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				Dead men are heavier than broken hearts. 

					—Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep
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				Prologue

				SEPTEMBER 2009

				LOUISA KNEW WHEN she woke that she would do it that evening. The feeling had been hanging in the air for days like a gathering storm that only she could forecast. The usual signs were there: Music had become unbearable, innocent conversations ticked like unexploded bombs, memories nibbled like ﬂeas in the bedclothes at night.

				And then, later that morning, she saw his face. A wisp of cloud, so low she felt she could reach up and pluck it from the sky, took the form of his proﬁle. Fear held her still until the wind dispersed his likeness. From that moment, she was lost: His reﬂection replaced her own in every puddle and pane of glass. Everyone spoke with his voice. Everything in the garden seemed to shift and change into the letters of his name. Only the ruin stayed the same, its three remaining chimneys silhouetted against the changing sky like lightning trees. As morning turned to noon the sun passed through its glassless windows, marking the hours like some huge, ancient clock. Louisa, knowing what the night would bring, wanted the day to last forever; but it was a blur of administration and conversation, and passed too quickly.

				She had been the ﬁrst one on-site and was the last to leave. She made sure the greenhouse door was pulled to and, identifying each unmarked key at a glance, locked up the cabins. She felt her way along the thick cable for the weatherproof switch and, with a tiny press, the site was in darkness. There was only a weak moon, and she used her torch as she crossed the rubbled surface that would soon be a car park, passed through the thicket, and ﬁnally, staying parallel to the boundary wall, walked the path only she had trodden. The feeling rose inside her like an itch she had to scratch. This is the last time, she promised herself. The last last time. There had been so many.

				Once inside, Louisa ﬂicked on the little kettle out of habit, then turned it off before it had a chance to boil; she would not be drinking tea this evening. She busied herself with the ritual of lighting ﬁrst the oil lamps and then the candles: Some of the large ones had burned almost to stubs, and she had to put her hand right down inside the glass jars and vases to light them, scorching her knuckles as the wick took the ﬂame. She double-checked all the windows, pulling the thick yellow curtains across so that no one would see. Who would be watching her, anyway?

				She sat on the edge of the bed for a minute or two, letting the heater warm the room, and gave herself a chance to back out. But then she was on her knees, reaching under the bed for the bottle. Her fumbling ﬁngers soon closed on the cold glass; it was sticky where the cap met the neck and wore a collar of ﬁne gray ﬂuff. Louisa winced. How long since she had done it? Spring? Yes, she realized—she had resisted all summer long. No wonder the urge was so strong now. She could forget about him in the months when there was as much work as there was light and physical exhaustion kept her asleep all night. But this was September, the hinge of the year, and the evenings were pulling up short. No matter how early she got up or how hard she worked, there was no escaping the fact that she was forced through her front door a little earlier every evening, each day bringing a few more minutes of that seething silence. The empty hours would stack up as the weeks progressed, and one dark, quiet hour was more than enough. She uncapped the bottle and swigged, the spirit punishing her throat. Now the exorcism could begin.

				There wasn’t much vodka, but that was ﬁne: She needed it only to give her courage to drink the whiskey. Her legs already unsteady, she climbed onto her bed and reached into the overhead cupboard. The deceptively small door panel concealed a space that went back for two or three feet, and she lost her arm up to the shoulder as she groped around in the carefully arranged stacks of bags and boxes. Eventually her ﬁngers closed on the handle of the right bag. She yanked it with such force that she fell back on the bed, the plastic carrier landing on her lap. A second later, the whiskey bottle rolled out. She tipped the other contents of the bag out like a child upending a Christmas stocking, although there were no surprises in here. She spread her things about her on the quilt, wondering where to begin, aware of a quickening at her throat and wrists and between her breasts. She started with the little green vial of vetiver oil, simply unscrewing the lid and inhaling. It was still a quarter full. Every year the smell got a little fainter and staler, but it had been his, he had actually used this, and she could never replace her relic with a new, fresh bottle. She dabbed it on the skin behind her ears, remembering how he had anointed himself with the oil, his thumb pressing it onto his neck and wrists. Essential oils reacted differently with everyone’s skin, so she would never quite be able to re-create his exact scent, but this would have to do.

				The whiskey bottle had not been his, but it was his brand, an obscure, old man’s Irish whiskey that no one else their age had even heard of, let alone drank. Hard to ﬁnd even in London, even then, so getting ahold of it now was a labor of leftover love. Pressing the bottle to her lips felt like his kiss, and she closed her eyes as though he were really there. She drank as much as she could bear to and shakily placed the bottle next to a candle, where it became an amber lantern.

				Bringing her only mirror in from the shower room, Louisa got to work on her face, refreshing the dried-out cosmetics with drops of olive oil from the tiny pantry. The eye shadow was called Blackpool and the lipstick Black Cherry, and both contained strong pigments intended for supple young complexions. She pulled her hair up to one side, ruthlessly fastening it with a clip so that everything on the right-hand side of her face lifted by half an inch. Now her face looked lopsided. She tousled her hair and swept it over the left side of her face in a long, messy fringe. That was better. She held up the dress: It always looked smaller than she remembered. Had she really gone out in something that short? There was the usual moment of breath-holding tension as she tried it on and the usual relief when it still ﬁt. If anything, it was looser on her now than it had been then. Blue crushed velvet that used to cling now hung, and if her breasts did not ﬁll it out as once they had, her stomach did not protrude either. She pulled a face; in the dusky glass an approximation of her teenage self pouted back at her. It’s not fair, she couldn’t help thinking. He will always look young. She reached for the bottle, fumbled, and nearly knocked it over onto the bedclothes. She was drunk, on the way to being very drunk. She drank some more.

				Louisa peered about in the gloom. For a few moments she had no idea where the television had gone. Then she remembered that it was serving as a pedestal for a bunch of Chinese lanterns she had dried in the summer. She removed the vase of ﬂowers and lifted the draped blanket to reveal the tiny set with its integrated video player. It too was smaller than she remembered. The cathode-and-tape combination had been cutting-edge technology when her parents bought it for her. There was no aerial and the remote control was long lost. Would it even still work? She felt a ﬂicker of panic as she calculated how many months it had been since it was last turned on. She reunited the plug with the socket and slackened with relief as the screen came to life.

				The videotape marked Glasslake was, as far as she knew, the only one of its kind in the world. She gripped it tightly, almost daring herself to crush it. It would be so easy to hook her little ﬁnger into the body of the video and unspool the tape. She knew she ought to destroy it. With every passing season she grew more conﬁdent that she would never be discovered—but if she was, if things ever caught up with her, to be found in possession of it would be disastrous. Yet she was powerless to stop herself from inserting the tape and pressing the play button.

				She sat through the familiar adverts in their usual sequence: premium-rate numbers for the horny and lonely, the prelude to some long-forgotten Channel 4 show that had been the tape’s initial recording; the broadcast footage was soon scratched out by an amateur one. When the camera closed in on him, with its wobbly zoom, she felt the same frisson as the ﬁrst time she’d seen him. He raised his hand to push his hair out of his eyes; you could just about see the threads where his black sweater was unraveling at the wrist and the lyrics scrawled on the inside of his arm. Later, when they knew each other, he would tell Louisa that if he was nervous he sometimes forgot the words he had taken hours to write. Next were a couple of other recordings, just as badly lit, sounding equally distorted, but they were Louisa’s favorites because she had been there. There she was at the ﬁrst gig in the blue dress; there she was at the second, standing directly in front of the camera so the top of her head was in the shot throughout. He had appeared to be singing to the camera, although Louisa knew it had all been for, and to, her. It was proof that whatever had happened between them afterward, at that time he had wanted her as much as she wanted him. This, she acknowledged, was the real reason she didn’t destroy the tape.

				Adam looked into the lens during the ﬁnal screech of feedback. After a couple of fumbled attempts Louisa found the pause button and froze his features. He was looking at her with longing and accusation. Grief so strong it was almost sweet engulfed her. She leaned in toward the television as though for an embrace. She could almost believe that the yearning she felt was powerful enough to pull him out of the frozen picture and back into life, but the only reciprocal warmth was the hot static kiss of the screen.
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				SEPTEMBER 2009

				THEY HAD NOT yet charged him with anything. That was the main thing. As long as they didn’t charge him he could tell himself that he was there as a witness, not as an accomplice. Paul looked around the cell. There was no window, just a row of square frosted-glass bricks at the top of the wall that let in enough light to show that it was morning again but not enough to warm the cell. Outside it would be warm, hot even, if the days before were anything to go by. He remembered the short staircase he had descended to enter the plain little corridor with its studded doors and calculated that this part of the building was sunk into the ground. Its bare surfaces were all cold to the touch; he could feel the ﬂoor, cool and hard through his socks. The scratchy brown blanket hadn’t helped; Paul had spent the night alternating between using it as a pillow to stop himself from getting a neck ache and as a cover to stop himself from shivering. The nightmares that had shaken him awake suggested that he had managed some sleep, but he felt as though it had been weeks since he closed his eyes. He needed the toilet so badly that he had a cramp in his belly, but there was no paper next to the little steel bowl, and he didn’t want to call out for any in case Daniel was nearby and heard him. He might even be in the next cell; the silence didn’t mean anything.

				He was examining his ﬁngertips, wondering how long it would take for the blue ink to fade completely from the whorls, when there was the sound of a bolt being drawn back, and the door to his cell was thrown open with a reverberating clang. The acoustics of incarceration were new to him. They were familiar to Daniel, of course, who long before his ﬁrst arrest had inherited a folk memory of heavy doors and alarmed corridors, and who talked about plod and Old Bill and the ﬁlth. Paul had always called them the police with the absentminded respect that those who never really believe they will encounter them can afford.

				A uniformed ofﬁcer told him it was time to go back to the interview room. He wondered what they would throw at him today. If they arrest you, Daniel had said, never answer, never explain. If you don’t say it, they can’t use it. Of course he had been preparing Paul to defend himself against charges of robbery or handling or trespass, but presumably the principle also applied for something like this. The longer he thought about it, the more convinced he was that there was no way for them to prove he had been there.

				They passed a bathroom in the corridor: Paul begged, and the ofﬁcer took pity on him, waiting outside the stall. It was like the exams at college, where if you needed to go the teachers would escort you and hover at the urinal, as though you’d written the answers on the porcelain in invisible ink. Just like the school toilets, this bathroom had cubicles that ampliﬁed the sounds inside. Paul relaxed his bowels and cringed at the splash. There was no mirror over the sinks, for which he was grateful. The third dispenser he tried actually contained some soap: a little squirt of foam that looked soft and ﬂuffy, but when he washed his face with it his skin became tight and sore, as though he’d splashed bleach on it. He tried putting some on his little ﬁnger and cleaning his teeth, but the taste was so bitter he was forced to spit it into the sink.

				It was the same room as before, completely windowless with dark blue walls that made it look like midnight no matter the time. Only air vents in the door and at knee level reassured Paul that they weren’t all going to suffocate. The black Formica table had a tatty wooden trim; their chairs were also wooden, with black vinyl seats, but his was orange plastic and attached to the ﬂoor with bolts. The reel-to-reel tape recorder took up half the table. The detectives were the same too: the man called Detective Sergeant Woburn and the woman who had given her title but immediately afterward asked him to call her Christine, with the result that he instantly forgot her rank and surname. They both looked fresh, and Paul realized that while he had spent the night in the station, they would have gone home to their own beds and showers and toilets. Woburn had shaved—the skin on his cheeks was pink and angry—but there was already a hint of shadow on his jaw. Paul cupped his own chin and wondered when he had last taken a razor to it. Four days ago? Five? And he was still days away from the beginnings of a beard.

				He had a hard time believing Christine was a police ofﬁcer. She wore lipstick and earrings, and her hair was cut in a proper style. She couldn’t have been more different from the squat, sour little woman who had taken his belt and his phone and his keys and his shoes away from him the previous day. Only the solicitor, a man in his ﬁfties called Rob, looked like Paul felt. He was bleary-eyed and greasy-haired and had the appearance of someone who had pulled an all-nighter. Paul remembered that Rob had looked like this when he turned up at the station yesterday and, judging by his eggy tie and tatty shoes, probably did most of the time.

				Woburn stared him out while Christine smiled, then lowered her eyes. He wished he could read their minds. Daniel was big on body language: Of necessity, he was better able to read people’s minds than anyone else Paul had ever met. He always knew what you were thinking. That was one of the reasons it was so difﬁcult to lie to him.

				The tape recorder clunked and whirred into action. “Interview with Paul Seaforth resumed at nine-twenty hours, first September 2009,” said Woburn. “We were discussing the events of the evening of thirtieth August, same year. While you were sleeping, we had a little chat with Scatlock. He’s told us the lot.”

				Paul was incredulous and insulted. Did Woburn think he was an idiot? Daniel might be many things, but he would never inform; he wasn’t a grass. Carl had spoken about the police and the mind games they played: It was part of their training; they used misleading language designed by psychologists that convinced you they were telling the truth when they were blufﬁng. The meaning of Woburn’s words depended on Paul’s response, and he breached his wall of silence only to show that it hadn’t worked.

				“I don’t believe you.”

				“Fair enough.” Woburn shrugged. He held up a photograph. Before Paul had a chance to look away he took in a tableau of the scene that had been replaying itself in his mind ever since they had ﬂed it. Woburn tapped the end of his pen on the worst part of the image. Paul screwed his eyes up but the picture didn’t go away. He made ﬁsts and pressed them into the sockets of his eyes, but the picture was only imprinted more permanently. “Don’t be shy,” said Woburn. “It’s not as though it’s the ﬁrst time you’ve seen it.”

				Paul wondered why they weren’t using the man’s name and hoped it would stay that way. Ken Hillyard. Ken Hillyard. Ken Hillyard. It had been repeating in a loop in his mind, and he was afraid that if anyone said it aloud it would break his resolve, like a password. He focused on the table. The varnish had long worn off the wooden trim. He tried to worry at a splinter in it, but it had already been rubbed smooth by other guilty ﬁngers. Rob had moved his chair next to the wall and was leaning into it, his left temple pressed against the plaster.

				“It’s uncomfortable viewing,” said Woburn cheerfully. “Perhaps you’d like to see this instead.” He produced another photograph, of a little black box with a blank screen. Out of context it took Paul a few seconds to grasp what he was looking at. When he recognized the GPS, he felt the individual hairs on his arms raise themselves one by one. A second photograph showed the wiggly country lane that led to the village whose name would soon, for a while at least, become public shorthand for a particular crime.

				“Nice piece of kit,” said Woburn. “This is top-of-the-range stuff. They remember everywhere you ever go. This one even remembers when you went there. Covered in your prints, of course.” A third screen shot from the device showed that they had arrived at the village at 11:20 P.M. Two hours later it had happened. Paul’s heart beat fast as he tried to work out what this meant for him. “Look. Here’s how it is. We know you were both there. One of you did it. I know which one. You know which one. She knows which one.” He jerked his head in Christine’s direction. She remained inscrutable, the sad eyes, the small static smile. “Tribes in the Amazon previously undiscovered by white men know who did it. This is a question of when, not if.” Paul shook his head, feeling his brain bounce off the walls of his skull. He needed to think, and fast, but Woburn was still talking. “Here’s what’ll happen if you don’t talk to me: Best-case scenario, we charge you with aiding and abetting. Worst-case, Scatlock blames you, the whole thing goes to a messy trial, it’s your word against his, and you go down for something we all know you didn’t do.”

				Christine leaned in as though to impart a conﬁdence. “We know it was Daniel. Of course we do. I think you got a bit out of your depth, didn’t you, hmm? So I don’t blame you for clamming up. But you were there, and this is only the evidence that we found before we’ve really started digging, so there’s bound to be plenty more where that came from. Look, I know you’re afraid of him.” Paul felt a stone in his throat, and Christine’s face began to swim. If he blinked even once he’d had it: Her sympathy was not worth Woburn’s contempt. “I know you’re afraid of what he might do. But that’s exactly my point: The more you tell us about what Daniel did, the stronger our case against him will be, and the longer he will go away for.”

				“Do you have any idea what would happen if I did that?” he blurted. “You don’t know what he’s like.” Not until he saw Rob ﬂinch upright in his chair did he realize his virtual admission of guilt.

				“On the contrary, I know all too well what Daniel Scatlock’s like,” said Woburn. “I’ve been nicking his dad since I was in uniform. Junior’s got a juvenile ﬁle as thick as a doorstep. I’ve been looking forward to his coming of-age-for years.”

				A future without Daniel in it. Was that really what they were offering? He had thought it was the answer to his prayers, but now that it seemed to be a possibility, he wasn’t so sure. He had wanted to escape, but not like this, with death as the catalyst and liberty as the sacriﬁce. Despite the plans he had made for life on his own, for the ﬁrst time it occurred to him that he didn’t know how to cope without Daniel, how to be.

				The only sounds in the room were the soft rhythmic click of the tape recorder and a light nasal whistle every time Rob exhaled. When Paul spoke it felt like jumping off the highest diving board at the pool: You didn’t so much decide to do it as ﬁnd that, after a few seconds of tiptoeing on the edge, the water was rushing up to meet you.

				“I’ll need protection. Like, a safe house or something.”

				“A safe house?” snorted Woburn. “Have you any idea how much that would cost? That’s for serious cases.”

				“How much more serious does it get?” asked Paul.

				“What DS Woburn means is that safe houses are very labor intensive, and they tend to be for more vulnerable people, families, and those at risk from the public,” explained Christine. “I’m afraid that the Crime Prosecution Service wouldn’t see your case as exceptional, or regard you as particularly vulnerable. People have to testify against friends all the time. But we can offer you a degree of witness protection and...” A silence followed, during which she searched the air above her head. When she spoke again her tone was breezy. “I think it’s time we all had a cup of tea,” she said.

				“What?” said Woburn.

				“Interview suspended at nine-thirty-one hours,” said Christine, and she pressed the pause button.

				Woburn glared at her but didn’t argue. Paul understood suddenly that she was his boss. It was obvious now: Daniel would have sussed it out in seconds. The two detectives rose and left the room together. Their voices, his harsh, hers soft, faded as they walked away. The uniform who’d escorted him from his cell came back to wait at the door.

				Rob’s spine slackened again: Now he had his chin on his chest, in the classic pose of the park bench homeless. “Well, this puts rather a different complexion on things,” he said. “Time for a cigarette break, methinks.”

				Paul, alone with the uniform now, watched the tape machine, suspended on pause: Its two turning circles, one with an orange tag, the other plain white, kept making tiny movements, as though straining to get away. Woburn and Christine came back after ﬁve minutes or an hour, Paul couldn’t tell anymore, with tea for all ﬁve of them. Each came in two plastic cups, doubled up so that you could hold it without burning your hands. Until yesterday he’d never had tea in a disposable cup. Even at Daniel’s the tea had always been in a proper mug. Once you got used to drinking out of plastic, it wasn’t that bad. Whoever had made the tea had put just the right amount of sugar in it. He supposed they were waiting for Rob to come back before they could turn the tape recorder on. Christine spoke ﬁrst.

				“We might have found a middle way. Now you’ve got blood on your hands, metaphorically speaking, but I think if we, ah, if we reframe this case with you as a witness for the prosecution we can get a collar on Daniel without involving you at all.”

				“What do you mean?” said Paul. Carl had always told them there was no such thing as a get-out-of-jail-free card.

				“I’m going to have a word with an old friend of mine who runs community projects. She’s a youth worker, she’s helped rehabilitate young offenders and, um, vulnerable people for me before.” Despite his history Paul made a small internal objection to the term “offender” but had no quibble with “vulnerable.” He felt like a crab without a shell. “She’ll sort you out with some work, somewhere to live—no, not a safe house, but her current project is in Warwickshire; it’s far enough away for you to be able to make a new start. It’s some kind of gardening project, I think. It’ll be hard work, but it will get you away from Daniel.”

				Paul almost replied that he’d happily shovel shit for the rest of his life if it meant he could extricate himself from this mess and put Daniel away. Some part of him seemed to leave his body and swoop around the room, as if giving him a taste of the freedom that could be his. But ﬁrst he had to make sure he knew what they were saying. He’d had enough of shades of gray; he needed them to spell it out.

				“But this is on condition that...”

				“You tell us exactly what you saw Daniel do.”

				“But what about my involvement in it?”

				“What involvement? You were a witness,” said Woburn.

				“But I...” Then he understood. Christine sat in quiet composure while Woburn tried to persuade his features into a mask of patience. She placed her palm on the table between them so that her ﬁngertips were inches away from Paul’s, and he wrestled with the impulse to hold her hand. “So, what do you think, Paul?” she said.

			

		

	
		
			
				2

				APRIL 1989

				LOUISA’S BEDROOM WAS at the back of the ground ﬂoor of her parents’ house, with the garage on one side and the alleyway on the other. Patio doors opened onto a barren little courtyard, giving a subterranean feel.

				“I don’t know how you can bear to sleep there,” said Miranda, who had the room across the landing from their parents. “It’s so far away from the rest of us.”

				“Exactly,” said Louisa.

				It was true that in the event of an intruder scaling the mews gate, outwitting the alarm, and forcing the steel front door, she would be the ﬁrst to feel the blade split her skull, but it was a risk she was willing to run if it meant she could play her music loud and have the downstairs shower room to herself. The bottom bedroom had its own early warning system built in: There was always enough time between the sound of the gate dragging open, the car being reversed into the garage, and the key turning in the front door to eject her guests. Hooded eyelids and high coloring gave her beauty a feverish, consumptive edge that certain boys, sensitive types on the cusp of manhood, found hard to resist. How many of them had tiptoed, shoeless, down that cobbled side alley? She could also sneak out to parties—the best of which never began until they were all in bed, anyway—and return at daybreak similarly undetected. Louisa’s parents were proud of their enlightened permissiveness, a situation she was careful to preserve by ﬂaunting her mildest dissipations and hiding those she knew would genuinely concern them. The trick was to decide for yourself where the line was drawn, then throw in something that completely raised the bar, so that by the time they had conceded the point you were back where you wanted to be in the ﬁrst place.

				She still ﬂinched to recall the threat to her position that had occurred a few months ago, around the time of her eighteenth birthday, when her father had mooted turning the bottom bedroom into a gymnasium and making the guest bedroom over for Louisa. The prospect of being moved into the heart of the house had greatly distressed her and badly affected her sleep, just when she ought to have been concentrating on her A levels. After months of wasted worry, Nick Trevelyan had spent the money on a surround-sound entertainment system from Bang & Olufsen; he and Leah had joined an expensive private gym near Olympia, where they could lift weights under the supervision of personal trainers and swim in the vaulted, saline swimming pool. It was a family membership, meaning their daughters could use the club as often as they wanted. Miranda, who followed their parents in all things, whether that was reading medicine at University College London or the Guardian at breakfast, was an instant convert. She called her exercise regime “training,” as though she were limbering up for the Barcelona Olympics. Louisa refused to join them, even though she could see the results were impressive: It was as though someone had laced Miranda into a corset and, every week, was pulling the strings a little bit tighter.

				The three of them would sit at the breakfast table sprinkling bran on carefully weighed portions of muesli; she’d feel their eyes on the back of her head as she fried an egg in butter. They had even started to dress alike, all in pale gray sweats with the gym logo across the back. The clothes blended seamlessly with the color scheme that ran throughout the house, from the front door to her father’s study in the eaves: white walls and carpet with furniture in whispered shades of chalk and pastel. It was like living in an overexposed photograph, where Louisa, in her blacks and reds and purples, felt like an anomaly, a trick of the dark.

				She wanted to paint her bedroom. On Portobello Road she exchanged a ﬁver for a nearly full tin of black paint, some gold leaf, and two half rolls of velvet wallpaper in a deep plum color, a beautiful texture with a pile deep enough to lose your ﬁngertips in. They remained in the drawer under her bed, along with her alembic and her distillery, her meticulously labeled vials and bottles, her books and her sex toys. If she painted the walls and hung the paper while they were all out at work or the gym, how long would it be before they even noticed? No one but the daily (and, of course, her own invited guests) ever breached her threshold.

				The right thing would be to do it with Leah’s blessing, but she had exhausted all her powers of negotiation and persuasion in convincing them that taking the Kensington Market job had been the right thing to do. Her parents, in the wake of her failing to take up her place at university after A levels, were still at the “pretending to understand” stage. It had been an uncomfortable conversation, one devoid of the usual sport. For once Louisa was testing a boundary she knew to be inflexible. It had gone more or less as she expected it to, running the gamut from incomprehension to mockery via disapproval in under two minutes.

				“Working at a market stall?” Leah had said.

				“But you said I had to do something with my life.”

				“Something worthwhile. We had hoped you might study, or at least travel. So far you seem to have spent most of your allowance on getting drunk.”

				“I’ve done enough studying. What I need is life experience. I’m not academic like you and Miranda. I just want... oh, I don’t know.” She cast around the room for support. Miranda was curled up in the papasan chair with a giant textbook on her lap. The bamboo squeaked as she turned her head to speak. “Mum, I had a Saturday job when I was eighteen, working in the pharmacy, remember?”

				“That was different,” said Leah. “That was relevant.”

				Nick said, “But there isn’t a market in Kensington. Or do they have it in one of the squares?”

				“It’s an indoor market,” said Miranda. “That big building on the corner opposite Barker’s.”

				“Can’t say I’ve ever noticed. What do they sell, fruit and veg?”

				“No, Dad. It sells, like, alternative clothes and music and jewelry.”

				“Oh.” He turned his attention back to Louisa. “And what would you be selling?”

				“Oils.”

				“Oil? As in olive?” said Nick. “But I thought you said it wasn’t a food market.”

				“Oilzzzzzzzzz.” She buzzed the plural.

				“But darling, you can’t paint,” said her mother.

				This rankled with Louisa, who liked to think of herself as a polymath creative who had yet to ﬁnd her medium. “Essential oils,” she said with theatrical patience. “Aromatherapy. Plant essences with healing powers. You know, lavender relaxes you, clary sage is a stimulant—”

				“Oh, healing,” said Nick. “Like the crystals and their vibrations.” They were laughing at her now; Louisa felt a bubble of rage. She wished again she had never told them about the crystals. In retrospect, those beliefs did seem rather foolish, but she had been only fourteen then, and it was very unfair of them to keep referring to a brief phase four years ago. Not for the ﬁrst time, she wished she had the kind of family who picked ﬁghts rather than ridiculed her; it was the one thing she couldn’t bear.

				“Oh, lay off her,” said Miranda. “I think it sounds nice. Much better than an air freshener. And a lot kinder on the ozone layer.”

				“But that’s the whole point,” said Louisa. “It’s not just a pretty smell. There’s real evidence—” She bit her tongue. She shouldn’t have used the “e” word.

				“I must have missed that issue of the Lancet,” said Nick. “Or was it published in another peer-reviewed journal that I don’t subscribe to?” Louisa thought, Before this conversation goes much further one of them is going to use the word “empirical” and I am going to lose my temper. “Louisa, we’ve been over and over and over this. Unless there’s empirical research to back up these theories, it’s all just snake oil.”

				“You’re so quick to dismiss anything that’s even remotely alternative—”

				“These things are called alternative medicine because they are alternative to medicine. If they worked, I promise you, I’d be prescribing them. I’m serious, Louisa. I’ve seen one too many patients hand their life savings over to some quack who promises to make them live forever with smells and bells.”

				“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” shouted Louisa, and she left the room, wishing there was a door to slam, angry at them for having made her undermine her own argument.

				“It’s just a phase, like the homeopathy, or the Buddhism,” she heard her mother say.

				Nick snorted. “The fact that this one actually comes with a job attached should ensure it burns itself out within the month. I’m sure the culture shock of having to get up for work every morning will see the novelty wear off soon enough.”

				It had been a Pyrrhic victory, her pride the casualty. She descended the stairs as silently as her boots would allow, then walked the mile to the market to tell Elvira, as she had always intended to, that she could start tomorrow.

				Louisa loved where she lived, the streets off Gloucester Road where looming Edwardian mansion blocks were interspersed with dinky terraces. As a small child she had always imagined them as streets made of cake, each with patisserie colors and swirls, the contrasting shades of brickwork like milk and white chocolate, the intricate scrolls of their stones like piped icing. The cottages and mews houses in the foothills of the mansions were painted in fondant sweetshop colors. Walking through her neighborhood made her crave sugar.

				Kensington Market was a ﬁve-ﬂoor maze of creeping staircases, twisting corridors, and black-walled booths, part dungeon, part disco. Entering it was like going down into hell, in a good way. Elvira’s stall was on a mezzanine ﬂoor between a tattoo parlor and a shop that sold vintage clothes. At the end of the corridor, near the ﬁre door, was a bright yellow mural showing black men in zoot suits abandoning a card game to dance; looking at it, you could almost hear the jazz.

				Elvira had been in Miranda’s year at school, when she had been known as Eleanor, but she and Louisa hadn’t been friendly back then. When she’d been gone two years and Louisa was in the Upper Sixth, their paths started to cross in pubs and clubs. Even in the gallery of freaks that was the market Elvira stood out, with her waist-length hair extensions, her pierced nose, and her painted veil; every day she drew a spider’s web across her eyes and nose with the same liquid liner that made her round English eyes into Egyptian almonds. She ran three stalls within the market, and the one that Louisa was going to be looking after was called Volatile Oils. It was set up like a continental tobacconist, with a few packets of henna and joss sticks on a tiny table before her and the oils displayed in tall, cramped shelves that stretched behind her and on either side, so that people had to ask for what they wanted. Those nearest to hand were the bestsellers, the low-grade oils cut with grapeseed and quick to perish. The real treasures were on the top shelf, the expensive, rare organic oils in their dark blue vials that shone like sapphires. Within a week she could identify every one with her eyes closed; within a fortnight she had blended a concoction of lavender, neroli, and patchouli that helped her achieve a sleep so deep she was late for work twice. Most of her customers were tourists. Louisa suspected that their oils would be left to fester in rucksacks or discarded in hostels, although in years to come they’d catch a trace of frankincense or rosemary and remember their London holiday. She felt an almost religious euphoria when she convinced a customer of the necessity of spending more money than they had thought possible on pure rose oil or distilled lemon balm. She loved to sell them a ceramic oil burner and show them how to ﬂoat the droplets on the surface of candle-warmed water so that it smoldered but didn’t ﬁzz.

				“This is all a bit beyond the call of duty,” said Elvira, when she found her reading Bartram’s Encyclopedia of Herbal Medicine. Louisa was almost embarrassed to let Elvira know quite how seriously she took it all.

				“It’s just something to do when there aren’t any customers,” she said.

				“I’m not knocking it. You took three hundred quid last Sunday.”

				Louisa grew to love the rhythm of her days, the quiet hour at the top of the day before the customers came, her after-work cider with the other stallholders at the Milk Bar or Henry Afrika’s. Most of all she treasured her lunchtimes. These hours she spent alone in the rooftop gardens on top of the old Derry and Toms department store. It wasn’t until you stood at the top of the city, above the pall of the pollution, and looked down that you noticed how few people ever looked up. There were three separate gardens up here. The surprisingly thin trickle of tourists who found their way up tended to dwell on the showstoppers: the pink-walled, palm-lined Spanish garden with its Moorish geometricity, or the English woodland with its ponds and birds. Most people only passed through the walled Tudor garden to reach the balcony that looked out across the Brompton Oratory and the caterpillar trains that crawled through the shallow gorge of the Circle line at High Street Kensington station toward Battersea Power station in the distance. For Louisa, however, it was a destination in its own right. Of course it couldn’t possibly be authentic, sitting as it did on top of an art deco building, but its crinkled walls that captured the scent of the lavender growing in the shallow borders and the herringbone stones beneath her feet suggested a different time and place. She defended her territory as ferociously as a cat, slipping down Derry Street without telling anyone where she was going. She lived in constant fear of chancing upon one of the other stallholders or, God forbid, one of the one-night stands who wouldn’t take no for an answer and hung around the market for days. It was such a shame that they were attractive only for as long as they remained strangers. She always told them this at the beginning. They never got it.

				She watched, with an anthropologist’s interest, the burgeoning relationship between Matty, the tattooist, and Roberta, the Italian girl who worked in the market café. Louisa would cover his stall for his almost hourly coffee runs, and in return for facilitating his courtship he offered to pay her in kind. They made her right ear their joint project, Matty ﬁtting as many tiny silver rings as Louisa’s ﬂesh would accommodate.

				Her parents were irritatingly tolerant of the multiple piercings; the corsets, blue hair, and black leather choker strung with an unambiguously anatomical silver pagan fertility symbol also went unremarked. It was only after everything had happened, when her clothes had become drab, her skin was scrubbed clean, and her hair reverted to its natural brown that their younger daughter’s appearance caused them concern. But that was on the other side of love, the other side of death, and by then there was nothing they or anyone else could have done for her.
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