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  Chapter One




  ‘Tell me,’ Silas Graves said to Abigail Allen during their first dinner together, ‘your deepest, darkest secret.’




  It was a beautiful spring evening, and he had brought her to the San Carlo in Highgate High Street in north London, had chosen one of his favourite restaurants, wanting to please her, wanting

  her to feel relaxed.




  ‘If I tell you that,’ Abigail answered, ‘you’ll never want to see me again.’




  ‘I doubt that very much,’ Silas said.




  ‘Don’t doubt it,’ Abigail said.




  Silas shrugged. ‘Tell me anyway.’




  She laid down her fork, rested it beside the carpaccio on her plate, and gave a small sigh.




  ‘Please,’ Silas said.




  A sunburned young man two tables away gave a raucous laugh.




  Abigail shuddered, then said, quietly, rapidly:




  ‘When I was thirteen, I killed my parents and a boy named Eddie Gibson.’




  She glanced to her left, then her right, then forced her eyes back to his face.




  Waited to be left alone again.




  Silas’s eyes were intently, avidly, on hers.




  ‘How on earth,’ he asked, ‘did you manage that?’




  







  Chapter Two




  When Silas was five years old, he had become a brother.




  ‘Look,’ his father, Paul Graves, had told him outside the hospital nursery, holding him up so that he could see the new infant in her cot on the other side of the window.

  ‘That’s your little sister. Isn’t she just the most beautiful baby you’ve ever seen?’




  Silas had looked down.




  Ugly, he thought, his stomach clenching.




  Wrinkly and blotchy and squirmy, with tufts of dark hair, wholly unlike himself, with his pale skin and hay-coloured mop.




  He looked up at his father. ‘Mummy says I was the most beautiful baby.’




  Paul Graves smiled. ‘So you were,’ he said. ‘And now your sister is.’




  Silas looked back down at the cot.




  ‘Feel sick,’ he told his father.




  And was.




  ‘You must tell us, darling,’ Patricia Graves, his mother, had said next day, cradling the new baby in her arms, ‘if there’s anything you want to know,

  or don’t understand.’




  Silas had looked into the gentle brown eyes in which he had, until yesterday, had perfect faith, and asked the question now crowding his mind, gobbling up and spitting out all other

  thoughts.




  ‘Who do you love more, Mummy?’ he asked. ‘Me or her?’




  ‘We love you both equally, Silas,’ Patricia said, placidly, oblivious to the tumult in her son.




  Silas frowned. ‘You used to say you loved me more than anything in the whole world.’




  ‘And it was true.’ Still tranquil. ‘I did love you – and your daddy – more than anything or anyone else.’




  Silas felt his world shift. His mother had never qualified that declaration before, had never so much as hinted that her love was like a cake, to be cut into slices.




  ‘And now,’ Patricia went on, ‘I – we – love you and Julia that way.’




  Julia.




  Ugly Julia.




  His mother must have seen something in his face, for the calm – the smugness – wobbled just a little in her eyes.




  ‘It doesn’t mean I love you any less, Silas, darling,’ she said.




  But it did. He knew it meant exactly that.




  Three slices now.




  He looked at his baby sister’s sleeping face, and wanted to rip her apart.




  ‘Do you understand, Silas, my darling?’ Patricia asked, anxiously.




  Silas blinked, then turned his sea green eyes back to her face.




  ‘Yes, Mummy,’ he said.




  He understood very well.




  







  Chapter Three




  When Silas was ten years old and Julia was five, Paul Graves had left their big old red-brick house near the foot of Muswell Hill one November morning – ostensibly to go

  to his law office in High Holborn – and had not returned.




  ‘Is Daddy dead?’ Silas had asked his mother after several weeks.




  ‘No, darling,’ Patricia had answered. ‘I’m sure he isn’t.’




  Silas supposed that was true, since they had neither buried nor burned him.




  ‘Is he in prison?’ he asked.




  ‘Why on earth would you ask that?’ His mother was wide-eyed.




  ‘One of the boys at school’s father’s in the Scrubs,’ Silas replied.




  ‘Well, your father is not.’ Patricia paused. ‘And please don’t say things like that in front of Julia.’




  ‘I wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘I know better than that.’




  ‘Yes,’ his mother said. ‘I know you do.’




  For the first fortnight after Paul Graves had gone, Patricia had wept a good deal of every day, but then she had, with a great effort, brought herself under control, and had

  taken to weeping only at night in her bedroom.




  Lying sleepless in his own room, Silas had heard her, night after night, and had felt both desolate for, and angry with her. Angry because he knew that, given the opportunity, he could have

  comforted her, could have more than made up for the absence of the man who had – so far as Silas could see – done little more for his wife than leave early each morning and come home

  for dinner before going to bed.




  Let me in, Mummy, he yearned to say to her, listening to her quiet sobbing through the wall. Let me help you. But he did not dare say those things because he was afraid that

  she might laugh at him, push him away.




  Reject him.




  She did not. On the night when Silas had finally summoned the courage to leave his room and go to hers, to turn the handle and actually go inside, Patricia, lying in the dark, a handkerchief

  pressed against her mouth, had turned on her bedside light and asked, in a semi-strangled voice, if something was wrong with either him or Julia.




  ‘Nothing’s wrong with us,’ he had said. ‘Except I can’t bear it.’




  ‘What can’t you bear, Silas, darling?’




  ‘You crying in here, all alone, when . . .’




  ‘When what?’




  Silas had taken a deep breath.




  ‘When I could help you,’ he said.




  Let me in.




  Patricia had pushed back the bedcovers and had let him in.




  ‘You’re cold, darling,’ she said.




  He was cold, freezing, so she let him wrap himself around her, and he was tall for his age, almost as long as she was, and she was warm and soft and smelled of flowers, and Silas laid

  his head on her shoulder and breathed her in, and felt her body relax, just a little, against him.




  ‘You won’t need him anymore now,’ he told her.




  Patricia sighed.




  ‘You won’t need anyone but me,’ Silas said.




  When Silas had been sleeping in her bed for about two weeks, Patricia woke up in the middle of the night to a curious sound.




  She lay quite still for a moment before realizing it was coming from her son.




  He was humming softly under his breath.




  Breathing strangely, too.




  Rhythmically.




  Patricia sat up suddenly.




  ‘Silas, stop that this instant.’




  She reached for the light switch, threw back the covers.




  ‘For God’s sake,’ she said sharply. ‘Don’t be so disgusting.’




  Silas smiled up at her, a lazy, rather proud smile.




  ‘Stop it now,’ Patricia told him again.




  The smile vanished, his hand fell away from his erect, not quite grown – quite grown enough, she thought, despite herself – penis, and he frowned at her sulkily.




  ‘Cover yourself up,’ his mother told him.




  Silas moved hastily, put it back in his pyjama trousers, his cheeks flushing.




  Patricia laughed. ‘All the same.’




  He was still frowning. ‘What’s the same?’




  ‘Males,’ she said, her tone disparaging. ‘If you only knew.’




  ‘Knew what?’ Silas asked.




  ‘How ridiculous you look.’




  His green eyes narrowed, and the pink in his hot cheeks became a flush of humiliation and anger. ‘Don’t laugh at me, Mother.’




  He had never called her that before.




  Patricia supposed that laughing at a prepubescent boy might have been the wrong approach, but then again, she had expected him to jump guiltily, rush to cover himself up, and instead he’d

  looked pleased with himself, which had shocked her more than a little.




  ‘I’m sorry, my darling,’ she said. ‘But you must understand that if you’re going to do disgusting things like that—’




  ‘I thought,’ Silas said, ‘that’s what all men do.’




  Now Patricia’s face was hot. She wondered if she should get up or tell him to go back to his room; was, once again, rather surprised that he had not got out of bed of his own accord.




  ‘Firstly,’ she said, ‘you’re not a man.’




  Her son’s eyes grew colder.




  ‘Secondly, don’t answer me back.’




  ‘Sorry,’ Silas said.




  ‘As I was saying—’




  ‘You don’t want me to do disgusting things like that.’




  Patricia glared at him, trying to gauge how cheeky he was being.




  ‘If you find that you absolutely must—’ she managed to speak coolly ‘—from time to time, then kindly do it in private, in your own bedroom.’




  ‘Don’t you like me sleeping with you, Mother?’




  She thought, but was not quite certain, that he might be feeling hurt.




  ‘It’s nice,’ she answered, carefully, ‘to have the company. But you’re not a little boy any more, so maybe—’




  ‘No,’ he broke in, firmly, clearly, ‘I’m not.’




  ‘Silas, I’m trying—’




  ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I understand.’




  ‘Do you?’




  His expression was suddenly full of sympathy. ‘You look very tired, Mummy.’




  ‘I am,’ Patricia agreed.




  ‘Why don’t you lie down again?’




  She hesitated, briefly, then lay back against her pillows.




  ‘Now close your eyes,’ Silas said.




  ‘Silas, maybe you should—’




  ‘Close your eyes, Mummy—’ he was gently insistent ‘—and let me stroke your hair, the way you like, till you fall asleep again.’




  Patricia knew she was too tempted, too weary, to resist.




  ‘No more of that,’ she said.




  ‘Of course not, Mummy,’ he said.




  It only took about a minute before he felt her relax again, felt her actually letting go, falling asleep. For a moment or so, continuing to stroke her hair, he felt good about that, about

  himself, about the power of his gentle hands, of his love for her, and hers for him.




  But then her words sprang back into his mind.




  Ridiculous. Disgusting.




  Silas took his hand away.




  







  Chapter Four




  They were perfect together.




  Silas had known they would be from the very beginning.




  It had been a mild April afternoon and he had been sitting in a taxi in heavy traffic on his way to a bread-and-butter rag trade shoot when she had caught his eye. Not because of her clothes

  – very undesigner T-shirt and jeans – or even her looks, but because of the way she was carrying her cello. Big and cumbersome as it was in its ancient looking case, the young woman was

  conveying the instrument out of the Wigmore Hall with the kind of tenderness a mother might have shown an overgrown and clumsy, but greatly loved, child.




  Silas, sitting in the back of the stationary taxi, had watched her set her burden down on the pavement and push her hair out of her face, and, without taking his eyes off her, had felt on the

  seat for his camera, opened its case, raised it and zoomed in.




  Long, blond, heavy, almost butter-coloured hair, just a shade or two darker than his own. Oval, pale face. Nose not quite straight, all the finer for it. Wide, grey eyes. Sad, intriguing

  eyes.




  Silas loved intriguing.




  He took a few shots, then, grateful for once for the gridlock, examined the rest of her. Nice breasts, good shoulders and strong, but feminine arms, slim waist. Pretty skinny all over, he

  thought; not model-skinny but almost underfed.




  He thought she looked tired.




  ‘Shat upon,’ he murmured, and took another photograph.




  She began to lift the cello again.




  ‘Pull over, driver, please,’ Silas said sharply. ‘Just for a moment.’




  He opened the door.




  ‘That looks very heavy,’ he called.




  She looked up, startled, saw the taxi, the young man getting out, realized he was talking to her, set down the instrument case again.




  ‘It’s fine,’ she said, warily.




  Silas kept distance between them. ‘I thought you might like to take my taxi.’ He saw her brow crease. ‘Don’t worry,’ he added quickly. ‘I’m not

  expecting to share it.’




  ‘I couldn’t possibly steal your taxi,’ she said.




  Her voice was accented. Scottish. Low, husky, sexy.




  ‘I’m offering it to you, so it wouldn’t be stealing, especially not—’ he was suddenly desperate not to lose her, ‘—if you do something for me in

  return.’ He saw doubt on her face, found a visiting card in his jacket, held it out to her like an offering. ‘Like get in touch sometime, if you wanted to.’




  She wrapped her arms around the cello, her eyes darting down at the card, then up again into his face.




  ‘Just take it,’ Silas said, urgently. ‘And the taxi. Please.’




  ‘All right.’ She took the card, slid it quickly into her jeans.




  ‘Good.’ He felt intense relief. ‘Thank you.’




  She smiled, began to lift the cello into the taxi, and Silas suppressed the urge to help her, waited till she was in, then stooped to talk through the window to the driver.




  ‘I’d like to pay for—’




  ‘No,’ she said, swiftly, from the back. ‘Please don’t.’




  Silas smiled at her. ‘Just my own fare,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry.’




  The driver took his money, waited to be told where to drive to.




  ‘Chalk Farm, please,’ she said.




  Silas shut the door. The driver indicated, checked his wing mirror.




  Quickly, impulsively, she leaned forward and dragged down the window.




  ‘My name,’ she told Silas, ‘is Abigail Allen.’




  He had only just managed, three work-jammed days later, to locate her manager – a man named Charlie Nagy who had, entirely properly, refused to give out information, but

  said he’d be glad to pass on any message – when she telephoned him.




  ‘Is that Silas Graves?’




  ‘It is.’ He knew, instantly, that it was her.




  ‘This is Abigail Allen,’ she said. ‘You might not remember me.’




  He smiled, looking up at his photographs of her, enlarged to poster size and mounted on every wall of his Crouch End studio.




  ‘I remember,’ Silas had told her.




  They had spoken for several minutes. He had asked her what she had been doing at the Wigmore Hall, and she had explained that she had been filling in for a cellist who’d come down with

  flu, and then Silas said he’d only been there once, but had greatly admired the mural over the stage.




  ‘Something to do with the Soul of Music, isn’t it?’ he asked, though he knew precisely what the work symbolized, having looked it up that morning.




  ‘And Psyche,’ Abigail said, ‘transcribing music.’




  ‘And Love,’ Silas said, ‘with roses in her hand.’




  And the rest had followed just – almost – as sweetly.




  







  Chapter Five




  Every day of every week, unless she was in rehearsal or playing or working at her other job, Abigail practised the cello in her room in Chalk Farm.




  It was a small, claustrophobic, unprepossessing room on the top floor of an old, narrow, off-white, dingy house near the station, and the floor vibrated each time a tube train on the Northern

  Line passed beneath the building. But her window was blessed with a view of a lovely old chestnut tree which, in all seasons, helped, together with her music, to blot out the ugliness of her

  immediate surroundings.




  Helped, too, to blot out other things.




  Things.




  Abigail managed the business of living well enough. Waiting on tables part-time in a Finsbury Park café in between going to auditions and rehearsals and engagements – anything that

  she and Charlie Nagy (whose small artists’ management company looked after a number of far more accomplished and successful soloists, but who still found time to manage Abigail’s

  insignificant diary commitments) could secure for her. And she’d certainly played a hotchpotch of engagements since coming down to London from Glasgow; over the past several months

  she’d played at two weddings, a funeral, as background music for the afternoon tea customers at a Thames-side hotel, and once even in the window of a newly-opened furniture store in South

  Kensington.




  To an outsider, it might have seemed that a talented young woman with such a hectic life must have any number of friends, but despite outward appearances, Abigail lived her life, for the most

  part, alone.




  Alone, she knew, was what she deserved.




  The music infinitely more than she deserved.




  She was like a lover with her cello. She surrounded it with herself, gripped it with her knees, let the back of it rest against her breasts, curving the fingers of her left hand over its four

  strings, bowing with her right, her hair sweeping down and across her face with each motion. Her guilt aside, the cello – her mother’s, made more than fifty years before somewhere in

  Bavaria – was the only true constant in her life. Alone with it, Abigail felt able to release her innermost emotions into her music; and physically, too, the beautiful smoothness of the

  spruce and maple woods of which it was made so comforted her that on warm summer days and evenings, she played wearing just a slip or even less.




  There was no one to see her; there had been no one close to Abigail for many years. There were acquaintances, naturally: musicians and her colleagues and regulars in the café; and of

  course there was Charlie, who might, Abigail realized, have liked to become more to her than friend and manager, but who had long since accepted in his kind, easy way, that she was not interested

  in anything more.




  Not with Charlie, nor with anyone else.




  Alone was what she deserved.




  She thought, from time to time, that she ought perhaps to have killed herself years ago. Drunk bleach, or tied a sack of rocks around her waist and drowned herself in some dirty, cold canal. A

  painful, ugly end.




  The end she deserved.




  She had no right even to her music, to its riches and companionship. No right to the sounds and sensations and glory of it. No right to the instrument that enabled her to achieve those

  things.




  No right to anything.




  They had all said it was an accident, and that she was a victim.




  Not her fault.




  The Sheriff’s determination.




  ‘All my fault,’ Abigail had told her mother as she lay dying.




  ‘You mustn’t say that,’ Francesca Allen, passionate at the last, had told her. ‘Never say that, not to anyone . . . Swear it.’




  Her mother’s last words.




  Setting her daughter free.




  







  Chapter Six




  When Silas was fifteen, on a Wednesday night in May, Patricia Graves had brought home a stranger named Graham Francis, had made a special dinner (something, Silas remembered

  years later, to do with veal and mushrooms and rice that he’d hated) for their guest and her two children, and had then announced that she was going to be married again.




  Silas and Julia – who was ten now, and tall, skinny and dark, like their mother, and who was no longer (had, Silas had long since realized, never been) even remotely ugly –

  had stared at each other helplessly while Patricia had held tightly to Graham Francis’s hand.




  Silas had waited, his jaw growing painful from clenching, to see if Francis would leave or stay. And then, after the stranger had finally left, having bestowed a discreet, but tender

  kiss on his fiancée’s cheek at the front door, he went on waiting until after Julia had gone to bed.




  ‘What about our father?’ Silas asked his mother, as she loaded the noisy old dishwasher in the large, comfortable kitchen of which he was very fond.




  ‘Your father’s been gone more than five years, darling.’




  ‘He’s still your husband, though, surely?’




  ‘Not after the divorce goes through.’ Patricia poured powder into the dispenser, and glanced at him sideways. ‘We’ve talked about this, Silas.’




  He was silent for a moment.




  ‘What about us?’ he said, tightly. ‘If you marry him, what about you and me?’




  ‘It won’t change anything about us, darling,’ Patricia said.




  Silas had enough experience to know that if that wasn’t exactly a lie, it was certainly his mother’s way of not facing up to reality. Any remotely significant change led to turmoil

  and upheaval, sometimes short-term, sometimes with greater ramifications, like having to give up the place he’d been promised at Highgate School because his father’s desertion had left

  his wife a whole lot worse off, and if they were to be able to stay in the house they all loved – Patricia had told her children at the time – other economies would have to be

  considered. Which was why both Silas and Jules (as she was now known to most people) were at local authority schools, Jules happy enough, Silas not exactly unhappy, but resentful

  nonetheless.




  ‘Won’t he want to sleep with you?’ he asked his mother now.




  ‘Of course he will.’ She closed the door of the dishwasher.




  ‘We sleep together,’ Silas said.




  His mother straightened up, put out her hand, touched his arm. ‘Obviously that will have to change, darling,’ she said, kindly. ‘But nothing else will.’




  ‘But that,’ Silas said, ‘is everything.’




  







  Chapter Seven




  When Silas was eighteen and Jules was just thirteen, Patricia and Graham, on a January holiday in Andorra, had gone skiing off-piste and been killed by a comparatively minor,

  but locally lethal, avalanche.




  ‘That’s it now,’ Silas said to Jules. ‘We’re on our own.’




  There was no one else. No uncles or aunts, and the only living grandparent – Paul Graves’s mother (who had, like Patricia and the children, never discovered what had happened to her

  son after his disappearance eight years earlier) – now had some kind of dementia and lived in a nursing home, and Graham’s parents were (thankfully, Silas felt, and said, to Jules) both

  dead.




  Which made him the head of the family.




  ‘You’ll be all right,’ he comforted his sister. ‘I’ll look after you.’




  ‘I know you will,’ Jules said, and wept in his arms.




  Silas made the arrangements, had the bodies flown home, instructed the undertaker that his mother was to be buried, in accordance with her own wishes, and his stepfather (who

  had left no such directions) cremated, and that if anyone objected to that on Graham’s behalf, then they were welcome to make their own alternative arrangements.




  ‘Shouldn’t they be together?’ Jules, shocked, had asked him.




  ‘I don’t think so,’ Silas had replied with finality.




  ‘But it seems so . . .’ She wavered, her eyes miserable.




  ‘What does it seem?’ Silas asked coldly.




  ‘Unkind,’ Jules said. ‘Not right.’




  He refused to speak to her after that for more than a week. Silas was good at making his soft-hearted sister suffer, knew how to punish her by simply freezing her out, knew it would invariably

  not be long till she begged him to forgive her. Which, of course, he would, because he loved her and because she was, after all, all he had left now.




  The pardon came, on that occasion, the following Sunday, after she’d cooked him his favourite roast pork and fresh apple sauce lunch, and even if her crackling hadn’t been a patch on

  Patricia’s, it hadn’t been too bad either, and Silas recognized what a great effort she’d made, considering her grief.




  ‘You won’t ever let me down again, will you, Jules?’ he asked, after lunch.




  ‘Again?’ She looked distressed.




  ‘You questioned my decision about Graham,’ Silas said.




  ‘Only because I thought Mummy would have been unhappy about it.’




  ‘Mummy isn’t here any more,’ Silas said, gentle now. ‘Just you and me now, Jules, and I need to know you’re on my side.’




  ‘Always,’ Jules told him fervently.




  She gave him a big hug, almost crying with relief at being forgiven, and for a moment or two, holding her, Silas felt it was almost like having their mother back again. Their real

  mother, pre-Graham-the-stranger.




  ‘Would you mind—’ he felt choked with sudden emotion ‘—if we slept in the same bed tonight?’




  He had taken over Patricia’s and Graham’s bedroom within a week of their deaths, had boxed his stepfather’s belongings and dumped them in one of the two spare bedrooms, and

  brought his own clothes and personal paraphernalia in from his old single room. It felt right to him, returning to the bed where he and his mother had been perfectly content until Graham’s

  arrival in their lives, but he had still felt lonely, had not slept really well lying in the big bed all on his own.




  ‘Of course I wouldn’t mind,’ Jules said, ‘if it’ll make you feel better.’




  ‘Good,’ Silas said, and drew away.




  Jules saw tears in his eyes, reached out and stroked his cheek tenderly.




  ‘Poor Silas,’ she said.




  He woke, one night, lying inches from his sister in his mother’s bed, with an erection.




  Disgusting.




  Patricia’s voice was so clear she might have been standing beside the bed.




  Silas took a breath, edged carefully from beneath the duvet, grabbed his dressing gown, and made it into the bathroom.




  Still hard.




  Ridiculous.




  He told himself, even while he was in the bathroom, masturbating under a towel, wishing he’d remembered to get the lock on the door fixed, that his mother was gone, and that even if she

  were not, he was a grown man now, a man, for fuck’s sake, and all men wanked now and then, and there was nothing wrong with it. But still he felt angry with himself, for his

  inability to control the impulse, felt ashamed, afraid in case Jules woke up and heard him or, worse, came into the bathroom and saw what he was doing, in case she was disgusted, the way their

  mother had been, or worst of all, in case she laughed at him.




  Even that wasn’t his greatest fear, he realized. His greatest fear was that if she knew what he was doing, Jules might not want to sleep with him any more, and he didn’t want to

  sleep alone again.




  He finished jerking off into the towel, his free hand jammed against his mouth to muffle his involuntary cry.




  No more, he told himself, getting over it, folding the towel back over the rail, confident at least that Jules seldom used this bathroom, so that he would be able to get back to it in

  the morning, toss it in the washing machine without her knowing.




  It wasn’t right, anyway, getting a hard-on in that bed, certainly not next to his little sister. That bed, that bedroom – whatever Patricia and Graham had got up to in the three

  years they’d spent together – was meant for perfect love, the kind he’d shared with his mother until he had come along. The kind he shared with Jules now.




  Not for sex. Not now, anyway. Maybe, some day, in years to come, with the right woman, a wife maybe, someone who loved, really loved him.




  In the meantime, there was no shortage of girlfriends, many of them coming Silas’s way via John Bromley, a guy from school who was a bit of a legend where women were

  concerned, and while Silas liked to think he didn’t actually need anyone else’s leftovers, he also accepted that he was somewhat lazy when it came to pulling. If it weren’t for

  John, Silas sometimes thought he might not bother at all. As it was, he was certainly only interested in seriously good-looking girls, or at least girls interesting looking enough for him to want

  to photograph.




  Some of them liked having their pictures taken, some found it a bit odd, because though there was no burning passion in him to take groundbreaking or even simply very beautiful photographs, he

  did tend, when he was in the mood, to get a bit obsessive about getting shots exactly the way he wanted them, playing about with backgrounds, or making backgrounds vanish altogether, so that the

  women looked like they were flying or floating, stuff like that, cool stuff, all good practice for when he got to college and studied photography full-time.




  As for sex itself, Silas thought he might enjoy it more if he were better at it. He had always preferred, wherever possible, to be good at whatever he did and not to bother too much about the

  rest, and he wasn’t sure that he was outstandingly gifted on the sexual front. Bromley claimed (not that Silas exactly believed him) that he could make it go on and on till his women

  were screaming with pleasure. In Silas’s case, it all tended to be a bit speedier and more urgent than that. Not that he’d any real complaints. Except that redhead, Sonia

  Something-or-other who he’d met when he and John had gone to the Spaniard’s one Sunday, and Silas hadn’t madly fancied her, but it was obvious John had his eye on her, and he was

  in the mood that day for competition.




  Anyway, Sonia-the-redhead had been a good five or so years older than him, and she’d also had a great body and been decidedly up for it, and when Silas had gone back to her place off

  Parliament Hill he’d suddenly felt incredibly horny, and photographing Sonia undressing (she hadn’t minded that one bit) had made him harder than he could ever remember having been

  before. But then they’d done it, and he hadn’t been able to wait for her, hadn’t really been all that fussed about even trying to wait, if he was candid, because the best

  part had been the build-up and he generally liked the preliminaries more than the main event.




  ‘Selfish bastard,’ Sonia had called him, because he’d come before her, and Silas had considered walking out straightaway, but then he’d relented and given her a hand-job

  instead, partly because he figured if he didn’t make the effort she might bad-mouth him to Bromley or some of her girlfriends.




  Not that he cared that much. Sex served a definite purpose, he’d decided a long while back, but it was strictly physical, nothing more. Messy and – unlike the fakery in most movies

  – not especially beautiful.




  Masturbation, at least, he thought now, creeping out of the bathroom and going back to the bed in which Jules was still thankfully sleeping peacefully, got it over and done with without

  fuss.




  Disgusting. His mother’s voice in his head again. Ridiculous.




  ‘Piss off, Mother,’ Silas said, also in his head.




  







  Chapter Eight




  When Patricia’s will was read to Silas and Jules by her solicitor Stephen Wetherall in his office in Lincoln’s Inn, it transpired that their mother had left

  legacies of five thousand pounds to Silas and ten thousand pounds to Jules. More cash to his sister, Patricia had written in a side letter, because Silas was handsome, clever, charming, and a man

  to boot, and would therefore, she was sure, find life easier than Jules might. Patricia had bequeathed the house on Muswell Hill and the remainder of her estate to Graham who, she wrote, had made

  her very happy; but in the event of his failing to survive her, the house was to go to Jules, the residue to Silas.




  Silas did not wait for any pleasantries after the reading, picked up his grey winter coat, stalked out of the office, jumped into Patricia’s Ford Escort and gunned away. By the time Jules

  got home in the taxi summoned for her by the kindly solicitor, her brother was upstairs in the big double bedroom, packing.




  ‘What are you doing?’ She was distraught.




  ‘I’d have thought that was obvious.’ He picked up a tumbler of malt whisky from his bedside table, held it up. ‘Decided the Glenlivet was probably his, so I

  figured you wouldn’t mind too much.’ He tipped the pale liquid down his throat.




  ‘Silas, stop it!’ Jules, who had wept for a good part of the drive home, now began again. ‘I know you’re upset, but you don’t—’




  ‘Upset’s a bit of an understatement, sis.’ He put down the glass, tossed two cellophane-packed shirts and a black sweater into the open case on his bed.




  ‘You don’t understand.’ Jules darted forward, pulled out the sweater, clutched it to her. ‘I’ve already asked Stephen about changing the will. I think it’s

  awful of Mummy to have done that to you, and in a way it was quite insulting to me, too, saying I need it all more because I’m a girl and not very pretty and always reading.’




  ‘She didn’t say any of that,’ Silas said.




  ‘You know it’s what she meant,’ Jules said, which was true, because Patricia had always been nagging at her daughter to make more of her looks and to get her head out of the

  books she loved so much. ‘But anyway, she only wrote what she did about the two bequests, didn’t she? The house wouldn’t have come to me if Graham hadn’t died, too, and at

  least she left you all the rest, and Stephen says it’s quite a lot.’




  ‘I don’t care about the money,’ Silas said, though he was not quite certain that was true. ‘But let me guess what Stephen said about you changing the will.’ He

  turned to one of the open wardrobes. ‘Big fat no, right?’




  ‘He said no to that.’ Jules still clung to the sweater. ‘But apparently I could write over half the house to you if I wanted.’




  Silas turned around. ‘I wouldn’t ask you to do that,’ he said. ‘Anyway, you’re too young, surely?’




  ‘Now I am,’ Jules admitted. ‘But when I’m older—’




  ‘When you’re older—’ Silas cut her off ‘—I could be long gone.’




  ‘Silas, don’t!’ She threw down the sweater on the nearest chair. ‘Please don’t talk that way!’




  He shrugged. ‘I’m sorry, but it’s hardly my fault.’




  ‘Not mine either.’ Jules came closer, put out a tentative hand, touched his arm. ‘Silas, you can’t leave me, I couldn’t bear it.’




  Silas stepped away, took two pairs of jeans out of the wardrobe.




  ‘And I’m only thirteen—’ Jules fought on desperately ‘- so if you went, someone else, some outsider, would have to come and live here with me, and surely

  you’d hate that too, and it doesn’t matter what it says in Mummy’s will, this is still our house, isn’t it? Yours and mine.’




  Silas folded the jeans, laid them on top of the shirts, picked up the sweater Jules had dropped on the chair.




  ‘I could write a letter now,’ Jules said, desperately, ‘promising you the house when I’m eighteen or whatever age I have to be.’




  ‘Half of it, you mean.’ Silas picked a bit of fluff off the sweater.




  ‘Half, or all of it,’ Jules said. ‘I don’t care about the house. All I care about is you not leaving me, Silas, darling.’




  He watched her scrub away tears with the back of one hand.




  ‘What if we had half each,’ he said, slowly, ‘and you wanted to sell your half?’




  ‘Same if you wanted to,’ Jules said.




  ‘No,’ Silas said. ‘If this was my house, I would never sell it.’




  ‘Nor would I,’ his sister said.




  ‘You might if you fell in love with some stranger and he wanted you to.’




  ‘I wouldn’t,’ she said, passionately.




  Silas sat on the bed beside his case. ‘You might, Jules. You’re not as tough as me. You might be persuaded.’




  Jules looked at him for a moment, then came and sat beside him.




  ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’m not as tough as you.’




  Silas chewed his bottom lip, then smiled. ‘All right, sis, you win. All to me, then, so we can be sure of keeping it in the family.’




  ‘And you’ll stop packing?’




  He nodded, smiled again.




  ‘Thank you.’ Jules was eager. ‘Help me write the letter.’




  ‘I’ll help you draft it,’ Silas said. ‘But you’ll have to make sure Wetherall knows it’s your idea, and he’ll have to word it properly.’ He

  paused. ‘And I’ll write a letter too—’ he was easy now, confident again ‘—promising to always look after you.’




  Jules moved closer to him. ‘We’ll always look after each other.’




  Silas looked at her.




  ‘You say that now,’ he said.




  It wasn’t just hurt or wounded pride, or even especially the need to own the house that had got to Silas so badly. Their house was genuinely far more important to him

  than it was to Jules, who was still pretty much a kid, for God’s sake, a girl who was, at heart, a romantic, and who would in time, he was absolutely certain, think about moving to some other

  home.




  Silas would never do that. This was his family home. No big fancy pile, no estate, just a good, solid, handsome and rather valuable house. One that had already stood the test of many years, that

  might throw up the odd crack or problem now and then, but would not easily crumble.




  Their house. That was what mattered to Silas. It was ‘the Graves house’, in the same way that the house next door was ‘the Brook house’. Continuity and constancy

  mattered to Silas. The house having belonged to his parents and then to his mother, and continuing to belong to him and Jules.




  To Jules alone now, if Patricia had her way. Though that, he was fairly confident after his chat with his sister, would change in time.




  What would not change, would never now change, was that he hated his mother for doing this to him. He had known, of course, since the stranger, that she was not a person to be depended upon,

  that she had no real loyalty, but her will . . .




  He clenched his jaw at the mere thought of it.




  Her will had finished Patricia for him forever.




  Once Jules had written her letter – once that side of things was settled, morally if not yet strictly legally – Silas was certain that they would rub along very

  nicely. His sister was not a fussy child, very clean, thank Christ, but not obsessively hygienic or tidy or wanting to alter things for no good reason. Jules was, all things considered, a practical

  and sensitive person.




  Which was what their house was suited to, Silas felt: practical, sensitive people who would take care of it and not change things unnecessarily. Its overall size and shape, and the construction

  of its rooms were in need of no alteration; the house had cool, shady rooms for summertime and warm, cosier spots for winter. It was a bit dark in places, but that was a small price to pay for

  being shielded from a busy road by beautiful old trees; and anyway, most big old houses had dark nooks and crannies, and their house had lovely bay windows in the living room and master bedroom and

  an elegant staircase.




  Silas had never realized until his mother had tried to rob him of it how much he cared about the house. Had never been aware, as he now was, of it being an almost living thing, a kind

  of organism in its own right, like an outer, protective skin.




  Just an overcoat, he’d tried telling himself when he’d walked out of Stephen Wetherall’s office. A shelter at most. But he hadn’t really believed it. It

  was much more than that, would always be more, so long as it remained their house. The Graves family’s house.




  His house.




  







  Chapter Nine




  Until she met Silas, the best times of Abigail’s life had taken place back on Allen’s Farm, her parents’ home in the Pentland Hills, south of Edinburgh. From

  first awareness to around age twelve, she had, she believed, been almost completely happy.




  School in the village. Regular drives with Francesca – born in Glasgow to a passionately musical Italian mother and Scottish father – to West Linton to buy provisions and treats.

  Lambing, the hardest working time of year for her parents and the farmhands, but the sweetest for Abigail because Douglas, her daddy, let her help in the pens when homework and music practice

  permitted, and even her mother, on rare occasions, had been known to let her help bottle feed the more helpless, weest ones. And that had been followed, all too soon after they were weaned, by

  trips to Lanark with her father, and that had been sad, of course, even horrible – sort of, though not exactly, knowing what was going to happen to the lambs – but even at an

  early age, Abigail had been told by Dougie that market was a vital part of farming and what put food on the table, and she’d never seen her daddy lay rough hands on any of their creatures,

  and she trusted him and understood what had to be.




  Twice each year – once for a Festival concert, once for the Christmas lights – the Allens went on a day trip to Edinburgh. Abigail liked the lights well enough, but a boy at school

  named Jamie Cochrane had warned her once that the rocks beneath the castle were crumbling away, and that it was only a matter of time till the whole pile came crashing down onto Princes Street.




  ‘Right onto your head,’ he’d said.




  Her parents had both laughed when she’d shared that fear with them, had told her not to fret, that the castle was and would remain perfectly solid and exactly where it was, but still,

  after what Jamie Cochrane had told her, Abigail had done her best to try to persuade them to stay on the shopping side of the street.




  Allen’s Farm was where she had felt safest. Just them and the labourers and the sheep and the gorgeous colours and smells of the land and the grasses and wildflowers, and the snug freedom

  of the timeless landscape wrapping around them. Allen’s Farm was where Abigail had wanted to, had felt sure she would be able to, stay forever. When some of her schoolfriends talked

  about their longing to be in bigger, more exciting cities like Edinburgh or Glasgow or even London, Abigail found she could picture no place or lifestyle more perfect than her own.




  ‘When I grow up,’ she told Jeannie McEwan at school, ‘I’m going to be a farmer, just like my daddy.’




  ‘But your Ma wants you to do music,’ Jeannie pointed out.




  ‘That’s just silliness,’ Abigail dismissed. ‘If I go round the world playing her cello, who’ll take care of the farm?’




  ‘Maybe you’ll get a brother,’ Jeannie suggested.




  ‘They can’t have any more babies,’ Abigail said, frankly, for that was something else that her father had explained to her a long while back, that there was something the

  matter with her mother’s womb, and that they had been lucky to have her. She’d found it easy enough to understand because her daddy had said it was just like what had happened to one of

  the ewes the previous spring – except, of course, that the ewe had gone to the abattoir after that, which, to Abigail’s mind, made her mother’s predicament rather less sad by

  comparison.




  ‘There’s so much more to life than Allen’s Farm.’




  If her mother had said that to Abigail once, she’d said it at least a dozen times. Important and necessary as it was, farming, Francesca Allen said, not untruthfully, was poorly paid,

  frequently virtually unpaid, drudgery.




  ‘There are wonders in the world away from the hills, away even from Scotland,’ she told her daughter. ‘Things you’ll be able to see for yourself, live for

  yourself, if you listen to me.’




  ‘But I love the farm, Ma.’ Abigail always responded simply, steadfastly. ‘I love it more than anything.’




  ‘Now you do,’ Francesca said. ‘But when you’re older—’




  ‘I’ll be the same,’ Abigail insisted.




  Usually at such times her mother smiled wearily but knowingly and let the subject rest, though there was no capitulation in that, for there was a strand of cast-iron resolve inside Francesca.

  She might have stamped on her own mother’s dreams for her; might have given up the place that could have been hers at the Glasgow Conservatoire for love of Douglas Allen; might have made the

  decision to become a farmer’s wife rather than a concert cellist; might have learned to regret that as she had lurched with Dougie from one farming crisis to the next. But Abigail, by age

  eight, had already shown more musical potential (in Francesca’s opinion as her teacher, not just as her mother) than she ever had, and so she would be damned if she’d see that

  squandered.




  Dougie, for his part, said as little as possible about it. Thrilled by his daughter’s love of the land, it saddened him considerably to contemplate the farm passing, ultimately, into the

  hands of strangers, but he knew how deep his wife’s passions ran, how much she’d given up for his sake, how fervently she believed in Abigail’s musical talent, and, being a

  peaceable man, found it frankly easier, as a general rule in their everyday lives, not to antagonize his wife.




  ‘What if she refuses to go on playing?’ he had once asked.




  ‘She will not refuse,’ Francesca had replied.




  And Abigail had not, for, like Dougie, she disliked confrontation and loved her mother. And playing the cello (‘violoncello’, her mother called it sometimes, in her most serious

  moods) had been a pleasure from the age of six, when Francesca had first sat her down with the beautiful old instrument, reducing the length of the extendable spike at its base to make it a little

  less formidably tall, and allowing her to get used to its shape and construction, and its feel too – smooth wood first, then the strings – watching her daughter’s expression as

  she created her own first sounds with her fingers – and then with the bow . . .




  ‘Touch it,’ she had told Abigail. ‘It’s horsehair. All bows for stringed instruments are made of hair from the tails of male horses.’




  ‘Does it hurt them?’ Abigail had promptly wanted to know.




  ‘No more than it hurts you when I cut your hair,’ her mother had answered.




  ‘Why male horses, Ma?’




  Given that her daughter had already observed on the farm, with interest and plentiful questions, a few years of ewes in season being covered by rams, Francesca saw no reason not to explain that

  mares’ tails tended to become wee-soaked, whereas a stallion’s, for obvious reasons, did not.




  ‘Now—’ Francesca had moved smartly along ‘—sit nice and straight, Abigail, and see if you can hold the cello firmly with your knees.’ She paused, watched for

  a moment. ‘If we had more money,’ she said, ‘we might have been able to find you a smaller instrument, but—’




  ‘No,’ Abigail had jumped in swiftly, struggling to find a position where she might be able to feel some degree of control over the body of the instrument and its long neck. ‘I

  like this one, Ma, really.’




  Her mother had watched, smiling, satisfied with the beginning.




  ‘When you’re ready,’ she said, ‘take the bow again – with your left hand, not your right, sweetheart – and hold it here—’ she showed her

  ‘—almost at the end, just below what they call the frog—’




  ‘Frog?’ Abigail’s grey eyes were round.




  ‘I’ve no idea why it’s called that,’ Francesca said, ‘but it is.’




  She showed Abigail how to prepare to use the bow, placed her right thumb against the stick, curved the middle finger around the first joint, then arranged her other fingers, and waited for the

  child to either fidget or drop the bow or grow bored with the fussiness of it.




  It was a tribute, Abigail realized a long while later, to her mother’s teaching and to Francesca’s own talent as a cellist, that she had not, for the most part, grown bored with her

  lessons. She found the music that her mother played very beautiful, felt a great desire to emulate her, experienced, almost from the very beginning, a true thrill when she managed to produce warm,

  sometimes rich sounds from the precious instrument. And even if she might, quite often, rather have been out in the fields or sheep pens with her daddy, if practising regularly was what it took to

  keep her ma in a good mood, then, certainly for the time being, Abigail was happy to comply.




  Much later on, looking back on the latter part of that early life, Abigail found it hard to identify exactly when she had begun to change from that contented, amenable child

  into the increasingly stroppy, often sullen creature who had, finally, destroyed everything that had been wonderful in her life. Puberty, perhaps, teasing so-called maturity into her body and

  mind.
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