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1

The Assignation

When Neve pulled up the blinds, the kitchen sprang into life like a theatre set, empty and waiting for the familiar show to begin. She looked around: it was all a bit threadbare, the skirting boards scuffed and that crack running down the wall. She and Fletcher had been meaning to do something about it for years. There were wine stains on the table and a couple of cigarette burns, cobwebs drifting high up among the lights. Dinner from last night hadn’t been properly cleared away. There were dirty plates on the surface next to the sink and the milk had been left out. Last night: she let the memory pulse through her and then she pushed it away. Not now. Not here.

The clock said it was ten past seven. She filled a glass with water and drank it slowly, tied her dressing gown more firmly, took a deep breath and turned to face the room. The door opened on cue.

‘Morning,’ she said cheerfully to her eldest son.

Rory blinked, mumbled something, bobbing his head. He was wearing blue jeans, a blue tee shirt and a blue jumper. He had her Irish paleness and he was going to be tall, as she was: in the last year, he had grown by four inches, like a piece of elastic being stretched to the point of snapping. Sometimes Neve thought she could almost see him growing, his limbs elongating, his feet large and flat, his bony face exhausted.

‘You’re very matching,’ she said. She wanted to put an arm round him but she restrained herself; he had started to dislike being touched; hugging him had become a stiff, awkward business. He would soon be eleven. Next year he would be at secondary school and in uniform.

He sat at the table and she put a packet of cornflakes and a bowl in front of him and got the milk from the fridge. He only ever ate cornflakes for breakfast, and now he tipped a rustling heap of them into the bowl and covered it with a pool of milk. He pulled a book towards him and opened it. From upstairs came the sound of raised voices, a lavatory flushing, a door banging. With a jolt, she remembered the clothes she had flung into the washing machine last night and hurriedly pulled them out, into the clothes basket.

The clock said seven-fifteen.

‘Morning,’ Neve said again, still cheery. One of her jobs had always been to crank up the day, get them all going.

It was Fletcher entering this time, his hair damp from the shower and his beard newly trimmed. He barely looked at her, staring abstractedly out into the garden instead. She was grateful for that.

‘Tea?’ he asked.

She didn’t need to answer. She always had tea in the morning. Fletcher always had coffee. It was his job to make them and empty the dishwasher and put out the rubbish. It was her job to get breakfast down the children and make their packed lunches.

She shook oats into a saucepan and added milk and a tiny pinch of salt, put it on the hob to heat. She did it all without thinking. Connor had porridge with golden syrup on top every morning. Fletcher had toast and marmalade.

Fletcher poured water onto the teabags, then went to the stairs and shouted, ‘Connor! Breakfast!’

Dreamily, Neve stirred the porridge, feeling it thicken against the spoon. Her body felt soft and boneless. In the garden the autumn light was thick. She put one thumb against her lower lip and for a brief moment closed her eyes.

She heard, dimly, that Fletcher was saying something just behind her and looked round.

‘What are your plans today?’ He put a mug of tea in front of her.

‘I thought I’d go to the allotment. Make the most of my new free time.’

To be outside, she thought with a rush of relief, there in the coolness of the morning, sinking a spade into the earth, pulling up weeds, getting tired and dirty, blisters on her hands and soil under her nails and not thinking of anything. A few weeks ago, she had taken the plunge and gone half-time at work. She knew that in almost every way it was a foolish decision. She had always been the main earner and they needed the money more than ever. Mabel was about to go to university. Meanwhile, everything from the boiler to the roof seemed to be decaying in its own way. The gutters needed replacing and there was damp in the little room behind the kitchen. She would sometimes tot up figures, trying to make the sums come out differently, discussing it with Fletcher in a matter-of-fact way that wouldn’t make him feel diminished. ‘It’s just the way it’s turned out,’ she would say.

One evening a few months ago, after she had biked home from work through the pouring rain and was making supper, still in her yellow cycling jacket with soaking trousers and squelching shoes and water dripping from her hair, she had thought: I can’t go on like this. I’ve had enough. Enough of always being in a hurry, always a bit behind, always feeling there was something she’d forgotten; enough of feeling close to tears in meetings or of waking in the night with her head full of unfinished tasks and, behind everything, standing over her like a dark wall, the perpetual, relentless, bone-thinning anxiety about Mabel. Going part-time, working only three and a half days a week, was an experiment in carving out a space – just a small space – for herself so that she didn’t go quite mad. And look how that turned out, she thought.

Fletcher was emptying the dishwasher. She was rummaging in the fridge for something for the boys’ packed lunches. Now Connor was in the room, solid and round-faced and bristle-headed and loud, everything done emphatically while his skinny elder brother bent over a book about insects. Neve looked at her sons and her husband and for a moment they all seemed like wind-up figures, going through the motions of the morning, as they did every morning, in the routine built up over the years without even noticing, each with their allotted parts.

I can see you. The phrase fell through her mind like a smooth, round stone, so clear that for a moment she thought it had been said out loud and stared around her. Fletcher was slicing toast, frowning in concentration, the tip of his tongue on his upper lip. Or had it been: I can see you?

She unwrapped a block of cheese. How was it possible to feel so tired and so awake at the same time, so wretched and so exultant? Normal, be normal, she instructed herself.

‘Did you sleep OK?’ she asked Fletcher.

‘Fine. I didn’t even wake when you came in. What time was it?’

‘I don’t know. Not too late. But you were dead to the world.’ She picked up her tea and took a large, hot gulp.

‘After midnight,’ said a voice, cold and sharp as a blade.

‘Mabel! You’re up early.’

Mabel stood in the doorway. She was wearing a short, brown-and-black checked dress, ribbed tights, smart little ankle boots. Her brown hair, which left to itself fell in cloudy curls, was tied in tight plaits and perhaps because of this her face seemed thinner than usual.

‘I’ve been awake for hours,’ she said. ‘Maybe I haven’t even slept. Maybe I was awake all night. Don’t do that!’ She glared at Connor, who was digging his hand into the cereal packet and now scooped out a handful to push it into his mouth. He glared back at her; his mouth was too full to answer. ‘Anyway,’ she continued to Neve. ‘I heard you come in. After midnight.’

‘No wonder I’m tired,’ Neve said brightly. Perhaps too brightly. She had a sudden longing for a cigarette, though it had been years since she last smoked, unless surreptitious cigarettes at parties counted. She had given up when she had children. Stopped smoking, stopped drinking, stopped dancing till dawn and eating fish and chips for breakfast, stopped spending days wandering round markets with her gang of friends or taking off for an unplanned weekend by the sea with Fletcher because, well, why not? It wasn’t that she regretted these things because even now – or especially now, when she was putting it all at risk – she loved her life, her children, her husband. But why does no one tell you, she wondered, how hard it is? Except of course they do tell you and you don’t believe them. You think you can do it differently, cost free, carefree.

Mabel sat herself down at the table and Fletcher put a mug of ginger and lemon tea in front of her. Mabel always drank herbal tea at breakfast and if things were going well, she would eat some fruit, one blueberry at a time, one segment of a tangerine, with all the white pith pulled delicately off. No fruit this morning. Neve tried not to watch her. She seemed to have spent years watching her daughter and trying not to watch her, of always being on guard, heart like a bruise and throat clogged with dread but trying to behave as if everything was all right. In eight days, she told herself, Mabel would be gone – and what would she do then? Who would she be without her?

‘How was Tamsin?’ asked Fletcher.

‘Oh, you know. Still angry. She got a bit drunk,’ Neve said, busily spreading butter on slices of bread now. ‘I didn’t like to leave her.’

Fletcher turned the radio on for the seven-thirty news and sat down with his toast and marmalade. He was looking at something on his phone, intent. Connor was saying something about football after school. Rory was levering himself from his chair, still reading his book, all bones and sharp wrists. He needed new clothes; he needed hearty soup and collard greens and sticky toffee pudding. Mabel was taking tiny sips of her tea, her eyes watchful over the rim of her mug, her neat plaits framing her mutinous face.

There was a screech of a chair as Connor sprang to his feet and at the same time the ping of a text from Neve’s mobile that was lying on the table amid all the debris of breakfast, in full view.

She turned to look and then laid a hand flat over it.

‘Go and clean your teeth,’ she said to Connor. ‘You don’t want to be late again. Then you need to feed the guinea pig.’ She knew he wouldn’t.

She scooped the phone up and slid it into her dressing-gown pocket.

Mabel slid from her chair. ‘I’m off,’ she said.

‘You’re going out?’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Where?’ It was out of her mouth before she could stop herself, but since when had words become so treacherous? ‘I mean, it’s a bit early. Quiet, Connor, I can’t hear myself speak. Teeth! Now!’

‘A bit early for what?’

‘I don’t know. Don’t take any notice of me. I’m tired. I’ll see you later. If you’re around. Are you in for supper?’

‘I don’t know.’

Mabel put her mug down and left the room. The front door opened and then closed. She had always been good at sudden exits.

‘You do look a bit washed out,’ said Fletcher. ‘And your bruise is turning yellow.’

Neve put up a hand to touch her cheek, which felt puffy and sore. A few days ago, cycling home in the dark, someone had pushed her off her bike, or stumbled into her path – maybe a drunk man, or a person angry with the world. She had flown in eerie slow motion through the air, thinking, this is going to hurt, and landed in a heap on the road. Her cheek had been badly grazed and her jeans ripped.

She looked at her husband: his collar-length dark hair and his neat beard; his round glasses and behind them, sad, brown, watchful eyes. There were little creases on his face she hadn’t noticed before and the beginnings of a cold sore at one side of his mouth. He had a glum, morning air to him. In her pocket, the phone was alive, thrumming.

‘I’ll be fine. Early night.’ She remembered something. ‘You know that we’re going to Renata’s birthday tomorrow evening?’

‘Is it an early evening thing?’

‘More of a party.’

Fletcher groaned.

‘We’re out the day after tomorrow as well,’ Neve continued.

‘What do you mean?’ said Fletcher.

‘There’s a kind of college reunion. Jackie something organised it, and Tamsin.’

‘Jackie who?’

Neve thought for a moment.

‘I can’t remember. Yes. Cornfield. Jackie Cornfield. You must remember her.’

‘Vaguely. But why do we need to meet her for a drink?’

‘Because that’s what old college friends do. Not just her – us lot, and other people as well.’

‘This is going to be the week from hell.’ He stood up. ‘I’m going to see someone about a job. I’ll be back later.’

Neve allowed herself a moment’s thought about her husband. Maybe that was why he was in a sour mood. Fletcher was an illustrator. Or at least that was what he answered when people asked what his job was. But the money he earned mainly came from his painting and decorating jobs. It was work he despised. He hated not earning money and he hated earning it. Sometimes, when he had no work on, he would sit all day in the small room they’d made into his studio and Neve knew he didn’t even make a mark on the paper, and he knew that she knew. Sometimes, Mabel would be sitting in her room as well, or lying in her bed, the covers pulled over her. On those days, Neve always made an extra effort to fill the house with cheerful things: putting on music, turning all the lights on, baking cakes or biscuits, playing cards with the boys or being roundly beaten at computer games. It was like there was a button at the back of her neck: press it, and she would spring into cheerful-mother mode.

‘I didn’t know. I hope it goes well.’ She put one hand on his shoulder. They were almost the same height: shoulder to shoulder and eye to eye. Rory was going to be tall too and it was too early to tell with Connor. But Mabel was small and slight: their changeling child.

Fletcher picked up his jacket and left. Neve shooed Connor up the stairs, shouting instructions after him. Then she was alone in the kitchen again, the air stilling around her. She took her mobile from her pocket and keyed in the password. The text appeared on the screen: I’m free until midday. Come as soon as you can. There was no caller ID but it didn’t matter. There was only one person who could have sent it.

She put the breakfast things into the dishwasher, wiped the crumbs off the table and hung out the few clothes in the garden, the wind fluttering through the bright skirt and the white shirt whose top two buttons were missing. Then she finished making the packed lunches: sandwiches – cheese and tomato for Rory, cheese without tomato for Connor, an apple each and an oat biscuit. It was pretty uninspired but she’d forgotten to stock up yesterday. Yesterday: like a dream; or like the only thing that was real and everything else seemed thin and vague. She chopped a nectarine into a bowl and spooned yoghurt over the top and sat down to eat it with another mug of tea, while upstairs she could hear water running and an object being dropped heavily on to the floor. But she couldn’t face a mouthful.

At half past eight Neve saw Rory and Connor out of the door and watched them as they walked up the road, side by side but in their different worlds: Rory had earphones in and his shoulders were hunched together, his hands in his pocket. Connor looked small and robust beside him, and he walked erratically, slowing down then speeding up, swinging his backpack from one shoulder to the other.

At last she was alone. She went upstairs and took off her dressing gown, looking once more at the message on her phone and then turning it face down on the bed. She had a shower so hot that the water felt like needles on her skin, soaping her body all over, washing her hair and for once making the effort to blow-dry it rather than just rub it roughly with a towel. She cleaned her teeth for longer than usual, watching her face in the mirror as she did so. Fletcher was right. The bruise was turning yellow, which gave her a jaundiced, unhealthy air. In two weeks’ time, she would be forty-six. Next year, she and Fletcher would celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary. They had been so young and in such a hurry then, so sure of each other and their life ahead. Now there were tiny silver threads in her dark hair: no one else had noticed them yet. There were little lines gathering on her face. At night, lying in bed beside Fletcher, she sometimes had hot flushes that made her whole body heavy and oppressive, like she was drowning in the rising flood of herself.

She should go to the allotment but she wasn’t going to. She knew that one day, probably one day soon, she was going to regret this. Part of her, the part that watched and judged, already did.

She rubbed lotion into her body, cream on her face. She put on black knickers and a new black bra, snipping off the price tag, feeling slightly sick with longing, with danger, with guilt, with freedom, with being a stranger to herself. She pulled on skinny black jeans and her beloved, scuffed ankle boots, and then rummaged through her drawers till she found a jersey that was pale grey, soft against her skin. Small silver earrings. A beaten-up leather jacket that she had owned almost all her adult life. A bright scarf. No make-up: the first few times she’d worn some, but those days were over. She put perfume on her wrists and behind her ears, a dry, musky, night-time fragrance. It wasn’t even nine o’ clock but time had folded up on itself. She slid her bangle over her wrist.

Key. Mobile. Wallet. She put her new leather backpack over her shoulders. She wasn’t used to it yet; it was too glossy and had too many complicated sections, so she kept losing things in it. Her old one had lasted more than fifteen years, until it had been stolen from under her nose when she was at lunch with Renata and Tamsin. She lifted her bike down from its hook in the hall and wheeled it on to the pavement, mounted and swung out into the cool bright morning, heart lifting like a bird in flight. Away.

She had cycled the route from Clapton into town and from town back to Clapton so often that it sometimes felt almost invisible. She’d done it on hot summer nights in shorts and a tee shirt. She’d done it in driving rain with hands so numb that she could barely shift the gears. She’d cycled to business meetings, to Christmas parties and birthday parties and leaving parties. She’d cycled to markets and to shops and to funeral homes. She’d cycled when she was so tired that she almost fell asleep in the saddle and she’d cycled on bright sunny winter mornings when she felt awake to every glimmer of light, every ripple of sound. She’d cycled sober, she’d cycled stoned, she’d cycled drunk and on one startling occasion had decided to get off the bike when she had the distinct impression that the passing cars were talking to her.

She passed the corner of Hackney Downs.

Two men walked past carrying tennis rackets. People were pushing buggies. And she was cycling into town to commit adultery, having also committed adultery the previous evening.

Through London Fields, little children running around, dogs running after sticks.

Yesterday, she had cycled home in the darkness with no lights in a fog of wine and aching pleasure and guilt. It had been after midnight, as Mabel had sourly reminded her, when she’d opened the door softly, taken off her shoes and tiptoed up the stairs. In the bathroom, listening out for any sound, she’d hastily taken her clothes off and then crept downstairs again in the darkness, put them in the washing machine, switched it on.

Last night had been a sort of farewell: he was going to a conference for several days. This morning was unexpected; clearly he had found a few extra hours. It had been so long since someone had wanted her like that, urgently, every minute counting.

At the canal, she joined all the other cyclists in their gleaming helmets and high-visibility jackets heading into the busy centre.

Last night, when she’d got into bed beside Fletcher in the darkness, felt him shift his position and heard a mutter from him out of his sleep, she’d wondered how could he not know. How could he not sense it, even in his deep sleep? It felt like she was giving off an electric charge, sparks that would jab and sting at anybody near her. She had always thought that if one of them had an affair, the betrayal would explode their marriage, blowing the life they had painstakingly constructed over the years into glinting, jagged pieces. Yet she had betrayed Fletcher, day after day, and nothing had happened. He still slept peacefully beside her at night and rose with her in the morning; the boys went off to school and returned; Mabel still perplexed the family with her restless moods, swinging between charm and rage; Neve still managed the chaos of the house, went to work, saw her friends, paid the bills. Life continued in its tracks. Perhaps, she thought, it would be like a building that is demolished, holding its shape after the button is pushed, only gradually losing its outline, wavering, folding in on itself with a roar.

Pedalling along the towpath, Neve tried to think clearly, if only to avoid steering into the canal. She had seen that happen once to someone else. She wasn’t sure whether the man had been pushed or whether he had swerved to avoid someone or whether he had just been inattentive and missed a curve. But she witnessed the aftermath: a man in a suit, knee-deep in the water, one hand clutching his bike, one hand on the bank. She’d stopped with several other people to pull him and his bike up on to the land. He kept apologising. Everyone said it didn’t matter, but he kept saying sorry, to someone, for something. She mostly remembered being surprised at how shallow the water was, just a couple of feet. She’d always thought it was deeper.

Leaving the canal, she cycled through the smart little streets behind the Angel and crossed City Road down past Sadler’s Wells and on to Theobalds Road. A glimpse of the huge plane trees of Gray’s Inn. A throb of anticipation, and the shivery feeling that nobody, apart from him, knew where she was. In the last few weeks she had travelled into another country, a country where everything felt different, where the rules no longer applied. She understood with absolute clarity that what she was doing was wrong. She was deceiving Fletcher but she wasn’t going to deceive herself.

She had to concentrate as she went past Red Lion Square, lorries and buses and building works and fumes that made her cough. At the lights, she waited next to a cyclist delivering sandwiches, and as the lorry behind them revved its engine, they exchanged dismayed glances: the nightmare of High Holborn. The lights changed and a taxi swung across, almost hitting her, and then she was across Kingsway at last. She pulled on to the pavement, got off and wheeled the bike down Drury Lane, where she locked it to a post. She checked her reflection in the window of a sandwich bar.

The anonymous brick building in the small side street must have been a warehouse once but now, like everything else, it had been converted into apartments. Neve punched in the code and walked up the stairs. She took out her purse, easing the key out from where it was discreetly stowed behind a credit card, opened the door and stepped inside.

‘Hey,’ she called.

There was no answer.

‘Saul.’

No answer. Perhaps he had stepped out to buy something like coffee or milk. It was half past nine. She took off her jacket and hung it on a hook by the front door.

She walked along the little corridor and into the living room and suddenly there was too much to take in, like she had been blinded by the light or deafened by an explosion and then punched at the same time. She stepped back away from it until she felt the wall behind her, holding her up.

He was lying on his back and he was dead. Somehow she’d never even known the meaning of being dead until she’d seen those open eyes. They weren’t staring eyes. They were just things now, open and exposed. His mouth was also gaping open, as if in vast, unending surprise.

His head was framed by a pool of blood, dark red, smooth. His face looked dead but every bit of his body looked dead as well. His arms and legs were splayed in unnatural positions. His right elbow was caught under his body, which made his hand stick up. It was as if he was halfway through the process of turning over. It looked uncomfortable and Neve felt an impulse to make him comfortable, to pull the arm free, like when they had been entangled in bed together, sweating, out of breath and she helped him ease his hand from under her bare back.

The front of his grey suit had ridden up, exposing his belt and the lower part of his white shirt. One of his knees was slightly raised and a sock was visible, an improbably garish red and yellow. She knew those socks. Once they had stumbled into bed blindly and passionately and unthinkingly and afterwards, lying across him, she had peeled them off, belatedly, and he had laughed.

She looked around the room. At the far end, away from the street, was a small dining table. One of the chairs was lying on its side and she thought she could see what had happened. He had stood on the chair for something – to hang a picture? To change a light bulb? – and had slipped and fallen heavily, catching the edge of the table, tried to raise himself, failed and fallen back and bled to death.

Just for a moment she had the thought: what a terrible, stupid way to die. Then she saw something else, lying on the floor, but not within his reach. It was closer to her, near the street side of the room. It was a hammer, a big one. The handle was bound in blue vinyl; the shaft was silvery steel. But the head was dark, wet. She leaned down to look more closely. It was clearly blood. She stepped towards the body and almost immediately recoiled. The far side of his head, the side she hadn’t been able to see, wasn’t properly there. It was caved in. It was a dark mush. She could make out the fragments of bone.

As she raised herself up, she felt a swirling dizziness, as if she might fall over or be sick. She took a few slow breaths to steady herself.

She looked at the hammer and she looked back at the body. At Saul’s body. It was hard to think. It felt impossible to make sense of anything, but one thought slowly emerged and hardened and took shape. This was a murder. Saul had been murdered. She turned the sentence around in her head: someone had murdered Saul. He had texted her – what was it? An hour ago? More like two hours. And in that time he had been murdered.

She took out her phone ready to dial 999. She had never found it so hard to dial a number before. Her fingers were trembling over the keys and then she stopped, looking back at the table. It still had the remnants of the dinner from the night before, the dinner they had eaten together. Plates, cutlery, a half-empty salad bowl. But no wine bottle and no wine glasses. She didn’t need to look for them, she knew where they were. She walked back and along the corridor where they had staggered last night, entangled in each other, clutching the glasses and the half-full bottle, and she opened the bedroom door and was hit by the smell of perfume, her perfume, and other smells, the smells of bodies.

The bed was unmade. There was a glass on each side of the bed. The empty bottle was lying on the carpet.

There was a little chair in the corner and, for the first time since she had entered the flat, she sat down and made herself think: not about herself, not even about Saul, who she had loved, or been in love with at least, and who was dead and she would never see again or hold again. No. She thought about Mabel, about her terrible last years, everything that she’d come through. She’d been such an eager little girl, optimistic and vulnerable, but in her teenage years that had changed; the house had slowly darkened and dread had gripped the family. Perhaps it had been because of the drugs; perhaps because of the boy she had lost her heart to in that agony of first love; perhaps just because she was a teenager and full of turbulence and longing. As Neve stood there, her phone in her hand, she remembered those times: Mabel crouched in the corner of her room, her knees drawn up under her chin, vomit on the floor beside her, staring at Neve with dull eyes. Mabel not coming home. Mabel coming home at dawn, lipstick smeared across her face and her clothes ripped. Mabel in hospital on that awful night, tubes in her arm, her face almost yellow. There had been days when Neve and Fletcher had thought she wouldn’t survive. Every time the phone rang Neve’s heart would thump wildly. But she had. What would happen when she discovered that her mother had been having an affair, that her beloved father had been betrayed? Would everything unravel, the life that had been so painstakingly stitched back together?

Neve stood up and walked through and looked at Saul lying on the floor.

He was dead. He had been murdered. But it wasn’t about her or them. That was irrelevant to whatever it was that had happened here. She looked at her watch, understanding that she needed to make up her mind and then she needed to act. The blinds on the windows facing the street were closed. Nobody could see in from the office across the street.

She decided.

First things first. In the bedroom, she pulled the sheets off the bed, the cover off the duvet and rolled them up. She fetched the towels from the bathroom (they were still damp from last night). She fetched the little hand towel from the second lavatory. She pushed them into the washing machine in the little kitchen. Was there anything else? She couldn’t think of anything. She put it on a quick wash: twenty-eight minutes.

She slid off her bangle and put it on the surface near the sink, then found some kitchen gloves under the sink and pulled them on. She took a series of trips between the table and the kitchen, loading the plates and glasses into the dishwasher. She’d cleared the table and all the surfaces. Was there anything she’d forgotten? Again she walked around the flat. In the bathroom was a glass with the two toothbrushes in. It was so stupid, but suddenly she couldn’t remember which was the one she had brought, so she took them both.

She closed the dishwasher and put it on the shortest wash: thirty-four minutes. The larger items, the salad bowl, a saucepan, serving spoons, were in the sink. She scrubbed them thoroughly and laid them out to dry.

This was only the beginning.

She pulled the black plastic bag out of the kitchen swing bin. It was about a quarter full. She tossed the two toothbrushes into it. Then, standing there in the kitchen with a dull ache that started in her chest and spread up into her throat, her ears, her head, like a low hum of pain, she made herself think. She had to do this systematically, room by room, making sure she didn’t miss anything. She had to remove every single trace of herself. Saul was dead but Mabel was alive. She had to hold on to that.

She took a second plastic bag from under the sink for the things she would take away and started where it was easiest: the bathroom. Taking off her soft jumper, she laid it in the hall with the vague sense that she mustn’t spread fibres around. In the medicine cabinet, there was a packet of condoms: she dropped it into the bin bag. Her hand cream, her migraine tablets and the little round bottle of perfume: she’d keep those. She slid the cotton-wool balls and the half bottle of shampoo standing on the side of the bath into the bin bag. The stub left over from the candle they’d lit, lying in the warm water together in the guttering light, and she blinked away the image. Later, that would be for later. Not now. Bin bag.

She sprayed detergent into the tub and scrubbed it thoroughly and even sprayed underneath it. Wiped the taps. Threw away the nail brush and the soap, just in case. Sprayed and scrubbed the sink. What had she touched? She tried to remember. Had she put a hand on the little mirror where now she saw her face and was startled by the pale severity of her expression, the puffy bruise, and the ghastly absurdity of the new black bra? She sprayed the glass till she was only a misty blur.

Next, the bedroom. She took the two bags in there and for a moment stood, quite slack and dismayed. Was she really doing this? She reached under the blind and opened the windows wide. This room needed wind blowing through it, to get rid of the smells of the night before. There was a tumbler on the floor by her side of the bed – as though they had sides of the bed, she thought, and been a settled thing, a couple. She took the tumbler to the kitchen, washed it and put it on the draining board, then returned to the bedroom. First, she looked under the bed. There was a tissue, an old train ticket, a receipt for a takeaway they’d had a week ago, a pen without its top. Into the bin bag.

Every new object set off a small, sharp hit of memory. Neve felt like her body was being jabbed, over and over. By his side of the bed was a postcard she’d given him of a Modigliani painting she’d always loved; she hadn’t written anything on it. They didn’t write to each other. Why would they? They had seen each other most days, walking past each other, pretending not to notice, looking in the other direction. How did nobody realise? She would keep the card. And the lip gloss, the deodorant, a pair of tights. From the wardrobe, where a few of Saul’s shirts hung alongside one good suit, she found a favourite tee shirt that she had no memory of wearing there but which needed to return home. She knelt to make sure nothing had rolled under the chest of drawers and as she did so heard a faint sound. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Her whole body was locked in terror: someone was in the flat, moving softly around. But the sound died and she understood with a loosening rush of relief that it was simply the wind blowing through the open window and shifting the blind. She returned to her hunt. She was sure she had left some underwear here, but although she looked everywhere, in each drawer, under pillows, even under the mattress, she couldn’t find it.

In the kitchen, the dishwasher had seven minutes left to run and the washing machine two. Neve stared at the little red light in impatience, willing it to go faster, watching the tangled sheets and towels coil past in the round window. The machine gave a small judder. One minute. She put away the saucepan, the salad bowl and serving spoons. When would he be missed? When would someone come looking for him? Just thinking of a knock at the door made her break out in a prickling sweat.

The washing machine gave a bright ping and she pulled the door open, hauled out the wet sheets and towels and crammed them into the dryer, turning the dial and hearing it chug into motion. She thought of her own clothes from last night billowing on the line at home.

She spotted her bike lights on the hall windowsill, next to a trophy Saul had been given just last week for ‘innovation in management’. It was a modernist block of rough stone with his name engraved into it. He’d said the only place it could go was in the lavatory, but it hadn’t even got that far. She picked up the bike lights and dropped them into the bag.

Now for the living room. He was in there. He. Saul. Saul was in there with his mashed-in head and his empty eyes, but she still had to do it. She took a deep, heaving breath and entered. At first, she tried not to look, but somehow that made it worse. She could feel him there, this dark mass of blood and body, solid and cooling. Suddenly she wanted to touch him, but she mustn’t touch him, not in rubber gloves like a professional, handling the body; and not without gloves like she was his intimate, leaving her prints on his skin. She gazed down at him, at the body that used to be him, and for a brief moment let another version of the story play in her mind: Saul opening the door in this grey suit and white shirt, taking her hand, drawing her in, closing the door, giving her that smile and then not smiling anymore. They had both known what harm they were doing – and Neve wasn’t someone who did harm, not like that. She was the wife, the mother, the worker, the friend, with silver threads in her hair and lines gathering on her face.

At last she turned away. There was a drawing she’d done here, when she was telling Saul what she grew in the allotment. She’d made little sketches of the vegetables as she talked, pencilled doodles of courgettes, squash, garlic, green beans, chard, beetroot. She screwed the paper into a ball and dropped it in the rubbish bag. A book of short stories by women that she’d left here and would take home with her. The drier was rumbling in the kitchen. She moved around the room, around the body, picking things up, leafing through books, looking under cushions on the sofa. She glanced at the stack of work-related things on the table, folders, invoices stapled together, brochures that Redfern had produced, then left them.

With a flash of memory, she remembered the poem she’d written out for him, because he’d pressed her for a memento he could carry around with him. He had been half serious and half ironic, ardent and performing being ardent, so that even in the first shock of passion she’d thought to herself, he’s done this before. She never asked him. It didn’t matter. Laughing, she had written out the only poem she knew by heart, the one she performed when tipsy at parties. ‘Jenny kiss’d me when we met,/Jumping from the chair she sat in . . .’ Jenny was Neve’s middle name so she had always felt the poem belonged to her. Where was it now?

She went into the hall and found his overcoat and his wallet. The rubber gloves made it hard to search but she didn’t dare take them off so she rifled clumsily through all the contents until she was sure there was no poem. Then she had a terrible thought: perhaps it was on him, in his pockets. Returning to the room, she knelt beside the body, half squinting so as not to clearly see the wound, and made herself pat at his pockets, then put her hands into them, first of his jacket and then on his trousers. His body shifted under her tentative hands. Was he already getting cold? Were his limbs stiffening and his blood congealing? No poem. Maybe it was at his home, tucked into some secret place. The police would find it and show it to his wife and to people at work, asking: do you recognise this handwriting? Or perhaps it was in the drawer of his desk at work. And they’d find it there as well, and everyone she worked with would know. And then Fletcher would know. And then . . .

She stood up. Perhaps he hadn’t kept it.

Another thought. His mobile. Where was it? She gazed around wildly. This flat was just a little pied-à-terre for him to stay in when he was working late or starting early, with few objects in it: a shelf of books, some work folders that were stacked on the side, a fridge with not much food, a freezer containing ice cubes, a change of clothes. At Neve’s house, it was easy to lose things because of the layers of clutter that had built up over the decades, but here it was hard. Neve understood that she wasn’t thinking clearly at all but was behaving like a drunk person trying to remember how to be sober. At the thought, terror pumped through her. Her movements became jerky and her hands were trembling. She could hear her blood thundering in her ears. She had been wandering around sluggishly, but she had to get out of here. She had to get out of here quickly. Every second counted. What did she have left to do? The washing. Yes. She practically ran into the kitchen and opened the drier. The bedding was still damp and she gave a little whimper as she turned the dial for ten more minutes.

The dishwasher. She opened it and pulled out the plates, the cutlery, the mugs. There was a crash as she dropped a glass. She picked up the shards and could feel one cutting in through the rubber of the glove and into her thumb. She swept up the rest and put them in the bin bag.

What was she forgetting? The kitchen looked spotless but she was suddenly convinced there was a mistake somewhere, so large she wasn’t seeing it. She went back into the living room and looked down at Saul, as if he was the mistake. His face was beginning to change, to darken. She felt that she couldn’t bear it, and yet there she was doing what she was doing.

Back in the kitchen, she took the laundry out of the washing machine: still a bit damp, but it would have to do. It took her far too long to put the cover on to the duvet, which became unmanageable and got twisted up and lumpy.

At last it was done. She peeled off the gloves, put them into the bin bag, which she knotted together. Saul had told her that in this area rubbish was collected every day of the year, even on Christmas Day. She was about to open the door when she realised she was still only wearing her bra and she almost laughed – or maybe she was almost sick, on the wooden floor of the disinfected flat where the smell of perfume and sex had been overlaid by that of detergent and bleach. She pulled on her jersey, then her jacket and scarf. She’d cut her thumb on the glass and she sucked at it, thinking how easy it would be to smear blood on the door as she left. Her hands didn’t seem to belong to her and her face was tight and rubbery, like a mask had been pressed over it. She pushed the door open a few inches, waited for any sound, stepped out on to the landing and closed the door.

She was assailed once again by the feeling that she’d left something vital behind and stood motionless, one leg forward. The feeling wouldn’t go away. She opened up the little letter box and peered through but saw nothing. She got the key out again, managed to get the door open without dropping it, and went back inside. On the kitchen floor was the plastic bag with all her things in it: she’d nearly left it there, with perfume, book, tee shirt, tights. She picked it up and thrust it deep into her leather backpack, then went and took a last look at Saul. It seemed like his body was shrinking, or the room was getting larger. Had he once been Saul? She gazed at him as he receded.

‘Goodbye,’ she said out loud, but her voice sounded tinny and artificial. The flat was full of noises, rustles and creaks and the bang of a pipe. The air stirred around her. Her skin prickled, but when she turned round, no one was there.

Out on the pavement, Neve tried to jog away from the building, the bin bag banging against her, but her legs felt boneless and her breath was coming in painful gasps, as if the air was thin and she couldn’t suck enough into her lungs. She slowed, tried to walk calmly and look normal. The sun was in her eyes and nothing was real. That little room she’d left wasn’t real, but a set where violent death had been staged. The scene in front of her, that wavered and lost its outline in the golden light, wasn’t real. Her affair with Saul was just the fever dream of a woman in her forties who had grown weary of the slog of family life.

She left the bin bag outside a Turkish restaurant, in a pile of other identical bags. What now? She looked at her watch: twenty to eleven. For a moment she couldn’t think where she’d left her bike. Drury Lane, that was it. So she made her way there, walking very slowly, in her new underwater world. As she mounted it, she suddenly thought of the CCTV cameras that people are always saying you can’t get away from. Perhaps she’d already been filmed and soon detectives would be looking at grainy images of her going into the building at just before half past nine and leaving at shortly after ten-thirty, and all of this would have been for nothing. She pulled her scarf over the lower part of her face and cycled away, wobbling in and out of stationary cars, half blind.

On the canal towpath, she braked and got off her bike. The thought of simply heading home was unbearable, for what would she do amid the shabby clutter of family life? Fletcher might be there, or Mabel, or both, and she’d have to behave as though nothing had happened, stutter out her lines and act being herself. She wasn’t ready. The thought came to her, with the dull thud of truth, that she would never get over this. If she had just had an affair, a mid-life fling, she could have come out on the other side, guilty but intact. Gradually life would have resumed its old shape around her. A day would have come when the memory lost its dangerous edges until at last it was just a blurred soft thing in her mind, shuffled in with all the other memories. But this changed everything, made it more solid and more dangerous. What had been an affair had become a death. A murder.

There was a little café on the water and Neve locked her bike to the racks beside it and went inside. The only other occupant was a young woman with a rope of brown hair coiling down nearly to her waist and a buggy in front of her. For one crazy moment, she had the thought that the baby was Mabel; things were sliding impossibly together. It looked like Mabel used to: small and bald, with a curious expression on its round face. She had been such a placid baby, such a settled and enigmatic toddler. Fletcher and Neve used to congratulate themselves on the job they had done as parents.

She asked for an Earl Grey tea and took it to the seat by the long, low window. A burly man with a deep scowl on his face very slowly jogged past. She wrapped both her hands round the mug for the comfort of it and took a small, hot sip. The sludge in her chest eased a bit. She stared at the world outside but wasn’t really seeing it.

Neve had met Saul nine months ago, when the large, successful company he managed took over the tiny, failing company she and her three friends had founded when they were in their late twenties and not long out of art school. His company was called ‘Redfern Publishing’; theirs ‘Sans Serif’. They used to design and typeset pamphlets; chap books; books that had tiny print runs but were beautiful objects with thick rough pages, carefully selected fonts and marbled inside covers; posters for music festivals and poetry readings. At Redfern, they still dealt with some of their old customers but they also designed conference brochures and trade magazines. Gary said that they had thought they could conquer the world, but the world had conquered them. Actually it had been a relief to finally admit that their exhausting glory days were over and they could be employees at last, with regular pay, working hours and a pension.

Neve felt she should have remembered her first meeting with Saul. It should have been something strange or romantic or funny. But there had been so much else going on. She and Fletcher were just getting to the end of that awful two years with Mabel, watching their daughter fall apart and then trying to put her together. They had more or less put her together, or, really, she had put herself together, but it still felt she might unravel at any moment.

And there was all the business of moving offices, from a ramshackle place just off Seven Sisters Road to a bright sparkling space next to the Old Street roundabout. There was the emotional baggage, of course, but most of all there was real baggage, years and years of stuff that they’d accumulated: cabinets full of letters and documents and original designs and pieces of artwork. Some of it was beautiful and really deserved to be framed, some of it was financial documentation that needed to be preserved, some of it was a sentimental reminder of old times and a great deal of it was rubbish. The problem was deciding which was which. It felt like they weren’t just being taken over. They were leaving home and moving house and having a nervous breakdown at the same time.

Meanwhile, Saul was just one of the suits. Before the move, Neve and her three friends had had many meetings where someone in a suit or some people in suits talked through issues with them, lectured them, rebuked them, instructed them. Saul must have been there sometimes, but it was all a blur and she couldn’t actually remember which ones were him and which ones weren’t him.

Once they were installed in the Old Street offices, he was just one of the people they’d see around, like the disapproving woman in the office next to theirs or the various men and women at the front desk or at the coffee machine.

But as she gulped at her tea, burning her mouth as a way of shocking herself back to life, she couldn’t stop herself thinking of him that first proper time. She was alone in the office, working late, when she heard a voice behind her.

‘You should go home.’

Neve looked around; he was leaning in the doorway. ‘Is that an order?’

He stepped inside. ‘I’ve always thought you can get everything done by six,’ he said.

For the first time, she looked at him properly. He was tall, with short dark hair touched with silver and a very light grey suit that had a sheen to it. She remembered thinking that he was so not her type. She’d always gone for the outsiders, the lost, the tormented. Saul did not look like any of those. Nice eyes, though. Grey-blue, slightly amused. Sitting in the café, she thought of those eyes staring up at the ceiling.

‘When we first started,’ she said to Saul, ‘when we had a big project, we’d sometimes work right through, the whole night. At three or four in the morning, someone would go out and buy bagels and we’d eat them and drink coffee and just carry on working.’

He gave a smile and leaned against the desk opposite her. ‘When you first started,’ he said. ‘So what happened?’

‘We got older, got married, had children; well, I had children anyway. Some of the magic goes out of working late if you have to arrange a babysitter. And the idea becomes a bit tiring and you don’t really feel like a bagel in the middle of the night.’

‘And yet you’re here,’ he said.

‘My husband’s at home. Don’t worry. I’ll turn the lights off when I leave.’

He turned to go and then stopped and looked at her again. ‘I used to do that too,’ he said. ‘I don’t mean work. I’d never work all night. That’s insane. But when I was at college, I remember going to parties and doing stuff and afterwards I’d get back to my room at seven or eight in the morning and go to breakfast and have a fairly normal day. If I had a time machine, I’d go back to myself and say, enjoy this while you can, because when you’re fifty – actually I’m not yet fifty, that’s next year, but even so – when you’re fifty you won’t be able to do this.’

‘The worst bit,’ said Neve, ‘is that at fifty, you won’t even want to do it.’

‘Stop,’ he said. ‘That’s enough gloomy observations about being old. By the way, you can’t turn them off.’

‘Turn what off?’

‘The lights. When you leave. It’s all done centrally. It’s some rule I never quite understood.’

Neve thought of his words now, talking of when he would be fifty, an age he would never reach.

It wasn’t much, looking back on it, that meeting, but from then on they nodded at each other in the lift or if they passed in the corridor. When the other people in the office criticised him in the way they criticised everybody and everything at Redfern, she didn’t join in.

She bought another mug of tea.

How could this have happened? Who could have done this to him?

A week or two later, she was coming out of the office and found herself in the lift with him and they started talking.

‘I’m surprised to see you at this time,’ he said. ‘When I think of you, I think of bagels at three in the morning. I just can’t help it.’

Neve was surprised by the idea of his thinking about her at all, but as they emerged on to the pavement, he suggested going for a drink. He immediately held up his hand.

‘Before you answer,’ he said. ‘I’m going to say that this is not about work. I won’t be talking about business plans. I won’t be asking you to evaluate your colleagues. It’s not a secret interview.’

‘All right,’ she said.

What did she remember about that first drink together? She remembered the bottle of wine on the table. He looked at the menu and said that if they were going to have more than a glass then it was cheaper to get a bottle. Even so, it felt like giving in to something. What did they talk about? She could only remember what they didn’t talk about. They didn’t talk about work. They didn’t talk about children and the difficulty of having teenagers. Neve knew he was married and he knew she was married but they didn’t talk about it. He didn’t say his wife didn’t understand him. They didn’t talk about getting older and putting on weight and going grey and becoming invisible. They just talked. It was easy. Nice.

Now, sitting at that table with his body on that floor a mile or so away, Neve remembered that evening almost like a silent movie. His smile. His surprisingly smooth, hairless hands. Almost delicate. She remembered his alert look. She didn’t remember what she said but she remembered him nodding, paying attention, laughing. She didn’t remember what he said either, only that as he spoke he had lifted his hands eloquently and looked at her, properly looked at her. And perhaps it was then that she had understood that she had been starved of that intimate, urgent sense of being looked at, noticed, recognised – or perhaps that came later.

The only bit of conversation she remembered was afterwards, when they left the bar and he accompanied her to where she had locked up her bike.

‘I had to see that you really had one,’ he said. ‘That it’s not an imaginary bike.’

‘I really do have one.’

‘Where’s your helmet?’

‘I don’t have one of those.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I don’t want to.’

‘Why?’

‘I want to feel free.’

‘Free and brain-damaged?’ he said.

‘They don’t necessarily go together.’

Brain-damaged. Brain-damaged. At that moment, he may have pictured her, sprawled on her bike under a lorry or a bus. And now she could picture him.

‘We should do this again,’ he said.

‘All right.’

Another of the things Neve remembered from that evening is that he didn’t crowd her. He sat opposite her, didn’t press himself against her, didn’t lean over her. He didn’t touch her arm or put his hand on hers.

But, after she had unfastened her bike and was holding the D-lock in her hand, he kissed her goodbye, first on one cheek and then the next. And then – somehow this wasn’t initiated by him or by her but by both of them – they kissed on the lips, at first softly, then more urgently. She opened her lips. He tasted of the wine they had drunk together. Neve didn’t feel twenty-five again, but fifteen, with everything in front of her. It had been so shockingly intimate that she felt faint. They moved apart and looked at each other, a little dazed.

‘Fucking hell,’ she said.

‘I don’t,’ he began. ‘I don’t usually do this.’

Even then, Neve was certain that wasn’t true but she didn’t mind. He was just trying to be polite.

She didn’t remember anything specifically about what happened when she got home. Perhaps Rory was reading and Connor was playing football in the tiny garden, banging the ball into fragile shrubs and ploughing up the grass into muddy runnels. She probably cooked dinner. Maybe she had an argument with Mabel. She couldn’t even remember if Mabel had been there. Fletcher would most likely have been in his room. They would have all eaten together – something they’d always done even during the worst times.

Afterwards, perhaps they looked at something on TV, one of the series they watched as a family, or perhaps they played cards, or maybe everyone retreated to their own spaces, Rory to read, Connor to play a computer game, Mabel to do whatever Mabel did in her room: brood and stare at her pale face in the mirror and huddle under her bedclothes and cry. Sometimes the house felt happy and full of light and comfort, and sometimes, no matter what Neve did, it was heavy with gloom. She and Fletcher would have gone to bed together. Did they have sex? They still did fairly regularly, even after all these years and his bouts of depression and Mabel’s more flamboyant, even lethal, form of despair. They had tried to keep holding on to each other, despite the temptation to turn away from each other because of the pain. But she couldn’t remember that night.

The one thing she really remembered about that evening at home was lying in bed in the dark with Fletcher breathing softly beside her. She thought to herself: what happened? There in the dark she had a completely vivid memory of the feel of Saul’s lips, the unfamiliar taste of him. She thought about it and her reaction to it as if it had been someone else.

He’s going to ask me, she thought. And yes, she thought. Yes, I will.

Neve finished that second mug of tea. She knew she mustn’t think about Saul like this, stepping back into the past. She would drive herself insane. Besides, there was so much else to think about. This morning’s text; that was one thing. Wasn’t that text as potentially incriminating as leaving some trace in the flat? It occurred to her that it was the first text she’d ever received from him; she had never phoned him and she hadn’t even known he had her mobile number. She pulled out her phone, clicked on it and then deleted it. But what did that mean? Was a deleted text really deleted? Wasn’t everything kept somewhere? Wasn’t everything recoverable? She did a search: are deleted texts really deleted?

It turned out there was good news and bad news. When you synchronise your phone with your computer, the deletion becomes permanent. The bad news was that, so far as she could understand it, it might or might not be kept by the phone company. She thought about the text. It didn’t refer to the flat specifically. Or to her. Or to him.

But wouldn’t the text also be on his phone? So where was the phone? The obvious answer was that whoever had killed Saul had taken it.
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