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ABSTRACT

There is a Persian expression “khoon mikesheh” that loosely translates to “blood pulls”, a saying that
describes the mystical connection of family. There are many ways in which this expression is used,
most interestingly to describe family members meeting for the first time who are immediately close or
share an inexplicable bond of familiarity, comfort and love. The overarching narrative of the novel is
based on this idea; two related women albeit strangers, Layla and Lara, who share a connection
despite their generational gap and geographical distance.

The novel starts with a young Layla in Persia weaving a carpet for her lover, a narrative device that
allows the novel to travel to modern day London (and Lara) and then full circle to an aged Layla in
Iran. Lara searches for something that she cannot quite explain and in doing so the novel explores a
number of themes. Thematically it examines the age-old question of whether anyone is ever
knowable, the construction of self and memory, and the concept of choice (which is constrained by
race, culture, gender and sexuality, among other things). The overarching theme is the complexity of
‘love’ in all its guises and the lies we tell ourselves to justify our behaviour, abuse, addiction, control,
infidelity.

The novel is written with three discrete sections and each one reflects different narratives. The novel
has an introductory scene that acts as a prologue to introduce Layla, who is then seeded throughout
the narrative. The first section Reunion, examines the relationship of Lara and Sebastian, the first
policeman to arrive on the scene when Lara’s mother died. While Lara is more present throughout the
novel, almost equal weight is given to the POV of both characters, with a view to looking at the
construction of their flawed, and at times disturbing, relationship. The second section, Conversation,
focuses on the relationship of Clarissa (Lara’s mother), Sam (Lara’s father) and Lyla. It is crafted to
show the relationship of the characters partly through the conversation of Lara and Lyla, Clarissa’s
notebook and their individual memories. The final section, Beginnings, returns to an aged Lara. It
demonstrates how the betrayal by her lover shaped, not only Layla’s life but also the path to Lara’s
existence.
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“For the sake of one wish yet unfulfilled he thought
but little of everything else that heaven had granted him.
That is how humans are made! If prayers remain unanswered,

do we ever reflect that it may be for our own goodr”

Layla and Majnun,
Nizami Ganjavi

Tabriz, 1941

A drop of blood fell on to the half-finished carpet. Layla had been holding the silk thread so
tightly that it had sliced into her skin. She leaned closer to the loom and rubbed the stain, only
for it to smudge further into the butterfly. Its delicate cornflower wings were now blemished.
She wondered whether Amir would notice the flaw; it was to be a gift for him on their wedding
day. She unravelled her fingers from the thread for the first time in hours, stood up from the
wooden stool and stretched to relieve the ache in her neck.

Drawn to the window, Layla was blinded momentarily by the brightness of the snow,
which had come thick and fast in the morning, and seemed to have covered the whole of Tabriz,
across the mountain peaks and enclaves, along the old walkways where thousands of feet once
trod. Some said Tabriz was the birthplace of Adam and Eve; as Layla looked out across the
cloudless sky, she could almost believe it was the origin of humankind. Everything seemed
serene and calm; it was so silent outside, it felt like the world had stopped moving,.

She was looking out for the boy who usually brought the post, hoping to see him come
down the mountain pass, holding the letter she longed for. All her letters for the past month
unanswered. It wasn’t even that she could ask her father, Baba hadn’t visited them for months.
He had sent word that there was unrest in Tehran. Layla knew that already, she read between
the lines of the newspaper articles praising the Shah. The world was at war and Persia wouldn’t

be allowed to stay neutral for long; no matter that the Shah spoke of impartiality, people always



took sides. Layla didn’t wish for war but she hoped the unrest was the reason for Amit’s silence.
y p

She closed her eyes and touched her fingers to her lips, haunted by the memory of the summer.

He pressed his lips against hers in the sand dunes. The gentle sound of the waves, the sea
virtually lake-like in its calmness, his body shielding her from the relentless sun. His hand found
its way underneath her blouse and rested on the bareness of her flat stomach. The heat of his
calloused fingers as he stroked her skin. He groaned, tried not to put the full weight of himself
against her but she could still feel the firmness of his body. In all the years they played as
children, she couldn’t remember a time that he’d touched her bare skin. He shouldn’t be
touching it now. Except one day she will be his wife and it didn’t matter because wasn’t she his
wife already and had been ever since the day she had met him, eight years old. He had looked at
her then with the same intensity as he did now; his eyes so black she could barely see this pupils.
The first summer in Ramsar, they had arrived late into the night and she had barely fallen asleep,
when the light of dawn touched the room. She stirred, her eyes opening to a face looming close
to hers, studying her as if she was one of his butterfly specimens.

I’'m Amir, he announced. Her throat was dry and she had to swallow three times before
she could answer.

I'm Layla.

I know who you are. We’ve been waiting for you to arrive.

Now it was her turn to wait. Although Layla’s eyes began to hurt from the brightness outside,
the mountains always seemed to draw her in, the endlessness of them that held the secrets of the
world. And she had always loved the sight of first snow even though the winter ahead would
often be long and gruelling. Smoke rose from her grandparents’ home, which was in a dell and
more sheltered than their house. She hoped they were all right; she hadn’t been able to visit for
a while and now that the snow had settled, it would be even longer. There were times that Layla
wished they had moved closer to the city as her father had urged, away from the remoteness of
the village where one could be lost for days on end, but her mother was stubborn. Now with
rumours of troops and war, perhaps it was a haven to be hidden away after all. From the corner
a muted moan.

‘Are you alright Maman-jan?’

T'm cold,” her mother said, barely a whisper. It was the first time she had spoken since
breakfast when she had refused to eat. Layla fetched a log for the fire even though it was already

in full blaze, and placed an extra blanket on her mother, who appeared to be asleep again.



Back on the wooden stool, her muscles still stiff, Layla studied the carpet. Would Amir be
touched by all the species of butterflies she had crafted for him, carefully copying from the

patterns that she had sketched last summer in Ramsar?

She leant against the bed with the sketchpad resting on her knees. It was the third sketch; she
sharpened her pencil again to draw the intricate pattern of the butterfly’s wing. _Apatura iris, she
read the name aloud. It’s the purple emperor, Amir said. She had to stop often to pull the
display box closer to her face. There was a time that Amir didn’t let anyone touch it, not even
Layla, now he didn’t refuse her anything. Amir was stretched out on the bed; he had crept in
when Foroogh had left an hour ago. They were alone as they had been many times in previous
years, except now it was different. Preoccupied with sketching, she hadn’t noticed that he had
grown bored of his book and was now watching her. His head was resting on his outstretched
arm; he reached out and moved the hair from her neck. She startled and smiled, her eyes not
leaving the sketch, and he watched the downy hair on the back of her neck reacting to his
forefinger, as it traced a circle on her skin. He shifted himself on the bed until his head was next
to hers, then he brushed his lips in the same place he’d just touched her. She tried to curb her
desire. Growing up their relationship had never been confined, with this new intimacy it was
difficult to revert back to a place of boundaries.

Amir...

Layla...

He put his mouth on hers until she shifted away from him. Sometimes she could hardly
believe that this was how they were now, no longer the children of summers past but lovers of
summers ahead.

It is not right...not proper.

You didn’t seem to mind when we were on the beach yesterday. He laughed when he saw
her blush and kissed her again. More fervent this time. When he pulled away, he could see the
concern in her expression.

You are going to be my wife, Leli.

His hands stroked her arms, that were tanned even though she tried to stay out of the sun,
then rested on her ribs.

We mustn’t. Her voice was firm, harsher than she meant.

He moved away from her. She feared that he would grow bored of her lack of

wortldliness; he lived in Tehran, life was different there. Hadn’t she felt it summer after summer?



Her half-sisters dressed in clothes that the Europeans wore, and shared conversations that Layla
didn’t understand. She could sense his irritation even though his face was turned away.

Amir. ..

Why won’t you marry me now Leli, why do we have to wait? My mother was thirteen
when she married my father...you’re already a year older than she was...all this hiding and
secrecy. I want everyone to know how I feel about you, how I have always felt about you.

It was the same argument they had over and again for the past few weeks. She had begged
him not to spoil their time together; she wanted to savour every moment.

You didn’t feel that way about me last year.

Words full of a bitterness that she didn’t feel. But she couldn’t forget. The longing Layla
felt when Amir barely seemed to notice her. It was the same longing she now saw in her half-
sister’s expression. Maryam had lost none of her loveliness except sadness touched the perfect
face. Layla had seen no kindness from her siblings, but she wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

Will you ever forgive me? His pained words, she knew he felt remorse. She reached out a
hand and stroked his cheek.

Layla had told him she forgave him on the day she left the previous summer. But she had
made none of the usual promises. And he had watched as she got into the car — unlike in other
years where they had agreed to say goodbye the night before because neither of them could quite
face the separation — and stood impassive as it pulled away. Yet there were tears in his eyes. She
had pressed her palms against the window as though to reach out and soothe him. When the car
started to pull away, she turned her gaze to the rear-view window, watching as he faded into the
landscape of palm trees and green mountains. Even when she could no longer see him, she
imagined that he was still there, staring after her.

Amir asked her again whether they could ever erase the previous summer, the same way
he’d begged in his letters in the intervening months.

I have always been in love with you...even last summer, I was a fool. He took her hand
and held her palm against his cheek.

One more year, Amir.

He sighed, perhaps from the sadness in her voice, and climbed off the bed pulling her to
her feet.

One more year. I’d wait for you forever my love. You are my Layla and I am your
Majnun, as we have always been.

She smiled at their childhood nicknames, not having the heart to remind him that the love

story ended in tragedy.



I will always be yours, and you mine, he whispered.

Her mother spoke in a raspy voice from the corner where she lay.

“What it is, Maman?’

But she wasn’t speaking to Layla, she was chanting a prayer. The rules were no longer
observed; her mother didn’t face east nor did she have her prayer mat, God won’t care Maman,
Layla had told her.

‘Where are you now, Allah?” Layla whispered.

‘He’s here, Leli.” Her mothet’s voice so clear.

‘Maman?’

‘Allah is here. I can see him Layla, can you not see the brightness in the room?’

‘It has been snowing outside Maman, the light...” But her mother was already chanting
again.

Layla sat by her for a time, until the light in the room faded and her mother’s words
became gentle snores; the pain ebbed away from her face as she slept. She thought about
making supper, instead she wandered back to her carpet and picked up the threads. On days
when Amir’s absence was unbearable she convinced herself that she had to finish the carpet,
took comfort that by the time the last thread was weaved, it would somehow be right between
them. On days like today, when her mood was more sanguine, weaving gave her no comfort.
The weight of her sadness lay within its threads. Her tears and now her blood infused in the
pattern. Although it held her happiness too, she had started it in the promise of their future.

‘Layla...it is the most beautiful carpet you have ever woven.’

Her mother’s face was turned towards the carpet; her eyes sharp and clear.

‘It’s not finished yet, Maman.’

There was something about her mother’s face in that moment that made it difficult for
Layla to look away.

‘What do you see?’

Her mother smiled.

‘The colours, the lights, the tones...it’s far more beautiful than anything I have ever
woven. I didn’t give many things to you my love, and I never wanted you to learn...but when I
see what you have created...it’s a touch of heaven.’

Layla turned her gaze from her mother, towards the carpet, wondering whether perhaps

her mother was hallucinating. And they stayed that way for a while, both staring at the carpet, so



quiet that Layla assumed her mother had dozed off again except when she checked, her mother’s
eyes were still fixed on the carpet.

‘You’re making it for him, Leli?’

‘Maman?’

“The man that you love.’

In all the years, Layla had never mentioned him. The summers in Ramsar had not been
something Layla liked to speak about, to talk of it would betray her mother somehow, even
though it was her mother who had encouraged her to go that first year. It didn’t mean that
Maman liked it; even as young as eight, Layla understood that. She would have liked to have
shared with her mother the pleasure of trips to the beach, learning to swim, the sunsets, the
scratchy feel of sand against skin, the grand restaurants, and how in the evening she learned to
read with her father’s first wife. But even that would have only been half-truths. The summers
in Ramsar mattered for one reason. And Layla never wanted to speak of him, for fear that it
would ruin what was between them, the mystical connection that everyone in Ramsar could see.
Their love was no secret, despite what they believed.

Today was different; today Layla couldn’t deny Amir.

‘T don’t know whether he will ever see it, Maman,” she said after a long while, almost to
herself.

‘Leli, come here.’

Layla took her mother’s bony hand, brought it up towards her mouth, and tried to heat the
icy fingers with her warm breath.

‘I know that you sometimes question Allah, that you read so much that you don’t always
believe the sermons you’re told but I want you to know... things happen for a reason.’

Layla nodded, not because she believed it.

‘Good and bad, you have to believe that there is a reason...it will give you strength when
the light seems so dim, when it seems it is about to go out.”

Her mother squeezed her hand so tightly it hurt.

‘Baleh, Maman,” she said to appease her.

‘Layla, read me the poem.’

‘Maman, I've read it to you a thousand times.” But Layla fetched the book nevertheless.
She ran her fingers over the title; where was her Majnun? With a sigh, she began to read the

Vverse.

10



After a while, her mother drifted off to sleep again. Layla stayed there, gently stroking her
mother’s hand and listening to the uneven raspy breath, then she inched herself off the bed but
her mother suddenly reached out to her again.

“Your carpet will bring him much happiness Layla but if it is given in sadness, it will pass
the sadness too.”

T'm not sad, Maman.’

She kissed her mother’s forehead, in the same way that her mother sometimes would in
random moments of affection.

‘Sing to me, Leli.’

‘Maman.’

However, Layla started to hum an old love song.

Layla trailed her fingertips across the threads, with no intention to weave anymore that
day. She carried on humming as she wrapped herself in her father’s old coat. Outside the snow
was so deep that by the time she was back inside, the wetness on her shins had already begun to
freeze. She lit all the lamps, even though it wasn’t quite dark enough, comforted by the smell of
paraffin that she had loved since she was small.

Later that night, when Layla climbed into bed with her mother, the biting wind slammed
against the shutters, and the moonlight seeped through the gaps casting shadows of unusual
light. She had dragged the bed to the living room weeks ago, when her mother could no longer
make the stairs. Her mother had watched with a smile; had she really once wished for a boy?

The mattress was warm when Layla tucked herself under the blanket. She moulded her
body around her mother who was lying in a foetal position and barely took up any space. With
gentle fingers she traced the length of her mother’s spine, the flesh so withered that she could
feel each bone in the vertebrae. Her mother didn’t move. Layla nestled her face into her

mother’s neck, and took a long inhale. Despite her sickness, she smelt the same as she always

had. Of honey.

In the moonlight, they walked along the shore, letting the break in the waves wash against their
bare feet. Sometimes he stole a kiss. It was their last night together. They shared their dreams
and planned where they would live, the type of home they would have. They talked about where
they would travel and how many children they wanted. She told him of her aspirations of being
a teacher, he appeased her because he didn’t really like the idea of women working. He told her

she could do what she wanted, because he was enslaved to her. Their whispers in the darkness
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almost became a single sound, one voice. He read her mind, the way they had always been able

to, he quoted from the poem, the same lines she had recited to him all those summers ago.

Those who heard them listened in delight,

and so similar were the two voices that they sounded like a single chant.

The fire had diminished during in the night; her mother’s shivering woke Layla. She crept out of
bed when it was close to dawn, stoked the fire and put on more socks. She placed another
blanket over her mother, climbed into bed again to get warm. It didn’t take long for the room to
heat and soon her mother’s shivers seemed to still. Layla climbed out of bed a second time, lit
the stove and filled the samovar with water. Overnight it had snowed more, the ground was
covered by at least a metre. She looked closely again at the butterfly she had crafted, yesterday’s
stain still visible in the early dawn light but today Layla didn’t seem to mind. She would begin on
another butterfly, the one that was his favourite. She would replicate in silk thread, every
specimen that he had ever caught and kept in the display box. When she closed her eyes she
could see him, teaching her about each one, his face so near to the glass that his breath left
circles of mist on the pane. How old was he then? Eleven, twelve maybe...yet last year, when
they no longer played as children but became something more, he would still study those
butterflies and when he remembered she was there, he would seek out her gaze, realise she was
already looking at him, and he would smile. In that moment, he was exactly as he had always
been. The same Amir.

Layla set about breakfast, even baked some fresh bread, and when dawn finally broke the
sun was so bright, it lit up the entire house. She walked to the window, wondering whether she
could feel the heat of its rays. She saw him then, the boy that delivered the post, wrapped in his
coat that was too big, and wearing a fur hat. She opened the door before he had the chance to
knock.

‘Salam, Miss Layla.”

‘Salam, Hassan.’

‘It’s so cold everywhere... below freezing, they say there is going to be more snow, worse
than last year.’

‘How are your parents, Hassan-jan?’

‘My father says he saw soldiers in Tabriz last week.”

Hassan stamped his feet against the ground; the sole of his boots seemed to have come

away.
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British?’

‘Russian.’

They chatted for a while, and when Hassan pulled out a newspaper from his inside pocket,
Layla realised there was no letter for her. Hassan started to blow on his hands. She told him to
come inside; he refused at first but he always did.

At the table, Hassan warmed his hands on the glass of his tea that Layla gave him. Layla
knew that he had chosen the seat with deliberation. He didn’t sit with his back to Layla’s
mother, that would be rude, but he made sure that he didn’t look in her direction either. That
would have been improper — even though Layla had covered her mother’s head with a small
scarf — it was haram for him to look at her while she lay in bed. ILayla laid out the paper, saying
she would read for her mother, even though her mother hadn’t stirred. She glanced at a few
headlines until she paused on an article about the war.

“The British told the Shah to expel any German citizens.’

Hassan nodded, as if he was worldly and already knew.

‘The Shah nobly denied the request.’

Journalists were deliberate in their choice of words about the Shah, noble, gracious,
splendid, but she wondered what they would write if they had a choice. Layla read the article
word for word, worrying that there would be a repeat of the last world war of which the adults
always spoke. Thousands of Persians had perished, starved and sick because the Russians and
British had seized their food and medical supplies. The bitterness of occupation still resonated
among her countrymen; they loathed the sense of entitlement of the British Empire and detested
Russia equally.

When she finished the article, Hassan stood up to leave. It wouldn’t be right for him to
stay longer, but he couldn’t resist the fire one last time and held his hands against the flames.
Layla went in search of some of her father’s gloves, even though they would be far too big.

At the door, Layla tried to look interested when Hassan warned her about the wolves his
father had spotted close to the houses on the other side of the mountain.

‘My maman says they are looking for shelter.”

On the mention of his mother, Layla fetched a bowl of rice pudding, flavoured with
brown sugar and saffron, and sprinkled with crushed pistachios, which she knew Mrs Ebadi
liked.

‘God be with you, Miss Layla.’

‘Goodbye, Hassan-jan.’

13



Layla watched as Hassan made his way back up the path, placing his feet in the footprints
he had made eatrlier, until he disappeared around the side of the mountain. The frozen air had
turned her cheeks pink and her eyes burned. She told herself that her tears were because of the
wind, and not because she realised in that moment that even Amir he did write, the letter

wouldn’t make it to her until the snow began to thaw.

They were under the water, holding their breath for as long as they could, the salt stinging their
eyes. Even when they came up for air, she went down again, loved the peace of the undersea.
She waited until she felt the burn in her chest before she surfaced, and saw that they had swum a
long wait out, her feet didn’t reach the seabed. She put her hands on his shoulders to steady
herself, feeling the tightness of his muscles under her touch. He pulled her closer, drops of
ocean on his black lashes. His forehead rested against hers, their mouths parted but didn’t
touch. His hand cupped the back of her neck, then ran down the length of her spine, his fingers
wrinkled from the water. The sun began to sink into the sky, they would need to leave soon. A

little while longer, he said.

Layla made herself tea, tore off a piece of freshly made bread, and went back to the paper on the
table. But she was too distracted and soon resumed her place on the stool next to the loom. It
didn’t take long before she was meticulously weaving the silk threads, copying the sketches
centimetre by centimetre. Butterfly after butterfly. Hoping that Amir would see her love in the
carpet.

Layla could do nothing other than wait. For him. For a letter. That was all she could do.
And pray.

Only when a letter finally arrived, it wasn’t what she was expecting at all.

14



Reunion

“He broke my heart. You merely broke my life.”
Lolita. Vladimir Nabokov.

15



One

Lara watches the apartment building, obscured from the shadows of a shop doorway. The sun is
going down; yet at the height of summer, it’s still light. She has been waiting for a while,
shivering even though it’s still unbearably humid, hesitant because she can’t remember how she
came to be there. She thinks about leaving, more than once, except she’s not sure where she
could go. Perhaps she should just book a room somewhere; she can’t remember whether she
has any money. He is there then, at the apartment building, his back to her, fumbling at the
keypad. His shirt is damp and creased; the sleeves have been carelessly rolled up, and a thin line
of sweat runs along the length of his spine. His hair has grown down over the collar.
Everything about him seems older than the memory she has of him. So many years had passed.
She can’t recall the last time they had spoken, although it doesn’t matter to her now, it’s just
important that she gets to him. She steps out into the light, on to the cobblestones, and holds
out her fingers to touch him, but then the door opens and he disappears. Her hand stays
momentarily in the air, her fingers are shaking more vehemently now. Underneath the nails,
dried blood. She looks about her before stepping back into the shadows. It takes a while before

she has the courage to try again.

The apartment is hot and sultry even after Sebastian opens all the windows. It’s on the top floor
of a building that sits by the riverbank of the capital, a city that seems to be suffocating. He’s
slightly drunk; he’d like another beer but decides on a shower first. He strips quickly and soon
the ice-cold water purges him of the pollution that clings to his skin, his forehead and palms
resting on the stone tiles.

In the kitchen, the cat meows and rubs itself against his leg, reminding him of its presence.
Not that he needed reminding, the litter’s rancid smell had hit him as soon as he opened the
door. He sighs at the cat and opens a tin of tuna, despite Sophie insisting on dried food. She’d
probably call him petty; he’d tell her that it’s the price to pay for always expecting her own way,
her cactus on the windowsill, the fridge magnet with a quote by Coco Chanel, the pile of cookery

books. And now a cat that he doesn’t want to look after.
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He is relieved to see a couple of cold bottles in the fridge; he opens them both, drinks the
first almost in one gulp, and takes the other to the living room, where he slumps on the sofa.
The late evening shadows pass across the brick walls and move along the wooden floor; outside
the lights of the city trickle across the river. Sebastian never takes the view for granted. He had
seen the apartment long before he knew about the inheritance, pretending to the agent that he
was in the market because he’d always wondered what the flats were like along the river. And
then a random phone call that his mother had passed and left him all her money. Sebastian
didn’t even know that she had any because he didn’t really know much about her. Just vague
memories of their arguments. As a child he would lay in bed — when it wasn’t dark enough to
fall asleep but he was too afraid to venture out of his room — and listen to their raised voices.
His mother always said something along the lines of, I don’t belong here. When she had finally
left, he had assumed that she’d gone back to France. Decades later, he discovered that she lived
in a small house in the next town from their family home. It was then that he came to
understand what she meant about not belonging.

Sebastian’s father had been too hurt to discuss the separation, and later he couldn’t even if
he wanted to. Sometimes when Sebastian thinks of her, he tries to remember the details, the
sound of her voice, the feel of her skin, her scent. But he can’t. He does remember how she
pronounced her name, Juliette, with the soft sounding jay, and the way she said his name. No
matter how long she lived in England she would never lose her Frenchness.

Alcohol makes you morose, Sophie had said on more than one occasion. He drinks the
rest of the beer, wondering what she is doing at that moment in New York. The month apart
might do them some good, although tonight he wishes he could also leave London behind for a
while. He smiles in the half-light and stretches out on the sofa.

I’m not morose, Sophie.

The apartment is still; the radio plays Chopin, which lulls him to sleep.

A piano sonata is playing on the radio when Lara nears the door to his apartment. She hesitates
before knocking; perhaps it’s not a good idea. What if she is wrong? What if she doesn’t know
him or he doesn’t recognise her? Another mouthful of bile; her clothes are wet, her skin hot and
sticky. She presses the buzzer, holds it down. The door unlocks.

“Yes?” He is frowning, an expression she remembers.

You’re Sébastien.’

At first, he seems not to know her, then she sees a change in his expression.

‘Lara?’
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She collapses into him and he catches her as her legs cave.

Lara feels something cool against her skin; her eyes are heavy and when she opens them she has
no idea where she is.

‘It’s okay,” a voice says. She tries to focus on the figure that looms above her. There’s a
look of concern about the face, his eyes seem to be frowning. She’s lying down, her body
sticking to the leather. She glances around, everywhere so white, she hasn’t been here before.

‘What happened...’

“You passed out. I carried you inside.”

‘I know you...we know each other.”

‘Of course.

“You’re Sébastien,” she repeats.

“Yes.’

‘You were there...’

‘What are you doing here, Lara?” He is looking at her quite intently. She can’t control the
shaking. She sits up; her head dizzy.

‘We were friends—’

‘T haven’t seen you in years.’

‘—weren’t we?’ Lara is looking at him so earnestly, he hesitates for a moment.

‘We haven’t seen each other in a very long time,” he says again, then as an afterthought he
adds, ‘but yes, of sorts.’

T’'m so cold.’

He fetches a throw from the other couch and wraps it around her shoulders. Lara is
sitting quite still now, her hands clasping the edge of the seat.

‘You’re a policeman...you were there...at the house...’

‘Well I'm not really a policeman anymore—

‘I thought you would be able to...but I shouldn’t have come,” she says, looking about her
again, until her gaze drifts to the window and settles on the river.

‘Are you hurt?” He says, crouching down so that his face is level with hers. She shakes her
head. “Your shirt?’

She looks down at herself, touches the blood, which is dry and ingrained in the fabric,
confused to see it there.

‘Let me call a doctor.

‘I’m not hurt. Someone was hurt. I had to see you...’
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‘Who was hurt?’

The cat jumps on to her lap.

‘Get down Vlad.” He’s about to brush the cat off but she stops him, wrapping both her
arms around the cat, then she looks back towards the river and grows still again.

‘We were friends, right?” She repeats again and again.

‘Lara, can you tell me what you’ve taken?’

She tilts her head and studies him; she can see the concern on his face. Impatiently he
brushes the hair from his eyes. He keeps looking towards the door, he probably wants her gone.
Although, she somehow knows he won’t abandon her.

‘Should I go?” She asks, not meaning it at all.

Not answering her, he asks how she knew where to find him. She shakes her head,
repeating over and again that she’s in trouble until he sits by her on the couch and takes her
hand. She was right; he wouldn’t abandon her. He had been the same before when they had
known each other. She looks down at their hands.

“You need to tell me what you've taken.’

Her eyes stay on their hands until he shifts his away.

‘I can call a doctor...or is there anyone else?’

‘No,” she almost shouts, then immediately regrets the outburst. Perhaps she’s wrong and
he will throw her out at any moment. ‘I’m sorry.’

There is a long pause between them. She puts her hand on his knee.

‘We were friends...I didn’t remember... not until I saw you. You by the river, and I heard
a laugh...you laugh... and I recognised you. You used to be kind to me back then. I remember
that.’

He opens his mouth as though he’s going to ask her something then seems to think better
of it.

‘Why don’t I make some tea.’

In the kitchen, after Sebastian puts on the kettle, he reaches for the whisky and drinks straight
from the bottle. Lara, in his apartment, after all these years. His phone buzzes. He ignores
Sophie; he wouldn’t know what to tell her. Part of him is thinking about getting Lara out of
there, but he also wants to know what she wants. She looks afraid, and the blood. Bloodied
Lara, just the same as when he had first met her. The image of which had haunted him over the

years. He can’t let her go, not like this, without knowing. He takes another gulp from the bottle.
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Everywhere is quiet. She should run. But she’s so terribly tired. And she chose to come here.
It was the first place she thought of, even though it had been a while since she had followed him.
He walked past her, laughing; she wanted to see his face. In that moment his name came to her,
Sébastien. He put his arm around the woman so that his elbow rested on her shoulder and his
forearm hung loosely over her chest. Lovers. It had taken an hour to reach the apartment
building. She could tell the place was his by the entitled way he leant forward and punched in

the access code.

As Sebastian carries through the mugs, he is taken by the surreal moment in which he finds
himself, Lara sitting in his living room, stroking Sophie’s cat, that is now nestled by her feet. He
hands her a cup of Sophie’s camomile tea.

“T'ry and drink this.’

She startles at the sound of his voice. She bites her lip. She takes the cup.

‘Where did the blood come from?” he says, despite planning a gentler approach. She looks
down at her shirt again and says nothing.

‘What kind of trouble are you in Lara?’

She shakes her head.

‘I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.’

Still nothing.

‘Lala”

Lara realises then that they must have been close; she hasn’t heard this nickname in a long time.
A memory comes to her. They’re sitting in a café somewhere, she’s drinking hot chocolate, the
skin on her face tight because she’d been crying for a while, and his face intent and
compassionate as he listened to her. The memory makes her eyes sting.

He kneels before her, careful not to touch her. She turns away from him, too embarrassed
by the flow of tears which she can’t seem to stop, no matter how hard she concentrates.

‘T’'m sorry,” she says.

He doesn’t know if he should touch her but he can’t leave her like that. He is careful about how
he puts his arms around her. She succumbs to his touch, sinking into him; she’s adrift and he’s
the anchor. They stay that way until his phone buzzes.

‘I need to take this.’

Before he leaves, the duplicitous cat jumps on her lap again.
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He takes the call in another room.

Lara can hear his voice but none of the words that he is saying. She strokes the cat and looks
beyond the window towards the river. The unerring city lights sink into the Thames; it feels like

the world is bleeding.

When Sebastian returns to the living room some moments later, Lara asks whether she can stay.
He doesn’t answer; instead he asks her more questions, which she doesn’t answer. She keeps
repeating that she just had to find him. He can’t tell whether she is lying but he can see that
she’s afraid, that much is clear. At one point, she gets up, grabbing her dirty bag and heads
towards the door.

‘Don’t go.’

He tells her to follow him and leads her to the spare room, where he makes up the bed.
Lara watches him from a chair in the corner. At times he turns to her and gives her a reassuring
smile but mostly her face is vacant like she doesn’t see him at all. It’s two a.m. by the time he
finishes and Lara looks ready to collapse.

‘All done,” he says, but his eyes are drawn to her bloodied shirt. ‘Let me give you
something else to wear.’

She looks down at herself.

‘May I have a bath? I'm dirty.’

‘T only have a shower... but of course...come on,” he says, and leads her to the bathroom
where he hands her one of the towels that Sophie had carefully folded. She is sick then, all over
herself and the clean towel, and the shaking is now uncontrollable. He takes the towel from her.
Lara props herself against the wall and starts to undress. She pulls off her shirt, not seeming to
care that she almost naked in front of him; it’s him that turns away.

‘Does my lack of modesty make you uncomfortable?” Her body sways; she holds her arms
out to steady herself, almost in a dancer’s pose.

‘T can’t let you get in the shower like this, you will fall.’

‘You can join me.” There is a hint of a smile about her, an offer, and she reaches her
hands behind to undo her bra. His hand covers hers.

‘Leave it on, Lara.’

She smiles, and steadies herself by clutching on to his arm. He helps her into the shower.
The design of the cubicle makes it awkward to steady her and adjust the faucet at the same time,

and soon his clothes are wet.
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‘Do you think you can stand alone? Perhaps lean against the wall.’

He is trying hard to not touch her, and even harder to ignore how lovely she looks.

Lara’s tears are back; the comedown isn’t helping. She’s violently shaking and her hair
covers her face. He feels his own eyes sting; it had always been that way with her.

‘May I?” he asks.

When she nods, he strokes the hair from her face. He reaches for a sponge, adds Sophie’s
soap and brushes it along her shoulders. Her skin is pulled so thinly over her bones that any
amount of pressure from him could snap them. He runs it over the scars on her arms and she
presses her palms against the tiles, much the same way he had earlier. He lathers her bleached
hair, thinking how brittle it had become; the life had been squeezed out of it, the way it had

drained out of her.

Lara closes her eyes as his fingers massage her scalp. She remembers that he had washed her
hair before, the way one might a lover, she wanted him to be her lover back then, but he

wouldn’t.

They are finally out of the shower and he is wrapping the towel around her. He leads her to the
bedroom and leaves her sitting on the edge of the bed in the spare room, to fetch a towel for
himself and a change of clothes, and to clear up the mess. When he comes back ten minutes
later, she hasn’t moved; it’s as though she is incapable of doing so without him.

He finds a clean t-shirt, which he helps her put on, and her wet bra soon soaks through
the fabric.

“You need to get out of your wet... things...your underwear,” he says, but Lara doesn’t
respond.

‘Lara?’

Yes?’

‘Did you hear what I said?’

‘My underwear?’

‘It’s wet.”

“Yes.

‘It’s not going to be comfortable to sleep in it.”
‘No.”
But still she doesn’t move. He sighs.

‘May I?” he asks; she gives a slight nod.
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He undoes her bra through the fabric. He reaches inside the sleeve of each arm and pulls
down the straps. He puts the bra on the bed without looking at it.

He looks away as he reaches under the hem of the t-shirt, and pulls on the fabric of her
knickers by the hip, as quickly as he can. Somehow the harder he tries to not look and touch
her, the more intimate it feels.

‘Let’s get you into bed, Lara.’

When he pulls her to her feet, there’s a wet imprint of her on the duvet. The movement
seems to wake her momentarily because she shifts the covers aside and climbs inside. He wraps
the duvet around her, hoping that it will help the shivering, even though he knows the tremors
have nothing to do with the cold. Lara puts her arms around him and won’t let go.

T’'m scared,” she whispers.

‘Nothing is going to happen to you here.’

‘Please stay.’

‘Lara...

‘Please, just lie with me. I’'m too scared to be alone...’

He sits for a while contemplating.

‘Just for a little while.”

He stretches out on the bed next to her, on top of the covers.

‘We were close?’

‘It was a long time ago, Lara,” he says with a sigh.

‘But we were, weren’t wer’

‘You were alone... lost, you needed help.’

‘And you helped me?’

He doesn’t answer for a while, and from her breathing he thinks that she may have fallen
asleep.

‘I can see bleeding.’

‘Where did the blood come from?’

Her breathing is heavy. Still, the right thing to do would be to call a doctor or one of his
former colleagues but he can’t bring himself to do it. It would feel like a betrayal.

‘Lara?’

‘My mother was stabbed, wasn’t she?’

‘You say that like you don’t remember.’

But she’s lightly snoring, already asleep. He turns on his side to study her. She looks

different, yet oddly the same. Older, wearier, more lovely. He had cared for her once. Deeply.
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He reaches out his fingertips, about to stroke her face and then thinks better of it.

Sebastian inches away until he is standing over her, and it’s only when his mobile phone
beeps that he creeps out, tiptoeing towards his own room where he collapses on his bed too
tired to undress.

I miss you.

It’s evening in New York. His thumbs hover over the phone. Before he can find the right
words, she sends another message.

How was your day?

Again, he hangs back. He sees that she is typing again.

You there?

OK, perhaps you’re already asleep. If I don’t speak to you, hope you sleep well. I love
you.

He lies back now thinking of Sophie. She wants more from him; he had been considering
for a while that he should give it to her. He keeps thinking of her words, men have all the time
in the world and you are younger than me.

He tries to sleep but he’s overtired. Resigned he gets out of bed again and wanders back
to the spare room. He hadn’t pulled the blinds in there earlier, and the streetlights cast a muted
shadow across the bed. Lara is asleep on her stomach, half covered by the duvet, her bare calf
hanging over the edge. He leans in closer to her face. Her lips are slighted parted and her breath
is heavy. He lingers as if watching her sleep will help him figure out what the hell she’s doing
there.

Sebastian has not seen her in over ten years; they had met in the worse circumstances. She
was barely a teenager back then, he wasn’t that much older himself. She had lost her mother;
how could he have turned her away? One day, she left. Disappeared. At first, he hadn’t been
worried, she’d do that, go missing sometimes. But after a while, when there was still no sign of
her, he grew worried. He wanted to ask her stepfather but what would he have said? He
thought for a time that she was spiting him; he decided to let things play out, assuming that she
would be back in touch when she needed him. Except he hadn’t expected that it would be ten
years until that happened.

Now Lara is back, entirely incoherent about how she came to be there, or why — and that
worries him, even more than the blood all over her. What is he supposed to do with that? The
only thing he knows with any certainty, is that she’s an addict. He reaches out and strokes her

hair from her face, his earlier reticence forgotten.
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Lara turns over, throwing her arm casually over her head. Sebastian holds his breath
momentarily. When she doesn’t stir he studies her for a while longer. He likes that he can keep
looking at her uninterrupted, yet as she sleeps, a prickliness takes hold of him. He fetches a glass

of water then heads towards the study; there’s no way he will sleep tonight.

For a long while, Sebastian reads in his office and the apartment is calm and still, until Lara
screams and startles him. There are a string of words, none of which are discernible. He shuts
down the computer before hurrying to her.

‘No,” she screams louder as he reaches her.

‘Lara.’ She is lost in another place. ‘Lara.’

‘No. Stop. No. I'm sorry” Her breath is short and fretful, and when he takes her
shoulders, her skin feels damp. He has to shake her hard to wake her. Her imprisoned eyes scan
the room and then she stares at him but he can see that she hasn’t registered who he is.

‘Lara, wake-up, it’s me.’

‘Seb?’

‘You were having a nightmare,” he whispers, as if she’s still sleeping.

She nods, trying to calm her breathing.

‘Do you remember what it was about?’

She looks at him awhile, still shaking under his touch, until he can’t bear it and moves his
hands away. She places her own hands where his have been, hugging herself in the darkness.

‘He found me.’

‘Who?’

Lara shakes her head.

I feel awful,” she says, and looks awful in that beautiful way that Lara always looks.

‘Stay with me. Please. I don’t like the dark. Please, Sébastien.’

He slips in beside her, she presses herself against him and soon she is asleep again. His
eyelids feel heavy and his last thought is that he will figure it all out in the morning. Outside the

Thames laps in the moonlight.
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Two

The duvet lies crumpled on the floor; the sunlight streams through the gaps in the blinds and the
heat on his bare skin wakes him. Sebastian doesn’t sleep in this room despite it being the master
bedroom; there are too many windows and the weather has a way of seeping inside.

He finds Lara in the kitchen, fiddling with the coffee machine. She’s still wearing his t-
shirt, her legs long and thin; the bruises on her arms a deeper purple in the morning light. He
looks around for his phone, not remembering where he had put it the night before.

‘It’s gone twelve,” she says, as though she can tell what he was thinking. She opens the lid
of the machine and starts to look for the capsules.

‘God, really?’

She nods but doesn’t look in his direction.

‘Here let me do that.” As he moves towards her, Lara moves away.

‘Where are my clothes? It’s time for me to go.”

He follows her, puts his hands on her arms. Lara flinches.

‘It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” He waits for her to relax. ‘Come on.’

Sebastian leads her to the breakfast bar, his hand lightly on her elbow, and pulls out a stool
for her. Lara perches, ready to make a run for it at any moment. Her eyes are clear, despite the
agitation, but she’s trembling.

‘I need to go,” she says again, although this time she sounds less convinced.

‘Let’s make some coffee and then we can talk. Besides your clothes are still wet, I need to
put them on the balcony.’

Lara nods and her eyes drift towards the window, looking out on the river the way she had
the night before. He fills the cups to the brim then takes them to the bar and swivels her stool
so that she is facing him. They are close but not touching, and sip coffee for a while, not talking.
There is no colour in her cheeks. She has scraped her hair back so tightly that the skin on her
face looks even more taut, the papery texture makes her look older than she should.

‘Don’t you need to go to work?” she asks, her voice odd in the quietness that had passed
between them.

‘I’m not working at the moment...’
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‘Not on shift?’

‘T’m not on the force anymore.’

She looks at him, her chin tilted in a familiar gesture. He wonders whether she is going to
ask him about it and hopes that she doesn’t. He needn’t have worried; she says nothing at all.
After a while he asks her whether she’s ready to talk about why she is there, hoping that
somehow, she will be more forthcoming this morning. Lara bites her lip, but says nothing.

‘I want to help you but I can’t if you don’t talk to me,” he says.

‘Perhaps no one can help me.’

He takes her hand. She stiffens.

‘Lara”’

‘What happened last night?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We were in the same bed. I didn’t have my underwear on.’

‘It was wet from the shower you insisted on. You had a nightmare Lara, you asked me to
stay...don’t you remember?’

She presses her fingers to her eyes and shakes her head.

‘T’'m sorry,” she says.

They sit in silence for a while.

“Your tattoos...’

She turns her arm so that her wrist is resting on her knees, and she glances at the artwork
on her skin that stretches from the inside of her wrist all the way up her inner arm.

‘Butterflies.’

He laughs.

‘I can see that.’

She keeps staring at her arm.

‘I know you are probably thinking how cliché—’

‘Nothing you ever did was cliché.’

‘Everything about me is a cliché.” She sounds bitter even though she laughs.

“Tell me about the butterflies.”

She looks at him.

T used to sketch them from memory. Sometimes I didn’t even know I was doing it.
That’s why I have them.’

Lara looks away then, embarrassed.

‘Do you still sketch? I remember you were very good.’
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She shakes her head.

‘These images have something to do with her.” She says it so quietly, he thinks that he may
have misheard her.

‘Herr

She doesn’t answer.

‘What do you mean?’

Her eyes stay focussed on his face.

‘Lara?’

His head is beginning to ache; it’s barely past midday and he is desperate for a beer. Lara’s
eyes are quite still as she looks beyond the pane, and he notices a pulse in the side of her neck.

‘I remembered...when I saw the blood, that my mother was stabbed.’

‘Whose blood did you see?” he asks, deliberately ignoring the reference to her mother.

‘T don’t know.’

‘Is that why you are here?

She shakes her head again; he sighs and wonders whether she can sense his frustration.
The longer she’s there, the more anxious he will become. And yet he is the one that wouldn’t let
her leave. Not without knowing why she had come back or why there was blood on her. The
familiar stirrings of contradiction that defined them before. It takes him a while before he asks
the next question, conscious to keep his voice even.

‘Before you came here last night, a girl had been stabbed very near here. Could that have
anything to do with the blood you’re talking about, the blood on your shirt?’

She laughs, a bitter sound again, he doesn’t remember her laughing like that before.

‘I thought you weren’t a policeman anymore.’

‘It was on the news, one of my mates was the responding officer.”

She gives him a cold, unnerving look.

“You think I stabbed someone?’

He tries not to look away from her.

‘It’s just...well I haven’t seen you in ten years, and the day you come back, with blood on
your shirt, a girl is stabbed a few streets away. You said you saw blood...’

‘Perhaps I had a nose-bleed.’

‘Do you get nose bleeds?’

‘Sure.

It’s not the first time he has questioned someone hostile, no use fighting fire with fire.
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“You know, your tattoos...they’re nice,” he says with a deliberate smile. The change of
subject works because she looks at her arm and returns his smile.

‘Thank you.’

‘Do you know each of the species?’

‘Would it sound odd if I told you that I have never found out...I didn’t want to spoil the
illusion of them. I think they are something to do with my mother.’

He realises that is what she meant earlier.

‘May I?” he says, and she nods. He takes hold of her wrist and leans closer to her skin. He
hadn’t realised at first the infinite amount of detail that had gone into every butterfly. They were
small, yet the tattooist has gone to great lengths to intricately draw the structure of each wing,
the way a scientist would record an insect. They look alive. He studies them for a while longer;
they are vaguely familiar. Absentmindedly, he traces the pattern with his forefinger. Perhaps she
used to sketch them when he knew her.

I feel awful.’

When she speaks it reminds him that he’s still touching her, and he abruptly lets go of her
hand. His reaction makes her smile. Then she licks her lips, holds her palm to her mouth and
looks as though she might be sick.

‘When did you last use?’

There is a moment in her eyes when she thinks about lying.

“This morning. I mean...yesterday morning. I don’t exactly remember.’

‘What did you take?’

She turns away. The tattoos are not the only blemishes on her skin. He takes her arm,
and this time runs his forefinger along the pinkish bumps and scabs.

‘Heroin. I know, I'm old school that way.’

She pulls her arm away from him then places them both behind her back.

‘T can’t cope.” Lara doesn’t look at him as she says it.

‘Do you have anything here?” He glances towards her bag discarded in the hallway. She
fetches it, tosses it on the breakfast bar.

‘I didn’t mean—" He shakes his head.

She picks it up again and drops it on the floor by her feet. He exhales a long breath.

T’m aching.’

‘I can give you something for that.’

‘Painkillers are not going to cut it, Seb.” She looks away from him, part mocking, part

angry.
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‘Stronger than painkillers. Something to relax you.”

‘Where are my clothes? I think I should go.”

Lara looks down at her outfit, weighing up whether she can get away with going out the
way she’s dressed. Sebastian couldn’t bear the sight of the blood; he had to clean her clothes
even though he didn’t know what he was washing away. He should probably have burnt her
shirt. He remembers in that moment that Lara used to burn things. I'm a little arsonist, she
used to mock. She’s off the chair again. One moment still, the other frantic.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I need to get out... besides, you don’t want me here.’

Sebastian sighs. Perhaps it’s true.

‘I didn’t say that... and, where will you go?’

Lara stops, confused, where would she go?

‘T don’t know.’

‘Look. Let me get you something for your pain and let’s figure this out.’

Lara had heard that from him before; he’d said it to her many times. Whenever she ran to
him, because the world was getting too loud and claustrophobic, he’d say, let’s figure this out.

‘It will be alright for now, until we can get you on a programme of methadone or whatever
they use these days.’

She thinks better of arguing against his presumption. He always wanted to fix everything
but she needs a place to stay and at least she will be safe with him.

‘Okay.’

‘I have one condition.’

Before Sebastian has a chance to say what it is, she is pressing her body into his. He
pushes her away.

‘Not that.’

She puts her hands in his hair.

‘Stop. I just want to talk, that’s the condition.”

Later, they are on the couch. She is stretched out now, her head resting on his lap, her body
devoid of tension. There’s something familiar about them like this, her being tactile, him
restrained. One of her arms is wrapped around his calf, the other discarded casually over her

head. She senses that he isn’t entirely comfortable but he doesn’t move either.
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Every one of the windows in the apartment is open; there hasn’t been such a warm
summer for years.

She likes the feel of his thigh muscle under her head. She remembers that he used to be a
runner and decides to ask him about it later. She had gone with him once. Determined to keep
up with him despite the burn in her chest, unfit because she always bunked off PE and had
stopped dancing when her mother died. This apartment would be lovely for dancing, all the
light, and the polished wooden floors; she can’t remember the last time she saw a ballet. Where
were her ballet shoes? The last time she had seen them they were hanging on the back of a door

by the pink satin ribbons.

The radio is playing a pop song; Lara asked Sebastian to change it from the classical channel, she
said the melodies were too sad.

“Funny you're the broken one and I'm the only one who needed saving.”

Sebastian smiles when Lara sings along to lyrics now and then. He wonders whether she
still has her guitar.

‘Lara.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘Lara...can you tell me what happened yesterday? I mean what happened to make you

come here?’

She can’t answer, she’s too tited. She doesn’t know.
‘TLara.’
“Yes.” Her voice is coming from a long way off. Far away. From the corner of the room.
‘What happened yesterday?’
‘I don’t remember.’
“You don’t remember?’
She’s shaking her head. She wants to remember. She wants to tell him that.
‘I was outside here and I had to get to you. And they were coming for me.’
‘Who??
“What?’
‘Who was coming for you?’
‘I don’t know.
‘How did you know where to find me?’

‘What?’
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‘Lara, open your eyes a moment. How did you know where I lived?’

Her eyes are bloodshot, the eyes of someone who is deep asleep and wakes suddenly.

T don’t know. I...I followed you once.” She closes her eyes again.

‘No Lara, look at me. You followed me? When?’

I...Seb, I don’t remember. I don’t know.” She starts to frown and tries to move away
from him.

‘It’s okay,” he says, putting his hand on her cheek.

It’s the first time that he has touched her since they drank coffee earlier. She’s comforted by the
feel of his palm against her skin, until he snatches his hand away as if her skin had burnt him.

Lara frowns.

He presses his fingertips to his eyes.
‘It’s okay,” he says again.
Lara succumbs to sleep. He studies her face, she looks peaceful and then she lets out a

long, deep sigh.

The late sunlight casts a different glow in the apartment. Earlier Sebastian had carried her to the
bedroom and then watched her, as the afternoon air grew more oppressive.

Tl come with you,” Lara says.

T’'m just going to get some food. You should stay here.’

Sebastian puts his hands on her arms. He had hoped that she would stay asleep, but as
soon as he crept away from her, it was like she could sense his absence.

‘No. No. I can’t be here alone.’

She strains against him and he sees the panic in her.

‘T will get you what you need. But you can’t come.’

‘Seb...please.

“Your clothes are still damp.’

‘T don’t care.’

‘Ido’

There is something about his tone that stops her. Something familiar, but she can’t quite fathom

what it is.
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‘Can I have a drink? I mean a proper drink. It’s legal now.’

The last part she says with a laugh, he barely smiles. Back then, she used to watch him
pour whisky after a long shift, ez me have some. He would hold the drink away from her; you re too
young. He fetches two glasses of whisky. They sit on the edge of the bed and drink for a while.

He tells her that he won’t go out and orders a takeaway instead.
g y

Lara can barely eat. She’s agitated. She knows someone in Soho, not that she knows the exact
street, but she’ll know it when she gets there. She glances at Sébastien, who is eating every
mouthful with deliberation, and considers how she can get him to take her. But he won’t; he’s a
policeman irrespective of whether he’s working or not. She studies him a while longer; it’s easier
when he isn’t looking at her. She doesn’t think he’s changed much from when she first knew
him, although there’s a cynicism about his expression that she doesn’t remember from before.

‘How old were you when we first met?’

‘That’s an odd question, Lara.’

‘How did we become friends?’

Sebastian stops chewing and looks at her.

‘Why don’t you remember?’

Lara looks unsure of herself. Sebastian sighs and wonders how they came to be here, like this.

Is it the drugs Lara?’

She tilts her head and watches him through narrowed eyes.

‘If I say it’s not the drugs, is the only alternative... that I'm lying?’

‘T don’t know.’

“You don’t know?’

‘No.

“You think that I am lying?’

“You keep saying that you don’t remember.’

Tdon’t’

‘So what other reasons could it be other than the drugs?’

‘What if I said I didn’t know.’

T’d ask you want you meant.’

He thinks of her temper. The blinding rage and the tears. Is she angry? Is she out to seek
revenge for something he did or didn’t do years ago? Is she suffering from some kind of post-

traumatic stress?
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“You think I’'m lying.” Her voice now is quiet, almost defeated and she looks at the plate of
uneaten food. Her remembers she would always look him directly in the eye when she told a lie.

‘No, I don’t think you are.’

She meets his gaze.

‘Do you think the drugs might be the reason you can’t remember?” His tone is gentler.

How can Lara tell him it isn’t the drugs? For years now, she is plagued by images, and hollows,
voids of places she has seen or been, always on the periphery, never quite fathoming what is real
what isn’t.

I think it might be the drugs.” It’s the easiest answer.

After a while he says, “We didn’t become friends in the best circumstances.’
ys,
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Three

Sebastian walks alongside the river that looks dense and bleak despite the late sun glistening on
the water’s surface, and he wonders, as he so often does, how many people have died in those
brackish waves. Outside the air isn’t any less oppressive than the apartment but the suffocation
is from the inside.

He thinks of Lara alone in his apartment. He remembers her as she was on the day that
they met. She had blood on her hands. It was her mother’s blood. The stain of it almost
translucent against her sallow skin. It was that image that came to him in his dreams, her
standing over her mother, and looking at him with her sharp, green eyes. The room always
looked impossibly white in his memory; the figure stood quite ghostlike. Pale. Willowy. Fierce.

Clarissa Saunders was stabbed one afternoon in November. Life seeped out of her as the
wind drove the final leaves from the trees and the frozen mist slayed the last of the summer
blooms. The Surrey police had investigated for months; everyone cared. Now it was just
another cold case, unsolved like countless others and no one cared. Except he still did; he
thought of Clarissa often, even during Lara’s absence. Most officers said that the details of their
first murder case stayed with them; his was certainly etched into his memory.

The day that Clarissa Saunders died, Sebastian was still a beat officer in Godalming and
had been taking a statement next door. Mrs McCarther — he even remembers the name of Lara’s
neighbour — was describing a bracelet in laborious detail, and he was thinking about his transfer
request for the Met. When Sebastian had signed up to the force after dropping out the first year
of university, he hadn’t thought the job would solely be dealing with drunken teenagers who
either threw punches or vomit in the sleepy villages around Guildford. That day, Sebastian was
on early shift and desperate for work to be over. Instead he had to deal with Mrs McCarther’s
tears, handing her tissues between sentences. He remembers the room vividly, the floral
curtains, the redbrick fireplace, the pile of old newspapers. He sat there wondering why she
hadn’t thrown them out. Sebastian told her they that would do their best to find her items; they
both knew it wasn’t true.

They were wrapping up the interview when he heard a feral, pain-filled scream, which

reminded him of a fox cry in the stillness of insomnia. Mrs McCarther had looked up from her
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tissue. There was a second scream, louder and even more frantic than the first, followed by
incoherent shouting. He remembers thinking that it might be a domestic because even in sleepy
towns there were raging hands.

Maybe I... He had said and nodded towards the door.

Yes, yes...

Help me. A plea this time.

He had hurried towards the door with Mrs McCarther following him. There were only
two other properties at the end of the cul-de-sac; Mrs McCarther lingered in the doorway as he
jogged down towards the neighbouring house.

It’s the Saunders’ place, she had called out after him.

His thick rubber soles crunched against the gravel drive, and when he reached the door,
which was ajar, he realised that the hysterical shouting was coming from a single voice.

Hello?

Leaning inside he saw the bloody smears, his pulse quickened. On the side cupboard, a set
of keys, a chain with a ball of faux leopard fur.

Help me.

He crossed the threshold. There she was, the source of the scream, just a girl. Blood on
her hands. She was bending over a woman whose blood had bloomed out into a giant poppy
against her faded, lemon shirt. He remembers flinging himself down, almost shoving the girl
aside, and putting his ear to the woman’s mouth. No breath from the still body.

Call an ambulance. He had tried to find a pulse, could he feel anything? Something faint
perhaps. Covering her mouth with his mouth and those beseeching eyes that would haunt him
for the rest of his life. His first dead body.

Call an ambulance. He had shouted at her.

I already have.

What’s her name?

Mummy. Her voice quiet and resigned; it belonged to an entirely different person to the
one that had screamed moments ago. He had looked at her then, sharp green eyes.

Her name?

Cee-cee...Her name is Clarissa but they call her Cee-cee. Mummy. The last word spoken
to the dead woman.

Cee-cee. He had called to the body that lay before him. Cee-cee, Cee-cee, can you hear
me, Cee-cee? Saying the words even though she couldn’t hear him and would never hear him or

anyone again. Get a towel, quickly.
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He remembers the sound of the siren. The girl had hurried back with a towel and handed
it to him. He had shoved it against the wound to stop the blood, not thinking straight. Not
worrying about whether it would do more harm than good. Not thinking of fibres
contaminating the wound and the crime because, the first rule the sanctity of life. Even though
there wasn’t any life.

Hold it here.

The bloodied, guilty knife lay discarded, perverse against the pale silk carpet. Her eyes
followed his, but it wasn’t the knife she saw.

There’s blood on her carpet.

He had moved away from the girl and her mother, talked into the radio receiver on his left
collarbone and called for backup.

He remembers the paramedics coming through the open door.

In here.

A man and woman rushing towards the lifeless body. The woman moved the girl aside
and signalled for Sebastian to take her. The girl looked at her hands as though, somehow, she
had only just seen the blood. He followed her sightline and looked at those hands. She turned
them over and was looking at her palms; he noticed the paleness of the skin on her inner wrist,
soft and pure. Her breath became quite shallow.

Get her out of here. The other paramedic had called over his shoulder. Sebastian had led
her outside towards the ambulance. She struggled for breath; he remembers almost having to
catch her, she was like a drunk who hit the air for the first time. Manoeuvring her to the edge of
the ambulance, just as she started to scream for her mother. Not knowing what else to do, he
sat next to her, put his arms around her.

He remembers the heat of her face against the wool uniform and the stillness of her body
as it rested against his. The agonised wait even though it was barely minutes before CID arrived.
Another PC from his unit placed blue and white tape around the perimeter. He had tried to set
himself free but the detectives had signalled to him to stay with her and headed towards the
house. The female paramedic came out, and when she reached them she knelt so her face was
level with the girl’s.

My name is Annabel. Can you tell me your name?

Nothing from the girl in his arms. Annabel had looked at Sebastian who had shrugged his
shoulders.

She’s in shock. Annabel mouthed. He nodded. He lent forward so that his head was

touching the girl’s, his ear close to her mouth but not moving his arms away from her body.
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Can you tell me your name?

Lara. Between sobs.

Okay, Lara. I’'m not going to go far but you are going to have to let me go for a few
minutes so that Annabel here can take a look at you.

He had tried to loosen her grip.

Please Lara.

She let go. In that moment, he hadn’t known whether it was shock or anxiousness but he
felt a sudden emptiness and wished that he were still holding her. Annabel had taken hold of
both of Lara’s hands. He started to walk away.

No. Don’t go.

I’m not going anywhere far, Lara. I’'m going to talk to the officer inside, I will come
straight back. Okay? Annabel will look after you until I get back.

Annabel placed a red industrial blanket around Lara’s shoulders. He wondered whether
red was a deliberate choice; it had been his favourite colour until that day.

He remembers seeing the body lying as it was and joining the CID officers in the kitchen,
Lara’s bloody hand-marks on the counter and on the phone. He doesn’t recall what was said; he
was probably in shock himself although he tried hard to pretend he was okay. After a while the
DS came to find him.

The girl says she wants you. We can’t get anything out of her. He followed the DS back
towards the ambulance.

Lara, this is PC Lawson, the officer you were asking for.

Hi Lara. Speaking with a calm voice, the way he had been trained.

She’s dead, isn’t she?

I’'m sorry Lara. He said, keeping eye contact. Her eyes were then oddly dry.

Your father is on his way home. The DS said.

My stepfather.

Sorry. Your stepfather.

She had looked down at that point, she was done with the conversation.

Do you think you can tell us what happened, Lara? Sebastian had said. A car pulled up
alongside the ambulance. A man, dressed in a dark suit, ran towards them.

Lara, oh my god, what’s happened? Are you alright? What—

The DS stepped forward.

I’m Detective Sergeant Geoff Lonsdale. You are?
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Tim. Tim Saunders. What happened...I live here...someone called me...Lara’s my
daughter.

Stepdaughter, Sebastian had thought.

Mummy’s dead, she announced.

Still no tears.

Later when Sebastian lets himself in, there’s no noise. Lara’s door is shut. He opens it slowly;
she hasn’t moved.

In his room, he collapses face down on the bed, too tired to undress.

Shallow images flicker one after the other. Lying white on the hospital stretcher. Dead eyes.
Blood-drained face. She’s suffocating. They’re suffocating. No air. His mother is baking
cookies, smashing plates; the cat spills the milk, bottles and bottles empty on the floor in floods,
large engulfing puddles, dripping through the floorboards.

He is sitting on the middle step of the narrow stairway; his mother’s case is by the door.
They are arguing in farcical whispered voices. He doesn’t know whether he should laugh or cry.
His mother’s heels bang against the stone floor of the hallway, tiles that she had chosen. She
always looks too glamorous for their life. His father is chasing her, begging.

Please Juliette.

His mother picks up the case, turns to face her husband. She sees Sebastian on the stairs.
His father turns to face him. His mother opens her mouth and closes it again then opens the
door.

Mama?

She turns and looks at her son.

Sébastien, Mama will call you.

Bye Mama. He calls out against the closed door. He runs to his room, his feet stomping
on the stairs, his father’s voice calling him.

Sebastian, Sebastian, Sebastian.
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Four

‘Sébastien.” Lara looks down at him, dressed in her own clothes; the blood a faded pink stain.
He wishes he had burnt it.

“You were dreaming.’

She hands him a cup of coffee; he sits up and takes a sip. He likes that she remembers
how he takes it.

‘It was a long night,” he says as though he’s talking to himself. Then, as an afterthought,
he asks her how she is feeling. Instead of answering, she tells him that she hadn’t realised he had
such a lovely view; an odd thing to say given that she’d been looking out of the window since
she arrived.

‘Why are you up so early?” he says instead.

‘It’s seven; I seem to remember that as the time you always got up when you weren’t on
shift. You ran..”

Lara brings her thumb towards her mouth and starts to chew the skin around her nail.
Stop biting your nails, he used to tell her all the time, but particularly when she was sketching and
would stop to analyse her work, tearing the skin away with her teeth until she bled.

‘I think I should leave.’

Sebastian drinks more coffee before he attempts to speak.

‘Where will you go?’

She looks away from the window and towards him.

‘I'm not sure. Home I guess.’

‘Home? Do you live near here?’

She shakes her head.

‘Where do you live, Lara?’

She shakes her head again.

‘Where’s Tim?’

“Tim?’

She looks like she has no clue who Sebastian is talking about. But then announces that

Tim is dead with an emotionless expression.
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‘God, I'm sorry Lara. When—’

Lara pinches the bridge of her nose, her signal that she doesn’t want more questions.

“You don’t have to go.’

T know it’s just—

“You aren’t well.”

‘T'm fine.” But her voice is hesitant. ‘I can’t stay here.’

He remembers that just before she disappeared, she needed constant reassurance. Promise
you won't leave. He understood what it was like for her; she’d lost her mother.

‘Of course, you can stay here.” He puts down the coffee, gets out of bed, and reaches for
his clothes. Lara wanders over to the window and faces away while he gets dressed. It all seems
like a false modesty after the last couple of days.

“You have a life. You have a relationship.’

He stops short of denying it.

‘She’s away for the summer. Besides, it’s not serious.’

‘It looks serious.’

‘Let’s not get into all that now. You came to me because you are in trouble and because
you know I’ll help you. You are safe here. With me.’

He joins her at the window, looking at her through the reflection. They aren’t the same
any more. They are both adults. She looks away from him but as a concession, leans her body
against his. They stand for a while contemplating the river until she moves away from the
window, quite suddenly, as if the view had become unbearable.

‘Why don’t I fix us some breakfast and we can talk? You promised yesterday but you
really weren’t very forthcoming.” He smiles to take the sting out of his words. She smiles at his
smile.

‘I can’t carry on like this—’

‘I have what you need.’

‘T don’t know, Seb.’

Sebastian makes breakfast but she barely touches her food, just sits at the kitchen bar, sipping
coffee and watching him. He eats to give himself time to think and finds that he’s quite hungry.
She’s looking at him with a half-smile.

‘Lara you need to eat something.’

‘I need to take something.’

‘And you will when you’ve eaten.’
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Lara glances at the food with a reluctant look on her face. To appease him, she picks up
the bacon sandwich and takes a bite. It’s smothered in tomato ketchup; she used to eat it that
way. Itlooks as though chewing takes an unconscionable amount of effort. His eyes brush over
her skeletal frame until they focus on her face, which is so drawn that her eyes look even larger
in the hollows. The bruises on her arms and legs are fading but now he notices the angry
patches of dry skin.

‘What, you don’t like what you see?’

‘I was staring, I’'m sorry.’

He leaves then. Locks himself in the bathroom.

‘Sebr” Lara is at the door, pressing against it, her voice soft. ‘I'm sorry. I didn’t mean
anything by it—’

He opens the door.

Lara can’t read his expression, and she thinks perhaps he wants to choke the life out of her.
Instead he pulls her towards him, and holds her almost too tightly. She succumbs, buries her
face in his chest, and inhales, he smells of sweat and something citrus. Pleasant and vaguely
familiar. She has an image of them, standing in the hallway of his old house.

They were by the door, she was crying, desperate to leave, but he wouldn’t let her. He was
holding her, too tightly, suffocating her, she told him she couldn’t breathe, but when he let go,
she missed the feeling of him. She had buried her face in his chest again and his arms reluctantly

went about her, more gently that time.

They are sitting on the balcony. Beneath them, tourists are milling around the riverfront. Some
are sitting sharing a glass of wine; others are taking selfies against the backdrop of Tower Bridge.
Sightseeing boats move up and down the Thames; today the brackish river looks calm, the sun is
staying hidden in the ash sky. But the air is hot and humid.

‘Remember what we said Seb, we take it in turns.’

He had suggested this as a ploy to get her to open up. The morning had gone by without
him learning anything,.

‘I remember, Lara. So, come on, answer mine first.”

‘Where do I begin?’

From the moment you left, he wants to say. ‘Why don’t you start with what led you to my
door, how did you even know where I lived?’

Her eyes are focussed on the wine; she holds the glass up to the light.
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‘That’s two questions. A while back, I saw you walking down by the river. You were near
the Southbank. I recognised you. At first, I couldn’t remember from where, then I
remembered...your house, with the Georgian, bay window—

“You didn’t really remember me but you remembered my house?’

‘It suddenly came to me that we had been close, which sounds strange now, given the
circumstances... I guess I remembered that you looked out for me after my mother. And I
couldn’t quite figure out how I'd forgotten. Anyway, you looked like you but different. I don’t
know... it’s odd really. I found myself following you. The same way I used to...back then,” she
says. ‘I used to follow you, didn’t I?’

‘When was this... when did you see me?’

If Lara notices that he doesn’t answer her, she decides not to say anything. Instead she
sips more wine. She shrugs.

‘T answered your question, now it’s my turn. What’s the name of your girl?’

He laughs. ‘I don’t think it would be right to call her my girl. She’s over forty. Her name
is Sophie.’

‘Sophie.” Lara repeats, tilting her head as she says it. Sebastian shifts in his chair; he
doesn’t want to talk about Sophie.

‘You know, it must have been her you were with when I followed you. You walked all the
way from the Southbank. I'd been to a Damien Hurst exhibition at the Tate.”

‘Diamond skulls.”

She laughs and shakes her head.

‘Butterflies.’

‘Of course.”

‘He’d created this room full of butterflies.’

‘Like London Zoo?’

She laughs again at that.

‘Sort of...you could see caterpillars, cocoons, or some other stage of metamorphosis. But
when you looked down, so many were dead.’

‘He was creating the cycle of life.”

But Lara isn’t listening, her eyes are unmoving; it’s as though she is back at the museum.

‘And some were dying...they were suspended in the air but their wings barely moved.’
Her breath catches. ‘I'm like that, a trapped butterfly that can’t flap its wings.’

‘T won’t let you fade.” He leans forward and takes her hand, turning her wrist. ‘Did you

see any of these butterflies?’
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She smiles her melancholy smile, then asks whose turn it is.

‘Mine.’

“That’s hardly fair,” she says, laughing.

Sebastian shrugs with a smile, and thinks for a while before speaking. ‘What happened the
day you came back, you say you just needed to get to me, do you remember anything?

‘Not only does that sound like more than one question, it sounds like you are
interrogating me. I know what you policeman are like.”

He’s sad for her in that moment because she does know, even though there is a touch of

humour in her voice.

Lara’s sullen voice, somehow even worse on the recording.
—I don’t know.
—Who do you think it was? The interviewer had asked her.
—I don’t know, someone connected to a guy my mother is sleeping with.
—Which guy?

—I don’t know. She’s always sleeping with someone.

T don’t remember Sébastien,” she says after a while, ‘you know, sometimes I lose time.”

He thinks she’s telling the truth.

‘Is that what happened when you came here? What about home Lara, where do you live?’

‘It’s my turn Seb, you asked your question.’

‘Come on Lara’

‘What does your Sophie do?’

‘She’s teaching at the moment. And she’s not my Sophie. She’s just Sophie. Look...Lara,
I can only help you if you’re honest with me.’

And with a sigh Sebastian gets up saying he will fetch more wine. Sebastian picks up both
glasses and heads towards the kitchen, hopeful that she can’t see the extent of his frustration.
He opens the bottle, stealing surreptitious glances in her direction. She has tied her shirt into a
knot by her stomach; at least he can’t see the stain. She gets up and leans over the balcony,
reaches out her hand as if she is trying to touch someone below. A couple of times she waves;
he assumes that one of the passers-by looks up and catches her gaze. It makes him smile. She
always used to have a way of bringing him out of any mood by her distracting actions, like
pirouetting so many times until she lost her balance. When he joins Lara again, he resolves to

remain calm and patient.
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‘My turn again,” he says, handing her the wine glass.

‘Ply me with more alcohol and I'll tell you anything.’

‘Do you remember that you used to say that you couldn’t understand why anyone became
an alcoholic?’

“That I do remember. Sanctimonious little shit, wasn’t I? And look at me now.’

He does. Lara starts to blush.

‘My turn.’

‘That wasn’t my question,” Sebastian says with a laugh.

‘Well it sounded like a question to me...so it is my turn. Tell me about Sophie.’

‘That’s hardly a question, Lara.’

‘Would you please tell me about Sophie?’

He sighs.

‘Sophie is forty-three. She’s a barrister, that’s how we know each other. But she gave it up
a couple of years back to study a PhD in literature. For the past two years she has been spending
her summers in New York, teaching on a programme for high school kids who either want extra
credits or have failed literature. That’s where she is now. In New York. We’ve been dating for
neatly two years but as I said, it’s not serious.” He tries not to think about how Sophie would
view his summation of them.

‘Is she serious about you?’

He is about to say that it’s his turn but he’s tired of the back and forth.

“Yes.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘No.

‘Does she love you?

‘She says she does.”

Lara is quiet now and he wonders what she’s thinking.

‘What about you Lara? Is there anyone?”” He finds himself holding his breath for a
moment.

‘It’s complicated.”

‘We have time.”

‘Would you act like a jealous lover?’

As soon as the words are out, she regrets them. But he just smiles. Lara can’t read him at all;

Sébastien’s face gives little away. He tells her he wants to know about the missing years. She
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finds herself remembering that she had been in Europe, although she can’t remember when.
They talk about her living in France and Germany. The images fade out. He asks her whether
that is where she went when she left, but she shakes her head. There was a fire, so large, the
smoke burned her eyes, but she couldn’t resist putting her fingers into the flames. She rubs her
fingertips together, as if she could still feel the charred sensation. There was screaming. A
hospital. She remembers the nurses in and out of the room, the small tub they’d hand to her
with the little pills. But it wasn’t a hospital; she wasn’t wearing hospital clothes. It was a prison.
Or at least sometimes it felt that way, because she had a small window and everything outside
was green, except she couldn’t go out, she could only watch, unless he was with her — what was
his name? — the soft, infuriating voice. There was an art class on the lawn.

Would you like to go out there, Lara? Your stepfather says that you’re an artist.

She didn’t want to talk to him; she wanted to tell him to fuck off.

Do you remember the night that you came here, Lara? Do you remember the fire?

Just stop. She said it so quietly that he asked her what she’d said. She sighed and shook
her head.

Well at least you’re talking now, that’s a start.

Lara knows she is not making sense, but he doesn’t seem to mind too much. She is telling him
about coming back to London, light on detail. She realises she is going to be late for work, but
she can’t quite recall what time her shifts are or remember what day it is. They’d be looking for
her. He asks her where she works. She wipes a hand over her face.

It’s a private club in the heart of Kensington. There’s no way in without the right
connection. The club, which is a really just a bar for a certain type of client, opens at around ten
in the evening and closes at four. All the servers are clothed the same; this month it’s long black
dresses that wrap over across the breast, held together somehow by a belt. They each wear the
same varnish on their fingers and toes. She pauses to look at her hands; her nails are devoid of
colour. The clients are regulars, wealthy; the women know them all by name. Sometimes a hand
will slip into the slit at the front of a skirt; if the security nods towards the server, they let it go.
That’s all the client gets though. Not without negotiating. They are watched. All the time.
Everywhere. Even in the bathroom. The camera in the corner winking its red eye. Every night
a different combination of women, that way they haven’t got time to be close. The women will
never leave. But it’s not that bad. It’s a step up from where they have been. They wear designer

clothes; they eat fine food. They get paid at the end of the evening. Towards the last part of the

46



shift, the burn is there. The longing, the desire. They watch the clock, not much longer now.
The pinch of the needle; the warmth that creeps through them. The pay is what they live for.

She sets down the empty glass and puts her fingers to her eyes; the light has started to
bother her.

Sebastian is trying not to imagine her in the club. Did she feel something when she was with
them? He squeezes his eyes shut; he knows she’s watching him.

“You’re better than that Lara,” he manages to say.

Lara starts tracing an imaginary pattern on her jeans with her forefinger.

‘Am I? There’s not always a choice, Seb.”

She looks towards the river. Sebastian leans forward and puts his hands on the outside of
her thighs. She covers his hands with hers, moves them so they are now on top of her legs and
guides them up towards her crotch.

‘God, Lara’

He gets up to be away from her. He walks to the sink, pours himself water, gulps it down,
pours another. His head hurts. From the sink he turns to her, she hasn’t moved, she’s watching
him. He returns to the balcony, bends down so that their faces are level. He takes her hand.

They sit that way for a while.

It’s late afternoon. She’s talking too much now, mostly random sentences, seldom coherent.
He’s a little drunk, looking at the Tower of London on the other side of the Thames,
remembering the poppy display along its lawns from a few years back.

‘I want to find out what happened to her.’

‘Who?’

‘My mother. I was there, when she died. I remember that... I remembered it when I
came here two nights ago.’

‘What made you remember?’

‘Blood. I saw blood.’

She had already told him that.

‘Whose blood Lara?’

She shakes her head. Then she whispers, ‘I think I may have hurt someone.’
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He looks at her a long moment and then he does something she doesn’t expect; he starts clearing
away the dishes as if she hasn’t spoken at all. She watches him carry them to the sink. Whatever

reaction she was expecting from him, it isn’t this.

Sebastian fills the sink with soapy water and takes time washing each item, occasionally glancing
in her direction. He should call the police, or at least one of his friends. And what then? They’d
take her into custody and she’d be referred because she’s clearly having some kind of
breakdown. Or the whole thing could be a lie. He thinks about how different his life would
have been if he hadn’t heard Lara’s screams that day, and if they hadn’t met. There were many
times back then when he wished that he hadn’t run into her again at the police station.

The second time Sebastian saw Lara, it was about six weeks after her mother died, he had
been coming off an early shift and she was sitting outside an interview room. He hadn’t
recognised her at first.

Officer Lawson.

She was thinner than when he’d last seen her but he guessed that was what happened
when you find your mother brutally murdered. He hadn’t been sleeping too well himself. She
was wearing an oversized hoodie and her jeans were faded and ripped. She looked like any other
teenager. He stopped momentarily; the officer he was walking out with waved goodbye.

Hello, Lara.

You remembered my name.

A woman came out of the interview room then and approached them. Lara rolled her
eyes.

Lara are you ready to go in now?

Give me a minute. She didn’t look at the other woman as she dismissed her. She’s a social
worker, she said, not attempting to hide her derision or speak quietly.

Sebastian nodded and ran a hand through his hair.

Does it get easier?

Sorry?

I mean seeing dead people. Do you get used to it?

She looked at him unwavering, and he noticed that the sun from a small window caught
the amber flecks in her eyes and made them look unnaturally yellow.

It’s not ever easy.

At the time, he didn’t know but he considered it to be the truth. Over time, he had come

to know that he was right. He remembered holding her by the ambulance.
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You tried to save her.

She began to bite the skin around her thumbnail.

Do you think if you found her instead of me, that you would have been able to save her?
What if I hadn’t pulled out the knife? I've read that it can sometimes be more fatal than to leave
itin place... do you think that’s true?

Try not to do this to yourself. We can’t change the circumstance of events, no matter how
much we think about it.

It’s not fair. Her eyes widened; he could see the tears. She looked childlike for the first
time.

Lara? Tim came out of the room.

She turned towards him, wiping her eyes with the cuff of her sweatshirt.

This is the police officer that—

Yes, I remember.

They shook hands.

I’m off-duty now, sir. I’'m sorry for your loss, Lara.

At that point he turned away from them and headed to the entrance with the uneasy
feeling that they were watching him. When he reached the doorway, he glanced briefly in their
direction but they were already gone.

He had listened to that first interview over and again. They all introduced themselves.
Tim, the social worker, her lawyer and Lara. Two officers interviewed her but the lead was a
woman; they thought she might open up more that way. But it was only ever Lara’s voice that
he was interested in.

—The girl was wearing a grey hoodie, and jeans. Her hair was tied up in ponytail.

Her voice was breathless as she described the girl she had seen fleeing from the scene.
Sebastian pictured Lara, outside the interview room, as she was on that day, dressed in the same
clothes that she described, her hair in a ponytail.

—How the hell am I supposed to know who she is?

—Lara. Tim’s voice.

—She was probably connected to the guy that she’s sleeping with.

Not even a pause for her stepfather who was sitting next to her. Tim stayed silent, not a
rebuke or denial.

—Who?

—I don’t know, but there is bound to be someone. She’s always fu...sleeping with

someone.
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There was no humility to her voice, just a weariness. He often wondered whether his
colleagues also picked up on the fact that she was talking about her mother in the present tense.

—I got into an argument with one of my teachers at school and I came home. I passed the
girl on the road near my house, by Mrs McCarther’s... I had the key in my hand, but the door
was open. Tim and Mum are paranoid about locking the door when we are home. I knew
something was wrong... I pushed open the door... I must have dropped my keys on the floor...
and I went to the living room. She was there on the floor. Alive—

There was a pause in the recording.

—Lara, shall we fetch you more water?

There was no answer; Sebastian wondered whether she had shaken her head or whether
she was holding back her tears.

—I ran to her, she was looking at me, her mouth was open, she was trying to say
something...I saw the knife... I just pulled it out of her and then I started to scream... I think.

—Lara, can you tell us what happened then?

—The police officer came.

—PC Lawson?

—Yes.

It was the first of a number of interviews and they would always ask her the same
questions, over and over. Her account was always the same. When Sebastian had arrived at the
scene, her keys were on the sideboard, except later they were found in the bushes. Her bloody
handprint was on the inside of the door and on the handle, which was inconsistent with what
she told them, she said the door was open so why were her handprints on the inside door
handle? At what point then did her bloody handprint come to be there?

She wasn’t lying when she said her mother had habitual affairs. The victim’s notebook
eventually confirmed that. It told them many things about the victim except the name of the
man she was sleeping with. Not that it mattered to the lead detective who held on to his theory,

and that was that Lara Saunders had killed Clarissa Saunders in a fit of rage.

Lara comes inside; she smiles at him when their eyes meet, and then heads towards the
armchairs. He picks up a clean glass and washes it again.

The window opening carries a cool breeze and from outside they can hear hum of
collective voices. When he joins her, she’s doodling on the edges of a newspaper; another
familiar pattern, but he can’t fathom where he’d seen it. He will buy her some proper pencils.

He remembers the charcoals that she used to use.
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‘Stop watching.’

‘T haven’t seen you in so long... I can’t believe you are sitting here.”

Tam.

Lara is sitting in the small armchair. He imagines himself sometime in the future, staring
at the empty seat. He knows that he will never be able to look at it again without thinking of
her. She has looked up from her sketching and is watching him.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asks.

“The day we met.’

T didn’t kill my mother you know.” Her voice is matter-of-fact; it’s a statement, not a
denial. He is careful not to say anything.

‘I know what you all said about me... that I killed her. Nobody believed me, I knew what
you all thought.”

Sebastian wants to deny it, to say he wasn’t like the others.

‘Did they ever look for someone elser’

He wants to find the right words but it doesn’t seem to matter, she is talking almost to
herself.

‘God, to be free of everything. The dreams. I wake up sometimes and I don’t remember
how I came to be somewhere...and I think maybe they were right...because I'm just somewhere
else and I lose hours of my life...but it’s the drugs...isn’t it?’

She looks like she might cry and he can’t bear it. He lets the time drift between then.
She’s quiet then, calm even, despite her earlier words.

‘We need to figure out what happened to you Lara. You said you may have hurt someone.
Can you tell me about that?’

She starts biting her thumbnail.

‘T don’t know.

‘TLara—

‘No really Seb, I don’t remember.’

‘But you think that you may have hurt someone.’

Lara puts her thumbs to her temple and presses hard. Tim had taken her to countless therapists
about the blackouts. They all had their theories. And it had nothing to do with drugs.

‘I remember a knife... and there was blood. My hand was on a knife.’

‘Lara... that sounds like the day we met—’

‘I dropped the knife. And then I was here.’
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“You dropped the knife too, the day we met.’
‘The day my mother died.’

‘Is that why you said that you think you hurt someone?’

Yet that wouldn’t make sense either because there was blood on her shirt. Sebastian tells himself
that it might be a nosebleed, as she said. He runs a hand through his hair, realising that he’s
making excuses for her by looking for an alternative explanation. But isn’t that what people do,
look for what they want to see, for what they want to believe?

‘I have an image of blood covering the butterflies, so much that I can barely make out the
pattern. But then sometimes I see them so clearly.’

“Your arms were covered in blood?’

‘That’s not what I mean.’

He shakes his head. It is getting worse; if he calls anyone he will lose sight of her again.
Would that be such a bad thing? He could go back to his life; perhaps visit Sophie in New York.
He’d like to go to a baseball game; hang out in Central Park. Lara is biting her lip.

‘Can you remember anything else, Lara?’

‘I remember Italy.’

Ttaly?’

‘I was in Rome.’

‘Recently?’

‘When I was eighteen...I remember because I had a birthday cake, white icing and ballet
shoes, eighteen candles, and I thought it’s a cake for a little girl not for an adult.” She speaks as if
she has only just remembered.

‘With Tim?’

He waits for her to continue but she doesn’t say anything.

‘Where did you go all those years ago. You disappeared, Lara.’

She contemplates him for a while, half-sad, and it seems that she won’t respond.

‘It was a long time ago.” Now her voice is slow. He wants to ask her what she remembers
about back then, when they were friends. More than anything however, is the desire to
understand her motives for coming back into his life.

‘Can you tell me anything about when you came back from Italy?” He says with a sigh.

‘Is that what you were thinking about?’

‘Not really. But it’s what I would like to know about for now.’

She looks away momentarily then her focus returns to her sketching.
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‘It’s a long story.’
‘T'm not going anywhere.’

She smiles without looking at him.

Marc had seen her milling around the airport as he waited for his flight to London. She was
slumped on a plastic stool, her hands cupped around the ceramic mug in a way that suggested
she was cold even though the air conditioning had stopped working. Rome in the height of
summer and no air conditioning; no wonder the passengers looked more irritated than usual.
The heat didn’t seem to bother her. I’'m Marc, he said, after some innocuous small talk about
the heat. Lara, she replied. That’s a lovely name. Really, she rolled her eyes.

On the flight, he charmed the passenger who sat beside her to swap places. We just got
engaged, he said, and they mixed up our seats. They talked all the way, and by the time the flight
landed, he had offered her a lift home. You don’t have anywhere to stay, he said, well you must
stay with me of course. No funny business. They shared a life for a while, and then he grew
bored. They went to a party, some rich guy’s place, she felt awkward and uncomfortable. He
took her into one of the rooms, said they would have fun. The men were waiting for her.

She closes her eyes then, refuses to think about it anymore.

‘Oh my God, Lara. What happened to you?’

‘After a while you start thinking that it has to be something about me...these situations, I
must do something...” She doesn’t finish her sentence.

‘I don’t believe that.”

When she turns to him, her complexion is even more pale, and there’s something cold
about her gaze.

‘You wonder why I forget?’

But he sees that she is not really asking the question of him. As fleetingly as she looked at
him, she is back sketching again.

‘What was his name?’

‘Marc Channing,’ she says, ‘that is something I won’t forget.”

She presses her fingertips to her eyes.

‘I can’t come off the drugs like this. I need something stronger.’

Lara throws the pen on the table suddenly. He fetches her another drink. She wants to throw it

in his face but she drinks it in one gulp instead.
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Later, they study each other in the muted light of the Sebastian’s room. They lie, not touching,
just watching. He has pulled the blinds to shield them from the sun. He notes her lines, her
wounds. He’s aware that she too is seeing all the blemishes of his life, the weariness in his
unshaven face. He watches her eyes grow heavy again as the drug spreads its way through her
body.

‘Did she die”’

‘Who?” He had been about to ask her whether she meant her mother.

‘The woman you said had been stabbed. The other day.’

“You remember that...yes.

‘Who found her?’

‘A couple went into the alley and found her lying on the floor. Someone had stabbed her
in broad daylight.”

‘How do you know all this?’

‘A mate.

‘What a horrible way to die.’

‘It seems that it’s the way most people die these days.’

‘Perhaps for you as a policeman.’

He doesn’t correct her and say ex-policeman, he just agrees with a perhaps. There must
have been something else she registers in his tone because she asks him if he’s all right. He likes
that even though she’s sleepy she is asking after him. He says, of course he’s okay, but she
doesn’t believe him.

“You always cared too much, even back then. I remember.’

‘Or perhaps I didn’t care enough.’

She gives him a weary smile and shifts slightly on the bed, closing her eyes.

‘I want to find out what happened to my mother.’

‘Is that why you came to me?’

But she stops answering his questions. They lie that way for a while, long enough for him
to think that she might have fallen asleep. Despite his busy mind, the silence is restful. Life
should have been in turmoil because of Lara, and yet somehow her presence also settles him.
His eyelids grow heavy; but before he has a chance to fall asleep, she speaks.

‘How did you manage to go out last night? One moment I was awake and then I was out.’

‘I gave you something to help you sleep, remember?’
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Of course, she didn’t.

‘It’s just I was really knocked out, I didn’t hear you go or come back.’

She opens her eyes to meet his gaze, and he is looking at her with an expression that says,
is it such a surprise that you can’t recall.

‘You were in a state...the alcohol and painkillers must have sent you over the edge.’

‘I don’t have any clothes.”

‘Don’t worry.

T’'m not wearing Sophie’s.’

Tl buy some things for you when I go out later.”

She thinks again of getting to Soho, but in that moment the warmth in the room is making
her very sleepy.

T’ll come with you,’” she says, between heavy breaths.

‘Stay inside today. You need to rest. And we can go out tomorrow.’

‘Okay.” She would agree to anything right now.

‘Tara.’

‘Hmmmmm.’

‘Promise me something. Promise me you will stay here until we fioure things out.’
g Yy y gu g
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Five

A stream of light beams into the hospital room, falling upon his face. Milan hasn’t opened his
eyes in days, but they are blinking now. His mouth is raw and dry; there’s a tube in his nose,
tubes everywhere in fact. The room is a dirty white; he doesn’t quite know where he is, he wants
to move but there’s a searing pain in his chest.

The door opens, there’s a nurse.

“T'ry not to move,” she says, her voice tired.

‘W...” his voice is lost.

‘It’s okay. You’re in hospital.’

He starts tearing the tube away from his nose. She reaches for the alarm. A doctor comes
next. They explain. He’s been stabbed. He’s lost a lot of blood. He remembers.

For two years he had looked after her. She lived in one of his many apartments; it was her
own home. He had freed her.

I’m at your mercy. The last words she screamed. He hadn’t seen the knife, just felt its
sharpness pierce his skin, his flesh, and the liquid warmth of his blood. She stood over him, the
knife in her hands. He had never seen her face before, not that one anyway. That was not his
little bird.

This is my favourite, he told her, stroking his fingertips over the small tattoo under her left
breast.

What my little bird?

You’re my little bird.

She picked up his phone, called emergency services, told them that she’d stabbed her
husband. She dropped the phone close to his head, close enough that he could hear the voice
asking where they were. She leant down, kissed his lips. He was too weak to move away from
her. She lingered a while longer, his blood on her shirt. The thousand pounds worth of shirt
that he had bought for her. She had a wardrobe full of them. He had given her everything; he
even let her keep her dirty habit. There was something about her, she had reminded him of his
daughter. Not like that, he wasn’t sick; he had never wanted his daughter in that way. She had

been a troubled little soul, Katya, what child hung themselves at eleven? Katya, his sweet baby,
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he is crying now and doctor is injecting something into his arm. He has plenty of time to heal;
now they just needed him to be strong.

Much later when he has his strength back, the police will come and take a statement. They
will tell him that his wife had made the call, and he’ll tell them that she was not his wife. They
will ask him what happened and he will tell them that he doesn’t remember. They won’t care
much, they know exactly who he is. The police aren’t dumb, they know the career criminals,
they know who commit the crimes; they are just short of the evidence. They will figure he
deserved it. In fact, they will think it’s a shame that the knife didn’t do more damage, or that
they aren’t entirely rid of him. They don’t think the world will be worse off without him. They
will barely smile, shake his hand politely, follow-up with a half-hearted offer to call them if he
remembers anything. They only see one side.

Afterwards he’ll find out that she had emptied the account and the safe, he has no idea she
knew the combination, but the money is the only thing that is missing. When he looks about the
place, nothing has been touched; everything is as he’d left it. He’ll find everything he’s ever
bought for her still there, exactly as it was. Nothing has been taken. Not the clothes, or the
jewellery. All the bags and shoes neatly stacked in rows exactly how the housekeeper had
organised them. He thought that she’d been happy, his little bird. He had given her the life. He
had loved her more than the others. Later, lying in the darkness, he will relive those last couple
of days trying to figure out what had happened; she had never shown any signs before. No
indication that she was capable of harming him. She loved him, she told him so, I love you
Mikki. He’d always been kind to her, except that one time when she was so high that she’d
mentioned Katya, asking him such a terrible thing, and he had slapped her hard then he fucked
her hard. What happened little bird? He will say aloud to the empty space. But he will never

know, as he will never see her again.
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Six

At the counter, as the woman places the items into a bag, Sebastian realises that the clothes he
has chosen for Lara are for the girl ten years ago, not for the woman now. He remembers the
designer label on her shirt. Whatever the life she was leading, she had expensive clothes. He
would need to come back, perhaps with Lara. He imagines making a space for her in his
wardrobe, her belongings entwined with his own; he’d have to put Sophie’s things away. He
owes her a call. There had been endless texts that he hadn’t answered. Soon after he pays, he
finds a quiet street and dials her number.

‘Hi, I was so worried about you. Why haven’t you called?”” Sophie’s voice sounds equally
concerned and acidic.

“Tied up with the hearing. How are you anyway? How is your day? How are the kids?’

He wonders whether she will argue about his deflection, and he thinks he hears her sigh.

‘It’s the same old, same old. Same story, different kids, but the same type. I’'ve got to get
them to read Harper Lee when they’d rather be playing sport or on their phones. Summer
school is torture and I am the torturer.’

She laughs then. He smiles. Odd that he would miss her laughter. They speak a while
longer. She asks him about the enquiry; he avoids her questions. They talk about Vlad; he
realises that he hasn’t fed the cat although he doesn’t tell her that. He will open another tin of
tuna as a treat.

‘I miss you Sebastian.’

‘I miss you too Sophie.” Odd too that in that moment it is partly true. He could really do
with a beer.

He stands in the street for a while contemplating, as people brush past him to get to the
tube. He walks a little way, through the small groups that have congregated outside pubs; people
are out because the sun casts a different light on London and they want to make the most of the
warm weather. He retraces his steps and joins the other commuters on the underground.

Visiting time is over but the staff always let Sebastian in; they know that his job dictates
unsociable hours — he hasn’t told them he isn’t working. His father is standing by the window

and as soon as Sebastian walks into the room, he knows he will have to clean him.

58



In the bathroom, he helps his father take off his clothes; they smell of sweat and urine.
When his dad is in the shower they talk about the weather. By the time he has his father settled
again, the sun has set and it is almost dark outside. They wouldn’t have time to paint. The last
visit he had fetched some large white paper and they’d spent an hour painting. Sebastian had
filled the page with three-dimensional cubes; his dad had splatter-painted all over the page. A
psychologist would no doubt have a field day.

In the modern art world that would be genius, he had said and when his father looked
confused he said, that’s nice Dad.

Why are you calling me that?

Because you are my Dad. His father nodded and carried on painting.

He kisses his father’s forehead and says goodbye.

‘How are you son? How is Sophie?’

Sebastian’s smiles over his sadness.

Lara wakes to the sound of his voice somewhere; her head aches. She doesn’t know what time it
is but she knows it’s not early. She feels cold and shivers despite the heat. She needs a fix and
wonders again how she can convince him to give her more. Rule one Sébastien, the addict has
to want to give up. This hadn’t been a choice for her. She creeps out of his room towards the
one she slept in the night before. She needs some time alone. There are shopping bags on the
bed but she ignores them. Her bag is on the floor. She hunts for her phone. It isn’t there.
She’s certain she had it but it’s hard to be sure when she’d been so high. She just needed to run
from them all. The girls. The broken bodies. The dead eyes. And slowly the world unravelled.
Mikki told her she would never have to be with anyone again, but then he had hit her. So hard
that she thought her jaw was broken. And later, it was as though it hadn’t happened at all. They
had sex, and all the while, all she could think about, as he thrust and thrust, was how she was lost
in the body that imprisoned her.

Something on the edge of her memory, it’s there but she can’t get to it. The medication
he’s giving her isn’t enough. He would drip feed her like this and not care that she didn’t want
to stop. She’s aching everywhere. He can’t bear to see her for who she is; he needs to believe
the lie that he had created. She can’t make it better, not the pain. She needs her phone. Or she
needs to leave. Her phone is gone. Had he looked through her things? Had he taken it? He’s
trying to rescue her again. But Seb... Lal.a is dead. They all killed her. You killed her. Always
trying to make things better but making it so much worse. But she had run to him, hadn’t she?

Somewhere within her she wants to be the person that he sees, the person that he believes in, the
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person that he wants to love. She remembers that version of herself. Where had she gone?
Had she disappeared in Paris or Berlin, maybe it had been Rome after all. Or maybe it was with
you, Sébastien. She sees it in his face, the depth of his desire. He wants to protect her but he
can only do that if he owns every part of her. She had thought she’d experienced ugly things but
it turned out she still knew nothing of the world; there was always worse. Who protected me
from you, Seb? The apartment is quiet now.

‘Hey, there you are.” He smiles at her.

‘Have you seen my phone?’

He’s going to lie; she sees it on his face.

‘I want my phone.’

“You didn’t have a phone.’

‘I want my phone,” she repeats again and plans to keep repeating until he gives it to her.

‘Lara, you said you didn’t have a phone.’

‘I want my fucking phone.’

He fetches her bag and tosses it towards her. “This is what you brought with you.’

‘Where’s my phone?” she screams.

He doesn’t answer; he leaves without saying anything.

He takes a beer and sinks into the sofa. The cat, finally fed, rubs itself against his legs. He picks
her up and places her on his lap. She starts to purr. Vlad had given birth to a litter of five
kittens in the cupboard under the stairs of Sophie’s house in Clapham. At least one of us will
have children, and Vlad’s not even a girl, Sophie said. He would have laughed had he not heard
the sadness in her voice. Sophie deserves better, than him anyway. He imagines her in New
York alone. He thinks of his mother dying alone. And then about Clarissa. Death is never far

behind him. Ever since he’d met Lara.

He was walking home from work; it was bitterly cold but dry. He liked coming off shift on days
when the sky was cloudless, and he could see the white puffs of his breath; the air so sharp that
it made his cheeks red and his sinuses sting. It always helped when he had a difficult nightshift,
the fresh air could rid him of the soiled feeling he carried with him. Lara was there, following
him. When it first started he had decided to ignore her. Perhaps that way she would grow tired
and give up. But it was getting worse. Somehow, she seemed to know his shift pattern. He’d
been receiving phone calls at work but the caller wouldn’t say anything. Just wait on the line

while he kept repeating hello. The week before, he had been at dinner with a paramedic, who he

60



had been interested in for a while, they had a window seat and he had glanced out into the
darkness, catching sight of her on the opposite side of the road, half hidden by a shop doorway.
He decided that it had to stop; he would confront her next time.

He had spotted her almost as soon as he left the station, so he walked a while until he
reached a bend in the road. He caught her quite unaware. She was walking with her head down,
so used to the route that she had grown complacent. She almost ran into him. He had been
quite mad, but when she looked up into hi