and he had tried, but he had failed. The murder of Leo Bauer and the arrest and conviction of Tyler Green was like a bleeding oozing chunk of reality that had been dumped in front of him, and he had found himself incapable of turning it into words, shaping it into a story. He had tried it as a novel, he had tried it as a memoir, and then he had tried to forget about it and write about something different. He had written about many different things. The remnants of them were in different files somewhere on his computer, but none of them had amounted to anything.

When he received the message from Beatrice he had immediately thought: no, absolutely not, no way. He’d never liked the idea of school reunions. If you’d stayed in touch with people from the past, then why did you need a reunion? If you had lost touch with them, then you’d lost touch for a reason. But he could imagine what they would be like. People boasting about what they’d achieved, still trying to show they were cool after all these years.

But going to Beatrice’s house, meeting Tyler, that was on a whole other level. He was interested in seeing Beatrice, of course. He was curious about what had happened to the girl he had known, now that she was all grown up and a big lawyer married to a famous man. The thought of her gave him an ache in his chest. But he knew it was a curiosity that should be resisted.

He was curious about Tyler as well. What did he want with them? Why would he do this? But there were so many reasons he shouldn’t go. He had never even considered staying in touch with Tyler, let alone actually visiting him in prison. For twenty-nine years, Rudi had thought of him as dead and buried. He had tried to forget him. So why would he go and see him now? Only bad things would come of it.

He had talked to his wife, Celia, about it and she had agreed.

‘I think you’re absolutely right,’ she said.

‘You said that very quickly. Why? I mean, I’m glad you agree, but why?’

Her face took on a stern expression that he had come to recognise and slightly to dread.

‘You’ve never told me much about your past,’ she said, ‘and I haven’t asked you about it. But from the little you’ve said, I can tell that there was something very wrong about that group you got mixed up with. I know that we all go a little astray when we’re young…’ She paused and gave Rudi a meaningful look.

He didn’t reply. He was sure that Celia had not gone astray at all at any time, except, perhaps, when she had married him.

‘I think you did a good thing when you left all that behind,’ she continued. ‘I truly hope that Tyler Green has repented for his terrible crime. But I don’t know what he’s doing, wanting to see you after all this time. I wonder whether he’s trying to suck you all into some terrible scheme.’

‘On the other hand,’ he said in what was almost a mumble, ‘it might be a way of making sense of it all.’

‘What does that mean? Making sense of it all?’ She said the phrase as if she was holding it with tongs. ‘He’s a convicted murderer.’

‘He’s part of my life. I can’t deny that.’

‘He’s a part of your life that you managed to escape. I think you might be better off working on your novel than mixing yourself up in all of that.’

Rudi wished he hadn’t mentioned it at all, and in the days that followed he had said nothing. But now, looking at his blank screen, he was thinking not of his novel, but of his old friends, old lovers. Were they all now making their way across the country towards Beatrice’s house in North London? He felt like he was sitting in an old haunted house, hearing creaking sounds in the attic. They were probably nothing but he had to look, just to be sure.

He got up. He had decided.



‘You don’t need to go.’

‘I know that.’

‘I mean you really don’t need to go. I thought we’d decided.’

Rudi Scott kissed his wife on the cheek, breathing in her musky scent, the same perfume she had worn when he had first met her on a skiing holiday with friends, all those years ago. That was before he knew she was rich. But of course she was rich. Only those born into wealth have such poise, such assurance about their place in the world.

He took off his grey linen jacket and folded it neatly on the passenger seat before climbing into his car. He rolled up his shirt sleeves.

‘I don’t think you should. It feels all wrong.’

‘I won’t stay long. Everyone else has said yes.’

‘That’s no reason.’

Rudi looked at her solemnly.

‘I’m a writer,’ he said, with a self-deprecating smile so she could take it as a joke if she wanted to. ‘This is rich material, a tap root into my past. I’ll just
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