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Prologue


He wondered if his wife had noticed anything yet . . . Sometimes she looked at him so strangely. Suspiciously. She didn’t say anything, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t watching him closely. And drawing her own conclusions.


They had married in April. It was now September and they were still in the phase where they were careful around each other, trying not to reveal their own eccentricities too clearly. Yet he could see that one day his wife would become a nagger. She was not the type to get involved in a shouting match, throw plates or threaten to kick him out. She was the type to go on and on at him, quietly moaning about things and driving him round the bend.


But for now she kept a lid on it. She tried to do everything just as he wanted. She cooked the food he liked, put his beer in the fridge in plenty of time, ironed his shirts and trousers, and watched the sports shows on TV with him, even though she preferred romantic films.


And all the while she was keeping an eye on him. At least, that was what it felt like to him.


She had married him because she could not live without a husband, because she needed to feel protected, cherished and cared for. He had married her because he had been close to the edge: no stable job, little money. He had felt that he had come unstuck at some point. He had already started to drink too much. At that point he had still been able to find a few odd jobs and pay the rent on the unappealing little flat he lived in. But he was losing courage. He could no longer see a future for himself.


And then Lucy had come along with the little cycle repair shop that she had inherited from her late husband. He had seized the chance. He had always had an eye for opportunities and he was proud not to be a ditherer.


Now he was married. He had a roof over his head. He had work.


His life was on track again.


And now this. These feelings, this compulsion, the inability to think of anything else. Of anything else except for her.


And her was not Lucy.


She had blonde hair. Not the poorly dyed blonde of Lucy’s hair, which was already grey here and there. No, proper blonde. Her hair flowed down to her waist and shimmered in the sun like a cloth of golden silk. She had blue-green eyes. Depending on how bright the light outside was, but also on the colour of the clothes she was wearing and of the background, her eyes sometimes looked as blue as forget-me-nots or as green as the sea could be. This intensive play of colour in her eyes fascinated him. He had not seen anything like it in anyone else’s eyes.


He loved her hands, too. They were delicate and slender. Her fingers were long and slim.


He loved her legs. Delicate too. Almost fragile. Everything about her was. As if she were carved from a pale-coloured piece of noble wood by someone who had taken a lot of time and effort over her. Nothing about her was ordinary or coarse. She was loveliness personified.


When he thought of her, he broke out in a sweat. When he saw her, he could not take his eyes off her. That was probably what Lucy had noticed. He tried to be near the garden gate whenever she came down the street. Normally he would give a bike he had just repaired a test run on the pavement, in order to have an excuse to hang around. He loved the way she moved. The spring in her step. She didn’t move awkwardly; she took long strides. There was so much energy in everything she did. Whether she ran or spoke or laughed: yes, unlimited energy. Strength.


Beauty. Such an overabundance of beauty and perfection that it was sometimes hard to believe it was possible.


Was what he felt love? It had to be love, and not just greed, excitement and everything else that came with it, but which only came because he loved her. Love was the beginning, the ground in which his longing grew. This longing that he could not muster for Lucy. Lucy was an emergency solution and not one that he could give up, because without Lucy he would be a social wreck. Lucy was a bitter necessity. Life sometimes demanded that you had to give in to bitter necessity. He had learnt long ago that there was no point in fighting it.


And yet everything in him rebelled against it. And then he would be flooded with a wave of overwhelming helplessness. For what chance did he have? He was not attractive. He had no illusions about that. In the past, yes, but now . . . He owed his belly to his predilection for beer and fatty foods. His face was bloated. He was forty-eight years old and looked ten years older, especially when he had drunk too much of an evening. Unfortunately he could not break the habit. He ought to exercise and eat more vegetables, drink water or tea, but it just was not that easy to change thirty years of habit at a snap of the fingers. He wondered whether this elf, this sprite, would still be able to love him, in spite of his belly, the bags under his eyes and the fact that he huffed and sweated at the smallest exertion. He had inner qualities, and perhaps he would be able to communicate them to her. Because he had known for a while now that he would not be able to do without her. In spite of Lucy and her jealousy and the risk he was taking.


He was a forty-eight-year-old fatty whose body and soul were aflame.


The problem was that she, the elf, the being he longed for day and night, was so much younger. So very much younger.


She was nine.




PART 1




Saturday, 31 October 2009


Liza managed to slip out of the room unseen just as the man readied himself to give a speech on the occasion of his father’s birthday. He had tapped a fork against his glass several times until finally the hundred guests had cottoned on. The background roar of laughter and talk disappeared and everyone’s eyes turned on the nervous man, who seemed at that moment to regret nothing so much as his decision to make a speech on his father’s seventy-fifth birthday.


The speaker was turning alternately red and white. He got into such a muddle over his words that it took him three goes before he really got started. A few men in the audience made jokes to their neighbours. He had certainly managed to attract everyone’s attention with his awkwardness.


The moment could not have been better.


During the last fifteen minutes Liza had already worked her way towards the exit. Now she only had to take two more steps to be outside. She closed the heavy door behind her and leant briefly against the wall, breathing deeply. How peaceful it was out here. How cool. The room had become unnaturally hot because it was so full. She had the impression that no one suffered from the heat as much as she did. Everyone else seemed to be enjoying the evening immensely. Beautiful clothes, jewellery, perfume, relaxed laughter. And she was in the middle of it all and yet blocked off from it as if by an invisible wall. She had smiled mechanically, had replied when someone asked her something. She had nodded or shaken her head and drunk her champagne, but the whole time she was numb. She felt as if she was a puppet and someone else was pulling the strings, so that she herself had no control over her movements. And that was what had been happening for years. Her life was not guided by a will of her own. If you could call what she had a life.


A young female employee of the elegant Kensington Hotel, a venue appropriate to the status of the man whose birthday it was, came by just then. She stopped a moment, unsure whether the woman leaning against the wall needed help. Liza supposed she must look the worse for wear, at least if she looked at all like she felt. She straightened herself up and tried to smile.


‘Everything all right?’ asked the employee.


She nodded. ‘Yes. It’s just . . . it’s pretty hot in there!’ She nodded towards the door. The young woman looked pityingly at her and then walked on. Liza realised she had to get to the ladies’ and do herself up. Judging by the expression on the woman’s face, she must look a right state.


The marble-floored room was bathed in a gentle light and quiet, calming music wafted from hidden speakers. She was afraid of meeting someone, but it appeared she was alone. No one seemed to be in the cubicles either. But as there were one hundred guests at the birthday party alone, as well as all the hotel’s other guests, this situation wouldn’t last long. Liza knew that someone could come in at any moment. She didn’t have much time.


Supporting herself on one of the luxury washbasins, she looked at herself in the mirror above it.


As so often when she looked into a mirror, she had the impression that she did not know the woman she saw. This was even true when she was not as stressed as she was now. Strands of her beautiful blonde hair, which she had pinned up at the start of the evening, were hanging messily down the sides of her face. Her lipstick was probably on the rim of her champagne flute. It certainly was no longer visible on her mouth. Her lips appeared very pale. She had been sweating heavily. Her nose was shiny and her make-up smudged.


She had felt it. Guessed it. That was why she had longed for nothing quite so much as to leave the dreadful room and its suffocating crowd of people. She had to get a grip again quickly and find a way to survive this evening. It could not go on for ever. The champagne reception was almost over. The buffet would soon commence. Thank God. That was better than a seated five-course meal, which could go on for hours and where anyone who made a quick getaway was immediately noticed – at least by their neighbours. A buffet offered many more possibilities for a discreet disappearing act.


She put her handbag down in front of herself on the marble-topped surface, fiddled nervously and clumsily with the catch and finally managed to fish out a tube of make-up and her compact. If only her hands would not shake so much. She had to be careful not to spill any on her dress. That would be all she needed tonight.


While she was trying to open the compact, unsuccessfully, she suddenly started to cry. There was nothing spectacular about how it happened. The tears just trickled out of her eyes and she could not stop them. She raised her head in disgust and saw a face she did not know – a face that had now become a crying face. That made her turmoil complete. How was she to go back to the room with fat, red, swollen eyes?


Almost in a panic, she tore a whole bundle of silky-soft tissues from the silver dispenser on the wall and tried to stem her flood of tears. But it almost seemed as though the effort to stop them only made them flow all the more strongly. They just did not stop.


I have to go home, she thought. There’s nothing for it, I have to leave!


And as if everything was not bad enough already, now she heard a noise behind her. The door leading to the hall opened. High heels clacked on the marble floor. Liza could see the blurred outline of a figure through her tears. A woman who was crossing the room towards the toilets. She pressed the tissues to her face to make it look as though she were blowing her nose.


Hurry up, she thought, go away!


Suddenly the footsteps stopped. For a short instant there was complete silence in the room. Then the stranger turned around and went over to Liza, putting a hand on her gently trembling shoulder. Liza lifted her head and looked at the woman in the mirror. A face full of concern. Enquiring eyes. She did not know the woman, but judging by what she was wearing, Liza guessed she was there for the birthday party too.


‘Can I help?’ she asked. ‘Don’t think you have to talk to me, but . . .’


The warmth and concern audible in the calm voice were too much for Liza to bear. She lowered the tissues.


Then she surrendered to her pain and stopped trying to staunch the flood of her tears.




Sunday, 22 November


It was late on Sunday evening when Carla was first conscious of a peculiar thing about the lift and its doors. At that point she did not have long to live, but her powers of imagination could not let her see what would happen to her that night.


She sat in her flat, somewhat puzzled, because suddenly she was certain about what had been going on for a few days now. The lift would come up to her floor, the eighth, and stop; the doors would open automatically, but then nothing further would happen. No one got out; she would have heard their footsteps in the corridor. Nor did anyone get in; she would have heard footsteps beforehand. She was sure there had been none. If there had been, she would have registered them on some level of consciousness. The building was not good at muffling sounds. It was a seventies tower block, a rather unadorned block with long corridors and many flats. Families lived in the larger flats and the smaller flats were inhabited by singles who worked the whole time and were almost never home. Hackney was one of the poorer boroughs of London, but the area where Carla lived was not all that bad.


She tried to remember when she had first heard the lift come up without hearing anyone step out of it. Of course that happened occasionally, and had happened since she moved there. If someone pressed the wrong button, realised their mistake and got out at a lower floor, the lift would still make the journey to the top floor, open its doors, then close them again and wait until it was called to another floor. But recently it had been happening more often. Unusually often.


Perhaps in the last week? Perhaps in the last fortnight?


She turned the television off. The talk show on TV right now did not interest her anyway.


She went to the flat’s front door and opened it. She pressed the light switch right beside her doorbell, bathing the corridor in a harsh white light. Who had decided on these lights? They gave your skin a deathly pallor.


She looked down the long, quiet corridor. Nothing and no one in sight. The lift doors had closed again.


Perhaps some joker in the block who had taken to pressing ‘8’ before he got out. Although quite what someone would get out of that was a mystery to Carla. But many of the things that drove people, that people did or wanted to do, were a mystery to her. When all was said and done, she thought, she was fairly isolated from society. Alone, abandoned and living on her pension for the last five years. If you got up on your own, spent the day reading or watching television in a small flat, only occasionally making the effort to go for a walk, and then ate alone again in the evening before sitting down in front of the television, you ended up distancing yourself from normal life. You lost contact with people whose daily life was made up of their job, colleagues, spouses, children and all the related worries, tasks and, of course, joys. Perhaps she seemed much stranger to other people than she realised.


She closed her front door again and leant against it from the inside, breathing heavily. When she had moved into the block, she had at first thought that she would have a better life there. She had hoped that in a building full of people she would feel less lonely, but the opposite was the case. Everyone here slaved away with their own lives, no one seemed to really know any of the others, and everyone lived as anonymously as possible. Some flats were also empty. For some time now no one but Carla had lived up on the eighth floor.


She went back into the living room, wondering whether to turn the television on again. She left it. Instead she poured herself some more wine. She drank every evening, but she had imposed a rule on herself that she was not to start before eight. Until now she had managed to stick to that.


She jumped when she heard the noise of the lift again. It was going down. Someone must have called it. At least that was normal life. People coming and going in the block. She was not alone.


Perhaps I should look for another flat, she thought.


Her finances did not give her much room for manoeuvre. Her pension was modest. She could not make big changes. Nor was it clear that she would be less lonely elsewhere. Perhaps it was down to the building. Or perhaps it was down to her.


Thinking that she could no longer bear the silence, she reached for her telephone and hurriedly dialled her daughter’s number. She did it before fear or shyness could get the better of her. She had always had a good relationship with her daughter, but since Keira had got married and had a baby, the contact had started to crumble a little. Young people did not have time. They were so occupied with themselves and their lives.


Where to find the energy to look after a mother whose life had gone down the pan?


Carla could sometimes scarcely believe it herself: divorced after twenty-eight years of marriage. Her husband had been in debt up to his eyeballs. He had lived beyond his means and over the years the debts had grown and grown. He had skedaddled before his creditors could catch up with him. For years there had been no trace of him. Carla still suffered from the experience. She was often whiny. Keira had escaped the mess into which her father’s bankruptcy had plunged the family by finding her own comfortable life in Bracknell, forty-five minutes south-west of the centre of London. After finishing her maths degree, she had found a good job in a bank and married a man with a safe job in the bank’s management. Carla knew she should be happy for her daughter.


Keira answered the phone on the second ring. She sounded stressed. Her little boy was screaming in the background.


‘Hi, Keira. Mummy here. I just wanted to see how you were.’


‘Oh, hi, Mum,’ said Keira. She did not sound enthusiastic. ‘Yes, everything’s OK. Johnny’s just not sleeping well. He’s always screaming at night. I’m pretty shattered.’


‘He must be getting his teeth through.’


‘Yes, that’s it.’ Keira went silent for a moment, then asked, duty-bound, ‘And how are you?’


For a second Carla was tempted to just tell the truth: that she felt rotten, that she felt completely alone. But she knew that her daughter did not want to hear that, because everything was too much for her too right then. She would have reacted badly.


‘Oh, well, I am on my own rather often,’ she said. ‘Since I retired . . .’ She left the rest of the sentence unsaid. Things could not be helped.


Keira sighed. ‘You have to find some leisure activity you enjoy. A hobby where you meet like-minded people. Whether it’s a cookery course or a sport that you start doing, you need to be round people.’


‘Hmm, jumping around with old ladies in aerobics classes for the elderly . . .’


Keira sighed again, this time with obvious impatience. ‘It doesn’t need to be that. God, there’s oodles of options. You’ll be able to find something that matches even your expectations!’


Carla was tempted to let her daughter in on the secret that she had been going to a self-help group for single women, but that she had not managed to make lasting friends. Probably she had been moaning too much. Nobody could bear her for long. No, it was better not to let Keira know about that project.


‘I think everything just depresses me,’ she said. ‘If I go swimming or cook during the day, it just makes me realise that I’m not a fully active member of society any more. That I’m not working and have no family to care for. And when I come home again, then of course no one is waiting for me.’


‘But you would certainly meet some nice women who you could do things with now and then.’


‘Most of them probably have families and wouldn’t have time for me.’


‘Right, because you’re the only divorced pensioner in all of England,’ replied Keira sharply. ‘Do you want to sit in front of your television in your flat every night for the rest of your life under a cloud of despair?’


‘And get on my daughter’s nerves?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘This block is oppressive,’ said Carla. ‘No one shows any interest in anyone else. And the lift is always coming up to me and then no one gets out.’


‘What?’ Keira sounded irritated.


Carla wished she had not said that. ‘Well, I just noticed it. That it happens quite often, I mean. Apart from me, no one else lives up here. But the lift is always coming up.’


‘Then someone is sending it up. Or that’s the way it’s programmed. That it automatically goes to different floors.’


‘But it only started in the last week or two.’


‘Mum . . .’


‘I know. I’m getting a little odd. That’s what you think. Don’t worry. I’ll get my life back on an even keel somehow.’


‘Of course you will. Mum, Johnny is screaming again and . . .’


‘I’ll leave you! It’d be nice if you and Johnny would visit. Maybe one weekend?’


‘I’ll have a look and see if there’s a good time,’ said Keira vaguely. Then she quickly said goodbye and hung up, leaving Carla with the feeling that she had been an annoyance and a burden.


She is my daughter, she thought defiantly. It is normal for me to call her now and then. And for me to tell her when I am not feeling well.


She looked at her watch. It was just after ten.


Nevertheless, she decided to go to bed. Perhaps to read something. Certainly in the hope of falling asleep quickly.


She was just about to go to the bathroom to brush her teeth when she heard the lift coming up again.


She stood in her hall, her ears pricked.


I really wish that someone else lived up here too, she thought.


The lift stopped and the doors opened.


Carla waited. For nothing to happen, no sound, nothing.


But this time she heard something. This time someone left the lift. There were steps. She heard them quite clearly. Steps outside in the corridor, which was no doubt brightly lit.


Carla swallowed. Her throat was dry. She felt a prickling sensation on her skin.


Now don’t let it get to you. First you got worked up because there was no one in it, and now you are getting worked up because someone is.


The steps approached.


This way, thought Carla. Someone is coming to my door.


She stood paralysed behind her front door.


Someone was on the other side.


When the doorbell rang, the spell was broken. The bell was normal life.


Burglars don’t ring the bell, Carla thought.


Nevertheless, she took the precaution of looking through the peephole first.


She hesitated.


Then she opened the door.




Wednesday, 2 December


1


Gillian went back into the kitchen. ‘That was Diana, Darcy’s mum,’ she explained. ‘Darcy isn’t coming to school today. She has a sore throat.’


The telephone’s ringing had not been enough to tear Becky out of her lethargy. She was hunched over her bowl of muesli, staring moodily at the flakes and bits of fruit in the milk.


Just turned twelve, thought Gillian, and already as grumpy and listless as a teenager at the height of puberty. Weren’t we different back then?


‘Hmm,’ said Becky, showing no interest. Chuck, her black cat, sat on the chair next to her. The family had found him on holiday in Greece. He had been a half-starved bundle of bones on the side of the road and they had smuggled him into their hotel. The big issue for the rest of the holiday had been how to get him out of the hotel without being discovered, and then, after taking him to the vet, how to bring him back in again. Gillian and Becky had dripped liquid food into his mouth for hours with a pipette. For a while everything suggested he would not survive. Becky had cried the whole time, but although things were difficult and nerve-racking, she and her mother had been very close as they nursed Chuck together.


In the end, Chuck’s will to live had won through. He had travelled back to England with his new family.


Gillian sat opposite her daughter at the table. Now she had to drive Becky to school. She and Darcy’s mother shared the school run and this week was Diana’s turn. But not, of course, on a day when her own daughter wasn’t going to school.


‘But I did find out something interesting,’ said Gillian. ‘You’ve got a maths test today!’


‘Maybe.’


‘No, not maybe, you have! You’ve got a test and I had no idea.’


Becky shrugged. She had a moustache of hot chocolate on her upper lip. She was wearing black jeans that were so tight Gillian wondered how she had managed to put them on. Her black jumper was just as skin-tight and she had a black scarf wrapped several times around her neck. She was trying to look cool, but with the chocolate on her lip she just looked like a little girl in a strange costume. Of course Gillian refrained from telling her that.


‘Why didn’t you mention it? I’ve asked you every day if you had a test coming up. You said you didn’t. Why?’


Becky shrugged again.


‘Can you please give me an answer?’ asked Gillian sharply.


‘Don’t know,’ mumbled Becky.


‘What don’t you know?’


‘Why I didn’t say.’


‘I expect you didn’t fancy revising,’ said Gillian wearily.


Becky looked at her angrily.


What am I doing wrong, Gillian asked herself, to make her look at me with so much hate? Why did Darcy’s mother know? Why, probably, did everyone’s mother know except me?


‘Brush your teeth,’ she said, ‘and then we have to go.’


On the way to school, Becky did not say a word. She just looked out of the window. Gillian wanted to ask if she felt confident about the test, if she knew the material, but she didn’t dare. She was afraid of a snotty answer; she had the nasty feeling that it might make her burst into tears. That happened more and more often nowadays, and she found she had no way of defending herself. She was unhappy with her life and afraid of her twelve-year-old daughter’s provocative behaviour. How could a forty-two-year-old woman be so unsure of herself?


Becky said goodbye in front of the school with a few terse words and then loped off across the road on her skinny legs. Her long hair floated behind her. Her rucksack bounced about on her back. She did not turn around to wave goodbye to her mother. In primary school she had always blown kisses and beamed. How was it possible that she had changed so completely within just a couple of years? Of course she felt defensive this morning. She knew that the maths test would be a disaster and that it had been a mistake to avoid revision. She had to vent her annoyance at herself somehow.


Gillian asked herself if they were all like that. So aggressive. So unreasonable and lacking in empathy.


She started the engine, but just drove to the next street, where she parked up again. She opened the window a bit and lit a cigarette. In the gardens all around a frost lay on the grass. In the distance she saw the river flowing along like a lead ribbon. The Thames was already wide here, obeying the rhythms of the tides as it pushed towards the sea. The wind smelt of seaweed and the seagulls screamed. It was cold. An inhospitable, grey winter’s morning.


She had once talked about it with Tom. Almost two years ago now. Or rather, she had tried to talk about it with him. About whether she as a mother was doing something wrong. Or whether all children were like that. He had not known what to say.


In the end he said, ‘If you were more in touch with other mothers, you might know. You would know if you were doing something wrong. You might even know how to do it right. But for some reason you refuse to build up a network.’


‘I’m refusing nothing. I just don’t get on well with the other mothers.’


‘They’re normal women. They won’t hurt you!’


Of course he was right. That was not the point. ‘But they don’t accept me. It’s always as if . . . I was somehow speaking a different language. Everything I say seems to come out wrong. It doesn’t fit in with what they’re saying . . .’ She knew how that must sound to Tom, who saw everything rationally. Like nonsense. Complete and utter nonsense.


‘Nonsense!’ he said promptly. ‘I think you’re imagining it all. You’re an intelligent woman. You’re attractive. You’ve got a successful career. You have a husband who is more or less presentable and not without success in his own job. You have a pretty, clever and healthy child. So why have you got such a complex?’


Did she have a complex?


Lost in thought, she tapped the ash of her cigarette out of the car window.


There was no reason to have a complex. Fifteen years ago, she and Tom had started a company that specialised in tax and business consultancy. They had worked like the devil to get the company going, but it had been worth it. Now they employed sixteen people. Tom had always stressed that he could never have done all that without Gillian. After Becky was born, Gillian stopped working in the office every day, but she still had her own clients. Three or four times a week she took the train to London for work. She had the freedom to work as and when she wished. When Becky needed her, she would not go to the office that day and would catch up with work over the weekend.


Everything was fine. She could have been happy.


She looked in the rear-view mirror and saw her deep blue eyes and the strawberry-blonde curls over her forehead. Her long, wild hair never really let her look tidy. She could remember how as a child she had hated her curls and their reddish colour. As well as the freckles that inevitably accompanied red hair. Then she had gone to university and met Thomas Ward, her first boyfriend, who was to become the man of her life, her great love. He had loved the colour of her hair and counted her freckles one by one. Suddenly she had started to find herself beautiful and appreciate what was special about her appearance.


You should think about all of that, she thought, all the good that’s come into your life through Tom. You are married to a wonderful man.


She had finished her cigarette. She wondered about driving to the office. There was a whole pile of work waiting for her and experience told her that the best way to stop brooding was to get working. She decided to drink one last cup of coffee at home, then get changed and go into London.


She started the engine.


Perhaps she should meet up with Tara again. Her friend worked as a public prosecutor and – according to Tom, who didn’t like her much – was a radical feminist. But Gillian’s chats with Tara always did her good.


The last time they met, Tara had told her, not mincing her words, that Gillian was deep in a depression.


Perhaps she was right.


2


Samson had stood at the top of the stairs listening for a long time and only hurried down in his socks when he was sure that no one was around. He wanted to put his shoes and anorak on as quickly as possible and disappear outside, but as he bent over to tie his shoelaces, the kitchen door opened and his sister-in-law Millie appeared. The way she moved towards him reminded Samson of a hawk that had spied its prey.


He straightened up.


‘Hi, Millie,’ he said uneasily.


Millie Segal was one of those women who even before reaching forty merited the double-edged epithet She must have been pretty once. She was blonde, had a good figure and regular features, but the skin of her face was etched with deep furrows from too much tanning and too many cigarettes. She looked older than she actually was, as well as careworn and strangely embittered. The latter was less a matter of her unhealthy lifestyle than the fact that she was a deeply unhappy woman. Frustrated. Samson had sometimes talked to Gavin, his brother about it. Gavin had explained to him that Millie was convinced that she had been ill-treated by fate. This was not because anything tragic had ever happened to her, but rather because in the daily little disappointments and injustices she saw some larger disadvantaging of her person.


Whenever Gavin asked her what exactly was souring her life, she would always reply, ‘Everything. It’s everything.’


Unfortunately, Samson knew that he played no little part in this everything.


‘I thought I heard you,’ said Millie. She was not dressed yet. Because she went to work later on, every morning she would quickly slip into a tracksuit and make her husband breakfast before he left for his early shift. Gavin was a bus driver. Often he had to get up at five in the morning. Millie would put the kettle on, pop slices of bread in the toaster and make him the sandwiches that he took to work. She could display real care, but Samson was convinced that she did not do it out of real warmheartedness. Gavin paid a high price for his breakfast. He had to listen to her griping and moaning the whole time. Sometimes Samson wondered whether his brother would not prefer to be alone at that early hour with jam on toast and a coffee, reading the paper.


‘I’m just going out,’ said Samson, and slipped into his anorak.


‘Any news about work?’ Millie asked.


‘Not yet.’


‘Are you looking?’


‘Of course. But times are hard.’


‘You haven’t chipped in with housekeeping money this week. I have to do the shopping. And you don’t hold back when it comes to eating.’


Samson fished his wallet out of his pocket and pulled out a note. ‘Will that do for now?’


‘It’s not much,’ said Millie, but of course she took it. ‘Better than nothing.’


What did she actually want? Samson wondered. She had not intercepted him just about the money. He looked at her questioningly.


Millie just said, ‘Gavin gets back at midday. We’ll eat at two. I’ve got a late shift.’


‘I won’t be here for lunch,’ said Samson.


She shrugged. ‘Up to you.’


As it was obvious that they had said all they had to say for now, he nodded at her, opened the front door and stepped out into the cold day.


Every meeting with Millie made him nervous, unsure and apprehensive. He could barely breathe around her. Out here he started to feel much better.


He had once overheard a conversation between Millie and his brother. Since then he’d been aware that Millie wished for nothing so much as for him to move out of the house. Of course, he had known that before. Millie had left him in no doubt that she saw him as a fly in the ointment. It felt quite different, however, to hear her talk about it so frankly. Nor had he known until then that she was putting her brother under massive pressure.


‘I wanted to have a normal marriage, a completely normal marriage,’ she had hissed. ‘And what do we have now? Some kind of flat-share?’


‘That’s not what it is,’ Gavin had replied uneasily. He sounded exhausted, like someone who has had to talk about an unpleasant topic far too many times already. ‘He’s my brother. He’s not just any lodger!’


‘If only he were! Then at least we would be paid rent. But as it is . . .’


‘It’s his house too, Millie. We inherited it jointly from our parents. He has the same right to live here as we do.’


‘It’s not a question of rights!’


‘Of what then?’


‘Of decency and manners. I mean, we’re married. One day we might even have children. Be a real family. He’s single. He’s out of place. Anyone else would notice they were in the way and find somewhere else.’


‘We can’t force him. If he went, then I’d either have to pay him his share of the house, which I can’t afford, or we’d have to pay him rent for his part of the house. God, Millie, you know what I earn! It would put us in a tight spot.’


‘As your brother, he shouldn’t accept money from you.’


‘But he would have to pay rent somewhere else and he hasn’t got a job. How’s he supposed to do that?’


‘Then let us move out!’


‘Do you really want to? If so, you can forget about a house with a garden. Nothing against a flat, but are you sure you’d be all right with that?’


Listening and sweating outside the door, Samson pulled a scornful face. Of course she wouldn’t be all right with that. The most important thing to Millie was status, even more important than getting out of the shared living arrangements with the brother-in-law she disliked. Millie was from a simple background. Marriage to a homeowner was a big step up the social ladder, even if the home was a narrow terraced house on a busy road. She loved to invite her friends over and show off the garden, which she had laid out and looked after so it looked very pretty. She would not be able to leave it behind. No, Millie did not want to move out. She wanted Samson to move out.


She had not replied to her husband’s last sentence, but the silence had been eloquent enough.


He shook off the thought of that depressing conversation and set off on his walk through the streets. There was a particular logic and timetable to his walks. Today he was five minutes late, because he had hesitated so long before daring to go downstairs and because Millie had caught him.


He had lost his job in June. He had been a driver for a frozen foods delivery service. But during the economic crisis, everyone was watching their pennies and orders had gone down dramatically. In the end the company had been forced to reduce the number of drivers. Samson had seen it coming. He was the last employee to have been hired and the first one out.


The house that he and Gavin had inherited from their parents was at the end of a street near a busy main road. The houses at this end were narrow and their gardens were thin strips. In the opposite direction, the street led to Thorpe Bay Golf Club and showed itself in a rather different light. The houses were larger and were adorned with little turrets and oriels. Their gardens were generously sized. Trees towered high above well-tended hedges and the cast-iron fences or pretty stone walls that surrounded the properties. Impressive cars were parked in the drives. There was a pleasant peacefulness to the scene.


Southend-on-Sea stretched out forty miles east of London along the north bank of the Thames to the point where the river became the North Sea. The town offered everything the heart could desire: shopping, schools, nurseries, theatre and cinemas, the obligatory funfair down on the promenade, as well as long sandy beaches, sailing clubs, even a kite-surfing club, pubs and restaurants. Many families for whom London had become too expensive, and who, moreover, thought it would be better for their children not to grow up in the giant metropolis, moved out of London to the town. Thorpe Bay was the part of Southend where Samson lived. Much of it was made up of the rolling meadows of the golf course and the many tennis courts opposite the beach. Whoever lived here seemed to have landed in an idyll: tree-lined roads, lovingly tended gardens, well-maintained houses. The wind from the river carried the smell of the salty sea.


Samson had grown up here. He could not imagine living anywhere else.


Shortly before he reached Thorpe Hall Avenue, he would always pass the young woman with the large mongrel. She took her dog for a walk every morning. She was already on her way home by this time. Samson had followed her several times and was reasonably sure about her living arrangements. No husband, no children. Whether she was divorced or had never married, he could not say. She lived in a poky semi, but it had a big garden. She seemed to work from home, because she never left home during the day apart from when she went shopping or walked her dog. However, she often received deliveries from couriers. Samson’s conclusion was that she worked at home for a company. Maybe she typed up dictation. Maybe she wrote reports or edited text for a publisher. He had often noted that she would go away for several days at a time. During those trips, a friend would house-sit for her and walk her dog. Obviously she had to meet her employer now and then.


A little further on, an elderly lady was sweeping the pavement in front of her house. He often passed this lady on his walk. Today she was sweeping up the leaves, the last few leaves, that had sailed over the fence from the tree in her front garden. She would often be sweeping the street even on those days when anyone else would have said that there was absolutely nothing to do. Samson knew she lived on her own. Even a less observant person than him would have seen she had a need to do something that gave her a chance of snatching a quick ‘good morning’ from a passer-by. She never had visitors. Either she had not had children, or if she had, then they were not the kind who cared about her. Nor had he ever seen any friends or acquaintances whom she could visit.


‘Good morning,’ she said, rather out of breath, as soon as she had seen him.


‘Good morning,’ he mumbled. It was his unbending rule that he would have no contact whatsoever with the people he watched. It was important that he did not stand out. But he could not bring himself to pass this woman without greeting her. In any case, if he had not said anything, he would only have made her remember him all the more. The unfriendly man who walks past every morning . . . At least this way she would remember him positively.


He had now reached the row of houses opposite a pretty little park. The Ward family lived in one of the houses. Samson knew more about them than about all the other people, because Gavin had called on Thomas Ward’s help to sort out inheritance tax issues after their parents’ deaths. Ward and his wife worked as financial consultants in London. Ward had advised Gavin, who was near to despair over the issue, at a more than reasonable rate. Since then Gavin would not hear a word against him, even though Thomas was exactly the kind of guy neither brother liked normally, what with his big car, his fine suits and his ties that were not showy but obviously expensive . . .


‘You shouldn’t judge someone by their appearance,’ Gavin always said when Ward came up in conversation. ‘Ward is all right. Leave it!’


Samson knew that Gillian Ward did not go to the London office every day. He could not see any pattern in her working hours. Probably there was none. But of course she also had to take care of her twelve-year-old daughter, Becky, who often seemed so withdrawn and difficult. Samson had the impression that Becky could be quite rebellious. No doubt she did not make her mother’s life any easier.


He was surprised to suddenly see Gillian’s car come down the street and then turn into her drive and stop. That was strange. He knew that she shared the school run with the mother of one of Becky’s friends and that this week was the other mum’s turn. He was sure. Maybe she had not taken the children to school. If not, where had she been? At this early hour?


He stopped. Was she planning to go to the office? She always drove to the station, either Thorpe Bay or Southend Central, and then carried on by train to Fenchurch Street station in London. He had followed her on a number of occasions, so he knew her route perfectly.


He watched her go inside. The light in the hall went on. The Wards’ pretty red door had a lozenge-shaped window, so from the street you could look down the hall and into the kitchen behind it. Through this practical window he had on one occasion seen how Gillian had sat back down at the breakfast table after her family had left. She had poured herself another cup of coffee and then drunk it slowly, in little sips. The newspaper lay next to her but she had not been reading it. She had just stared at the opposite wall. That was when he had first thought: she’s not happy!


The thought had pained him, because he had come to like the Wards. They were not the typical kind of people he shadowed. He preferred single women. He had already asked himself why he was shadowing them so doggedly. One summer evening when he had hung around in the streets and stared into the Wards’ garden and watched them laughing and chatting, he had suddenly had his epiphany. They were perfect. That was what attracted him so magically. The absolutely perfect family. The attractive father who earned good money. The beautiful, intelligent mother. The pretty, lively child. The cute black cat. A nice house. A well-kept garden. Two cars. Not rich or flashy, but solidly middle-class. An ordered world.


The world he had always dreamt of.


The world he would never be part of. He had realised that he found some consolation in watching it over a fence.


He went closer to the house, right up to the garden gate, and tried to spy into the kitchen. He could see Gillian bent over the table. Aha, she had poured herself a cup of coffee. She held the thick mug in her hands and took the same small, pensive sips he had seen before.


What did she think about? She often seemed to be deep in thought.


He hurried on. He could not afford to linger too long in one place, certainly not out on the street like that. He was dying to know what Gillian was worried about, and he knew why: he hoped that finding out would calm him down. It had to be something temporary. Nothing, please nothing, to do with her marriage or her family. Perhaps her mother or her father was ill and she was worried. Something like that.


He walked down Thorpe Hall Avenue, past Thorpe Bay Gardens, the long stretch of lawns and tennis courts along the seafront, and crossed Thorpe Esplanade to reach the beach. The hectic early-morning traffic was only slowly easing off. The beach lay there cold, abandoned and wintry. Not a living soul in sight.


He took a deep breath.


He felt as exhausted as others did after a long, hard day at work. He knew why: because he had seen Gillian. Because he had almost bumped into her. This situation, which he had not been prepared for, had caused him such emotional stress that – as he now realised with hindsight – he had marched double-quick to the beach. Anything to get away. To a more peaceful place where he could calm down.


He watched so many people. He memorised their daily routines and habits. He tried to fathom how they lived. He would not have been able to explain to anyone what it was that fascinated him so much, but he could not help himself. It was impossible to stop once you had started. He had heard of geeks who built up a parallel life for themselves online in Second Life. That seemed close to what he did. Living a second life as well as your own real life. Dreaming your way into other people’s fates. Roles you could slip into. Sometimes he was Thomas Ward, the successful man with the lovely house and expensive car. Sometimes he was a cool guy who did not stutter or blush, who asked the pretty woman with the dog out on a date – and was of course not refused. It brought light and joy into his days, and if it was dangerous or disturbing (he had the feeling that a psychologist would have expressed a number of serious doubts about his hobby), it was the only chance he had to avoid the sadness that enveloped him.


But gradually something was changing, and that made him uneasy.


He went a little further down the beach. It was more windy here than up in the streets. He was quickly frozen to the bone. He had forgotten his gloves and kept blowing into his hands to warm them up. Naturally that was not reason to deviate from his clearly defined walking schedule. He had even started a file in his computer on the objects of his attention. His sense of duty did not allow him to forget to note down each evening everything that he had seen and experienced. But he no longer did it with the same enthusiasm as he once had. And he knew why that was so: it was down to the Wards, especially Gillian. They had become more and more important to him. They had become his family. His daydreams were full of them. There was nothing that he did not know about them, that he did not want to experience with them.


It was probably an inevitable development that his interest in the other people who had fascinated him so deeply was now waning. He had the vague feeling that it was not a good thing. He understood now why right from the start he had chosen to watch and keep a written record of a large number of people. He had not wanted any individual to become too important. He would take part in lives without being swallowed up by them.


With Gillian there was a risk he would be.


The wind blowing from the north-east was really cold. Not a day to spend at the beach. Over the summer it had been fun to stroll through the streets from morning to night, avoiding the heavy atmosphere at home. Now, in winter, it naturally felt different. The only advantage was that it got dark early and that from five, at the latest, he could look into the brightly lit houses. To do so, thought, he was at risk of freezing off various parts of his anatomy.


He lifted his head in the wind, sniffing like an animal. He thought the air smelt like snow. Not that they often had snow here, but he would have bet on a white Christmas this year. Although of course a lot could change before then.


Definitely too cold, he decided, to walk any further along here.


He left the beach, pausing when he came across a kiosk on the promenade. Unfortunately he had had to give greedy Millie almost all his money, but after lengthy searches of his pockets he managed to come up with two pounds. That was enough for a hot cup of coffee.


He drank it standing up, protected from the wind by the kiosk wall. He enjoyed the tickle of heat in his hands as he held the cup. There was a newspaper stand just in front of his nose. He read the headlines and his attention snagged on a particularly sensational Daily Mail front page: Grisly Murder in London!


He bent his neck right over to try to read the story below the headline. An elderly woman had been murdered in a tower block in Hackney. The act had been one of extreme brutality. It was estimated that the woman had been lying dead in her flat for ten days before her daughter found her. There were no clues to the killer’s possible motives.


‘Ugly thing, that,’ said the kiosk owner, who had seen what Samson was looking at. ‘I mean, especially the thing about ten days. That someone can be dead so long before someone realises. What’s become of our society?’


Samson murmured agreement.


‘The world gets worse every day,’ the other man said.


‘That’s right,’ said Samson. He finished his coffee. The change he had was just enough for a Daily Mail.


He bought the paper and walked on pensively.
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At least she had finally stopped shaking.


Detective Inspector Peter Fielder from the Metropolitan Police was not even sure that she was ready for questioning, but he knew that time was of the essence. Carla Roberts had been lying dead in her flat for over a week before her daughter discovered her. This had given her murderer a massive head start. They needed to act quickly, but they could get nowhere with this young woman, who was holding her baby tight, threatening to burst into tears when a policewoman suggested she hold the child for a moment. A patrol car had driven her to the hospital the evening before. She had stayed the night under heavy sedation. This morning she had been driven home to Bracknell.


The officers accompanying her had called Fielding’s mobile to tell him that Keira Jones seemed to be doing better. That was why he was now sitting in her nicely decorated, warm living room, drinking mineral water, with Keira opposite him, as white as chalk but much calmer than the day before. Her husband, Greg Jones, was home. When Fielder arrived, Greg had just fed the baby, changed its nappy and put it to bed. Now he was standing at the window, his arms folded across his chest. The posture expressed not a defensiveness but a need to offer protection. He was clearly devastated by events, but he was trying to stay somewhat calm and collected.


‘Mrs Jones,’ said Fielder cautiously, ‘I know it’s not easy for you to talk to me right now. I’m sorry to insist like this, but we really are running out of time. The coroner’s provisional judgement is that your mother has been dead for about ten days. In other words, it took a long time for you to find her . . .’


Keira closed her eyes for a moment and nodded.


‘We have a little boy who demands a lot of attention at the moment, Inspector,’ said her husband. ‘For the past few months my wife has been completely overstretched. I work all day and can’t help her much. My mother-in-law felt a bit neglected by her but—’


‘Greg!’ said Keira in a quiet, but tortured voice. ‘She didn’t feel neglected. I did neglect her.’


‘For goodness’ sake, Keira. I work hard. We’ve got a little kid. You couldn’t be driving to Hackney all the time to hold your mum’s hand!’


‘I should have at least called her more often.’


‘When was the last time you did call her?’ asked Fielder. ‘Or rather: when was the last time you had any contact with your mother?’


Keira thought for a moment. ‘That was . . . it was last Sunday. So, over a week ago. She called me quite late at night. About ten at night.’


‘You didn’t talk to her again after that?’


‘No.’


Fielder made a mental calculation. ‘So that was the twenty-second of November. Today is the second of December. Everything would suggest that soon after she called you, she . . . was attacked.’


‘Was killed.’


He nodded. ‘Yes. Was killed.’


‘It’s dreadful,’ said Greg Jones. ‘Just dreadful. Who could have guessed something like that would happen?’


Fielder looked out of the window. In the well-kept front garden there was a swing, a sandpit and a slide in bright, cheerful colours. No doubt the proud father himself had put them up a little prematurely for his boy. The Joneses seemed like a happy family. Neither Keira nor Greg appeared cold-hearted or selfish. A lot of factors had come together: Greg’s stress at work, Keira’s stress with their baby, and the trip to Hackney was long and awkward, especially with a little one in tow. The grandmother living on her own had simply slipped out of sight by accident. Probably Carla had been on her daughter’s conscience but Keira had not found a way to make her part of her life.


The same as in so many families.


‘Was your mother divorced?’ asked Fielder. Keira had already told them this fact, during the first short questioning the day before, but Fielder wanted to hear more about it.


‘Yes,’ said Keira. ‘For the last ten years.’


‘Are you in contact with your father? Was your mother?’


‘No.’ Keira shook her head. ‘We don’t even know where he is. He had a building supplies company. We always lived well and thought everything was all right. But then it came out that he was massively in debt. Everything collapsed and he fled abroad – to avoid his creditors.’


‘But before he did so, your parents divorced?’


‘Yes. When the bankruptcy came out into the open, so did my dad’s relationship with a younger colleague. My mum applied for a divorce immediately.’


‘But you can’t be sure he is still abroad?’


‘No. That’s just what we assume.’


‘And you’re certain he hasn’t been in touch with your mother?’


‘Yes. She would have told me if he had been.’


Fielder made a note. ‘We’ll try to find your father. Do you know the name and address of his lover from back then?’


Keira shook her head. ‘I think her first name was Clarissa. I can’t remember her surname. I wasn’t living with my parents at the time. I was studying in Swansea. I didn’t know all the details. I mean . . .’ She suddenly began to cry. ‘My mum called me all the time back then,’ she sobbed. ‘She was in a really bad way. Her life had fallen apart. My dad had been cheating on her for years, and now the money was gone too and the house was going to be repossessed . . . She was feeling rotten, but I often fobbed her off with excuses. I wanted . . . I suppose I didn’t want to have anything to do with it all.’ Her sobbing grew louder.


Greg stepped over and stroked her hair awkwardly. ‘Don’t blame yourself so much. You were studying. You had your own life. It wasn’t your job to sort out your parents’ problems.’


‘I should have been there more for my mum. Then and now. She was lying murdered in her flat for days and no one knew! That shouldn’t have happened!’


The baby started to cry upstairs. Almost with relief, Greg left the room. The situation was too much for him, which was, thought Fielder, no wonder. Something had broken into the Joneses’ lives that they could never have seen coming. They would never really get over it.


Keira reached for her handbag, pulled out a handkerchief and blew her nose.


‘Greg was also never very keen to visit my mum or invite her over,’ she said, nodding towards the door through which her husband had gone. ‘He works hard and he wants to relax at the weekend . . . You know, my mum was never exactly someone who spread sunshine wherever she went. She was always moaning. Because of the divorce, the bankruptcy, everything. That made her . . . rather demanding. In my opinion, that was why it was so hard for her to make friends. Most people . . . just couldn’t bear her after a while. It sounds terrible, what I’m saying, doesn’t it? I don’t mean to speak badly of her. And anyway, no matter how much she could get on people’s nerves, she didn’t deserve to die like that. Never!’


Fielder felt for her. He had seen her mother lying in her living room, her hands and feet bound with masking tape. The murderer had stuffed a bunched-up bit of cloth down her throat. A checked tea towel, as it turned out. The first investigation had revealed that it must have made Carla Roberts throw up. She must have been trying to retch enough to force the cloth out of her mouth.


‘And normally she would have managed,’ said the pathologist at the scene of the crime. ‘It looks to me as though the murderer kept the cloth pressed into her mouth until she suffocated on her own vomit.’


Fielder hoped that Keira never asked him for these details.


‘Mrs Jones,’ he began. ‘Yesterday you said that when no one opened the door after you rang the bell a number of times, you used your spare key to open the door to your mother’s flat yourself. How did you enter the block? Do you have a key for the main door too?’


‘Yes I do, but it was open downstairs. I rang the bell, but I didn’t wait. I just got into the lift. Up at her flat I rang again. And again. In the end I unlocked the door.’


‘Were you already thinking that something might have happened?’


Keira shook her head. ‘No. I hadn’t said I was coming and I just thought my mum wasn’t at home. That she was shopping or out for a walk or something. I just thought I’d wait for her in the flat.’


‘Does anyone else have a key to the flat apart from you?’


‘Not that I know.’


‘It looks,’ said Fielder, ‘as though your mother let her murderer into the flat herself. There are certainly no traces of a forced entry. Of course it is still too early to draw any definite conclusions, but it could be that your mother knew her killer.’


Keira looked at him in horror.


‘Do you know who your mother’s friends were?’


He could see that tears were flooding Keira’s eyes again. For the moment, she managed to keep them back.


‘She didn’t have any, actually. That was the problem. She lived in complete isolation. The evening I . . . last spoke to her, I even had a go at her about it. About her sitting at home, about her not making friends, never doing anything . . . She listened to me patiently enough, but I didn’t have the impression that anything was going to change.’


Fielder nodded. That fitted the picture he was building up. Someone with an active social life did not lie dead in their flat for ten days without anyone noticing the fact.


‘How long has it been since your mother stopped working?’


‘Almost five years. She found a job in a chemist’s after the divorce, but she didn’t enjoy it. In the end she retired at sixty. Luckily she had worked early in her marriage, so her pension wasn’t disastrous. She got by.’


‘Did she ever have any problem with her colleagues in the chemist’s?’


‘No. She got on with everyone all right. But she lost touch with them after leaving. I don’t think she still sees anyone she met there.’


‘And apart from that – wasn’t there any hobby that meant she sometimes met other people?’


‘No. Nothing.’


‘And in her block? Was there anyone whom she knew a little bit more closely?’


‘No, not even that. Everyone there seems to live their own little life without knowing their neighbours’ names. And my mum wasn’t the kind of person who could approach people. She was too shy and unsure of herself. But she had also never done anyone any harm. She was a good person. A friendly person. I just can’t understand how anyone could have had such hatred for her. I don’t understand . . .’


Fielder thought of the brutality with which Carla had been murdered. Perhaps the murderer had not had a problem with Carla specifically. She was only a timid, somewhat self-pitying pensioner. Maybe he just had a problem with women. A deeply disturbed man. The crime suggested as much.


‘Is there anything else I should know?’ he asked.


Keira thought for a minute. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said, then added quickly, ‘Yes, there is. I don’t know if it’s important, but on the night I last talked to my mother, she mentioned something strange . . . or at least it seemed strange to her. She said the lift came up to her floor a lot. But no one ever got out.’


‘She was sure of that? That no one got out?’


‘Yes, apparently she was. She would have heard if anyone had got out. And as she was the only person who lived on the top floor, it all seemed rather strange to her.’


‘Since when had she noticed this? Did she say?’


‘She said something about one or two weeks. And that it hadn’t been like that before. Because I had said that maybe the system was set up so that the lift went to different floors at regular intervals. But she didn’t say any more about it. She realised that I wanted to end the call.’ Keira bit her lip.


Fielder leant forward. He felt sorry for the young woman. It was bad enough to lose your mother. That would affect anyone deeply. To lose her through a brutal crime was almost unimaginable. But then on top of that to carry with you for the rest of your life the certainty that you were distracted and annoyed when you talked to her last . . . That would prove an almost unbearable burden for Keira Jones, he was sure.


‘Mrs Jones,’ he said. ‘Did you have the impression that your mother felt threatened?’


Keira’s eyes filled with tears again. ‘Yes,’ she blurted out. It sounded like a sob. ‘Yes. I think she was afraid. She just couldn’t say what she was afraid of. She did feel threatened. And I didn’t do anything to help her.’


Her head sank on to her lap and she started to scream.
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Diana was baking muffins.


Why are mothers always baking nowadays? Gillian wondered. Her thought was accompanied by the first insistent stabs of a headache. Who would actually eat all the muffins the millions of mothers were baking every day?


Diana spooned the dough from the large ceramic mixing bowl into the muffin trays. The kitchen smelt of chocolate, butter and almonds. There were thick red candles on the table, and a pot of vanilla-flavoured tea. A little bowl of crystallised sugar stood next to it.


‘Have some more tea,’ Diana said.


She was attractive: blonde and slim. She played tennis and golf well. She was a fantastic cook. She knew how to give a house a homely feel. Her daughters loved her. She volunteered to help with putting up decorations for school parties and she liked to be an accompanying parent on school trips. So the teachers loved her too.


And she baked muffins.


However, at the moment she had one topic on her mind, which had little to do with the cosy Advent atmosphere in her kitchen – the murder of an old lady who lived on her own in London. Apparently everyone was talking about it. Only Gillian had not heard about it yet. Gillian and Becky had come over because Becky wanted to give Darcy her homework. The girls had retreated to Darcy’s room and Gillian had been invited to have a cuppa. She had actually wanted to say no. She had just got home from work, was exhausted, and had only accompanied her daughter because she didn’t want her walking around on her own in the dark. She didn’t fancy a chat at all. But the first thing Diana said to her at the door was ‘And? So what do you think of that horrible murder?’ Of course Gillian had asked what she meant, and with that her fate was sealed. Diana, who was always keen to find someone for a gossip, had pulled her into the kitchen and told her in minute detail everything she knew.


‘Apparently she lay in her flat for over a week before anyone realised! Isn’t that dreadful? I mean, to be so alone that it takes forever for someone just to think you might be dead?’


‘It’s more dreadful to be murdered in your own flat, I’d say,’ replied Gillian. ‘How did the murderer get in? Do they know?’


‘Well, it seems there were no signs of forced entry. People say she let him in herself. So it could have been someone she knew. Because no one is so careless that they just throw open the door to the flat when someone rings the bell – especially if you live on your own!’


Diana again turned her full attention to her muffin dough and Gillian drank her tea, thinking about the London murder and perfect mothers. She tried to breathe calmly. Sometimes that helped when she could feel a headache coming on.


Diana had filled the trays. She put them in the oven, set the timer and then sat down at the table and poured herself a cup of tea too.


‘Apparently she has a grown-up daughter. That’s who found her.’


‘How horrible!’


‘Yes, but until then the daughter hadn’t noticed that her mother hadn’t been in touch for ten days. Odd, that. With my daughters, that wouldn’t happen to me.’


Gillian thought about Becky’s challenging behaviour to her. Would she be able to say the same thing about her daughter in the same convinced tone? That wouldn’t happen to me?


‘And how . . . was she murdered?’ she asked anxiously.


‘The police haven’t revealed that,’ said Diana regretfully. ‘You know . . . so there is knowledge only the murderer would know. And to make sure there aren’t copycat acts or false statements. That’s what the paper says. But it seems she was killed in an extremely brutal way.’


‘It must be someone depraved,’ said Gillian, repulsed.


Diana shrugged. ‘Or someone who felt an enormous hatred for the woman.’


‘Yes, but you can hardly hate someone that much. At least, it’s not normal if you do. I hope they catch the culprit soon.’


‘Me too,’ said Diana fervently.


There was an awkward silence for a moment. Then Diana changed the subject abruptly.


‘Are you coming to the tennis club Christmas party on Friday?’


‘I didn’t know there was one. A party?’


‘Becky doesn’t tell you anything!’ said Diana, not realising how painful this truth was to Gillian.


‘Maybe she did tell me and I wasn’t really listening,’ said Gillian, but she knew that wasn’t true. She listened when Becky told her something. But Becky barely ever did. That was the problem.


‘But you’re coming?’ checked Diana. ‘Everyone should bring a few biscuits or crisps or something. It’ll be nice.’


‘Yes, I’m sure it will.’ And you’ll bring your stupid muffins!


I’ll get through it, she thought; somehow I’ll get through it!


Saying that Tom was about to arrive home and she had to get supper ready, Gillian finally managed to make her getaway a quarter of an hour later. She felt free when she and Becky were finally on the other side of the road. The cold wind did her good. After a certain point she had barely been able to stand the festively decorated kitchen, the smell of cooking, and oh-so-perfect Diana.


‘Why didn’t you tell me there’s a Christmas party at the tennis club the day after tomorrow?’ she asked when they were almost home. As usual, they had walked in silence.


‘Didn’t want to,’ mumbled Becky.


‘Didn’t want to what? To tell me? To go?’


‘To tell you.’


‘Why not?’


Becky walked up their drive silently. Tom’s car was parked in front of the garage. He normally drove to London earlier than Gillian and came home later. Gillian had to fit Becky and the housework into her routine, so they had decided to each make their own way to work.


Gillian grabbed her daughter’s arm. ‘I want an answer from you!’


‘To what?’ asked Becky.


‘To my question. Why you didn’t tell me?’


‘I want my own Internet connection!’


‘That’s not an answer.’


‘Everyone in my class—’


‘Rubbish! Everyone in your class does not have their own connection, there’s no need. The Internet—’


‘Is terribly dangerous, full of evil men who try to groom girls in chat rooms and then—’


‘Unfortunately, yes, they do exist,’ said Gillian. ‘But that’s just one of the dangers. The main reason is that I think you’re too young to spend hours in front of the computer every day without any checks. It’s not good.’


‘Why not?’ asked Becky.


‘Because it’s more important for you to do your homework, meet your friends, have some exercise,’ said Gillian, and even she could hear that she sounded like a nanny.


Becky rolled her eyes. ‘Mum, I’m twelve. You still treat me as if I were five.’


‘That’s just not true.’


‘It is. Even when I want to go and see Darcy, you come along because you think something might happen to me on the way. And you absolutely hate talking to her mum. Why don’t you let me go on my own?’


‘Because it’s dark. Because—’


‘Why can’t you just trust me?’ asked Becky. At that moment she saw her father, who had opened the front door and was standing in the bright light of the hall. Without waiting for an answer from her mother, she ran to him and threw herself into his arms.


Gillian followed her slowly, pensively.
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She jumped as the beam of light slid along the wall behind the television. A moment later, she wondered if she had imagined it. Or dreamt it. She had fallen asleep, in spite of the whodunit she was watching being exciting. But that often happened to her. She was a morning person. From half past five she was awake with lots of get-up-and-go energy. In the evening it was a different story . . . Sometimes she went to bed at eight.


She sat up in her armchair.


She listened for noises outside. She could not hear anything.


She had noticed the same thing three or four times recently: that a car came out here, in the evening, in the dark. She had heard the engine. She had seen the headlights’ beam glide across the living room wall. And then – nothing. Not a sound, a light, nothing. As if someone had stopped and turned the engine and the headlights off.


And was just sitting there . . . doing what?


Anne Westley was not a woman who was easily scared. The first time she had stood up, stepped outside and even walked down the paved garden path to the gate. She had tried to make something out, but it was almost impossible out here. The wood grew right up to the edge of her property. Anne knew that a night was never completely black, but out here it was. Almost impenetrably so.


And the position of her house was what made the appearance of a car so strange. There was not even a road anywhere nearby. Some distance away there was a remote car park, from which point a number of footpaths led into the woods. At the weekend, especially in the summer, there was a certain amount of activity there, but in the winter, and particularly once it was dark, almost no one went there. Maybe just a couple looking for a quiet spot. But a couple wouldn’t go further into the woods and force their car down the narrow track that ended at Anne’s garden gate.


She stood up, went to the window and tried to look out, but all she saw was her own face reflected in the glass. She switched off the little lamp in the corner, and the television. The room was now in complete darkness. She strained to see outside. It was hard to make anything out. It was more that she could sense the garden with its many bushes, high grass and now bare fruit trees. In the summer she had harvested baskets and baskets of cherries, apples and pears. She had spent weeks making jams and jellies that she poured into big jars, sealing them with elastic bands before adding stickers and neatly labelling each one.


Making jam, she always thought of Sean. Of how he had been excited about the fruit trees and their own jam. She knew that she had only harvested and boiled up the fruit for his sake. She wasn’t a big jam-eater. In her lifetime she wouldn’t manage to eat all the jam stockpiled in the cellar. One day she would die, and then, along with everything else, tons of jars and their contents would have to be disposed of.


She and Sean had discovered the house eight years earlier when they were out on a walk. They had gone on an outing to Tunbridge Wells, a pretty town that nestled among fields, meadows, hills and woods on the western edge of Kent. The area was famous for its fruit trees and its endless fields of hops. The summers were warm and every spring the sweet, heavy scent of the fruit trees’ blossom hung in the air. Sean and Anne had wandered through a wood full of bluebells and anemones, and suddenly the house had appeared before them. It was an old gamekeeper’s house or hunter’s lodge, by the look of it. It was pretty dilapidated, obviously uninhabited and not particularly inviting. But that hadn’t put Sean off. He had fallen in love with the garden and could not stop talking about it.


‘It’s so big! All those fruit trees. The lilac bushes. Laburnum, jasmine . . . everything you could wish for. And surrounded by the woods. It’s what I’ve been looking for. What I’ve been waiting for!’


She hadn’t needed any of that. They had both been sixty years old, and Anne had thought it would be more sensible not to burden themselves with a large garden that would mean hard physical work. Sean had of course argued the exact opposite. ‘We can allow ourselves the garden just because we will retire in a few years. Then we’ll have lots of time and needn’t rush the work. We’re not the kind of people to sit in a flat all day and stare out of the window. Come on, let’s give it a go! Let’s try something new one more time!’


They had managed to buy the house. In fact, it hadn’t been hard. No one else had wanted it.


And from then on all their free time, every weekend and all their holidays, had been spent there in the woods, renovating the house bit by bit. It was a laborious task, but to Anne’s surprise they had found it very satisfying. They had sanded down old parquet flooring, laid tiles in the kitchen and bathrooms, painted walls, had new windows put in, broken through walls and created larger rooms where previously there had been many small ones. They had put down a large area of decking for a south-facing terrace. It had a wooden railing around the edge and steps leading down to the garden. They had cut down a few trees, to let in more light. And Anne had made herself a studio up under the roof. She had discovered painting a few years earlier and it had become a passion of hers.


She wondered if she should go out to see if a car was parked outside, but the cold outside put her off. And no doubt she wouldn’t see anything anyway. Perhaps she had only imagined the beam of light this time. She had been dozing, after all. Perhaps she had even fallen asleep.


But something had woken her.


She tried to brush away the eerie feeling that had crept up on her. She really was all alone out here. She was fine with that during the hours of daylight, but in the evenings she sometimes had to tell herself to get a grip, to stop all kinds of unsettling thoughts from taking over.


She turned the light on again and went into the kitchen. It was a beautiful room of white-stained wood, with an Aga and a long breakfast bar opposite the terrace door where you could read the paper and sip at a cup of coffee. She poured herself a drop of whisky, downed it in one, and then chased it with another. Normally she didn’t react to problems with alcohol, but for the moment it seemed to help calm her nerves.


After Sean’s death, she had not once tried to find comfort in drink. She had not sought any help anywhere. In her experience, work was the best medicine for all psychological problems, and so she had plunged into gardening and painting, so coming through the hard first year. Now two and a half more years had passed, and she had everything under control. Herself, her pain and her life out here far from anyone.


Sean had died when everything was ready. In the middle of summer, just a few weeks after his sixty-fifth birthday. He had stopped working in June, just four weeks after Anne had retired from her job as a GP. At the beginning of July they had wanted to throw a house-warming party for the new house. They planned to have it in the garden, which seemed to be sinking under a sea of blossoming jasmine. They had invited almost eighty people; almost all of them had said they would come. The day before the party, Sean had climbed up on to the roof, because he had his mind set on tacking fairy lights to the guttering. Coming down, he had missed the top rung of the ladder and fallen to the ground. It didn’t seem too dramatic; he only broke the head of his thigh bone. Nothing worse than that. Of course he was angry and disappointed to be lying in the hospital and having to cancel his party. But then he had contracted a lung infection, antibiotics didn’t help at all, and within four weeks he was dead. Anne didn’t have time to really understand what was happening.


She had buried him. Sometime in November, she, in turn, climbed up on to the roof and took down the fairy lights – a stupid, garish chain of bulbs not worth anything, let alone the damage they had caused.


After a second drink, Anne finally relaxed. She decided that she had imagined the headlights’ beam. Something on television had probably woken her up. A scream, a gunshot. That was what you got in whodunits.


Still, tonight she would use the safety chain on the front door, which she normally didn’t do. And she would close the shutters on all the downstairs windows.


That couldn’t do any harm.
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‘And? What do you spend your days doing now?’ asked Bartek.


It was loud in the pub. Every table was taken. Everyone was laughing, chatting, drinking. Shouting. Samson was not all that fond of the pub, but Bartek always insisted, and as Bartek was his only friend, he didn’t want to upset him. They sometimes met here on Fridays, if Bartek had the day off. They met up early, at six or half-six. Bartek’s girlfriend gave him aggro if he spent all evening in the pub with a friend, so they normally went home by half-eight at the latest. Samson had come by car, although that meant he couldn’t drink. But he was never a big drinker and taking the bus seemed to him like too much hassle. He had no wish to stand in the cold at the bus stop, let alone walk all the way. As usual, he had spent the whole day wandering around outside. He had had enough of that now.


He had inherited the car from his mother. He knew that Millie held it against him. Even now, after all these years. She could never get over it when other people had what she herself wanted.


‘Well, I don’t just sit around at home, if that’s what you mean,’ Samson replied to Bartek’s question. ‘I’d get bored. And this week Millie’s shift starts in the afternoon, so she’d be around half the day and . . . well, you know. I can do without her company.’


Millie worked in a care home for old people. Samson knew that she hated her work. When he heard her talking about her patients, he shivered at the thought of one day being old and completely at the mercy of someone like her.


‘I don’t know how you can stand it,’ said Bartek. ‘Still living with your brother and sister-in-law! You’re much too old for that!’


‘But the house is mine too!’


‘Then let them pay you your share as rent, but find somewhere else. You’re treated badly there!’


‘I’m afraid of growing old alone if I live on my own,’ said Samson quietly.


Bartek raised his eyebrows. ‘How old are you? Thirty-four! It’s time you found a woman to live with! Don’t you plan on marrying one day and starting a family?’


Samson took a sip of his alcohol-free beer.


Bartek had touched on a delicate point. They talked about it sometimes: marriage, having children, living a normal life. Bartek, who had had a steady girlfriend for years, did not find the topic easy either. His girlfriend had wanted to get married for a long time, but Bartek, although he was almost forty, was afraid of the commitment. Samson had never wanted to admit that he had different issues and had hidden them behind a fear of commitment that he did not in fact have. On the contrary, he longed for nothing so much as a wife. A house, a garden, children, a dog . . . He could picture it in his mind, and often he thought he would give everything for it to become reality. But the embarrassing – and in his mind strange – truth was that he had never even had a girlfriend. Neither at school nor since. Never. So he had never even come close to the whole issue of marriage.


‘Well . . .’ he answered evasively. ‘It’s not like you meet a woman every day who you want to marry!’


‘My girlfriend’s got me to that point now,’ said Bartek, and he did not look quite so unhappy at the thought of it. ‘She gave me an ultimatum. Maybe that was good. Next summer we’re going for it. There’ll be a big party, everyone’s coming. You’re invited too, of course!’


‘Nice,’ said Samson, and tried not to sound too envious. Bartek was always lucky. Always, in every way. They had met before Samson did deliveries for the frozen foods firm, when he was working for a chauffeur services company. Bartek worked there too, but unlike Samson he had not been let go. Someone like Bartek never lost his job. Everyone liked him too much, from his boss to his colleagues to the clients. When a car was booked, they often asked for him specifically. Can we have Bartek? Can we have the really nice Pole?


Bartek spoke perfect English but with a charming East European accent that went down well, particularly with women. He knew how to keep people entertained with stories from his life, which were normally completely made up but told in a way that hooked his listeners.


Samson, who would lie awake at night and go over and over in his mind why women constantly ignored him and why he was always the first to be let go when a company needed to make redundancies, had often wondered if it was down to his grotesquely boring biography. What did he have to tell people about? Or perhaps it was his name. Who was called Samson? If there was one thing he could not forgive his late parents, it was that they had given him that name. His mother had read a book during her pregnancy in which someone was called Samson, and she had liked the name. Samson’s brother, who was two years older than him, had been luckier. Gavin was a name that did not attract teasing all through school.


‘You have to start to get out more, be around people,’ said Bartek. ‘Else you’ll never find the right woman. So, what was it you said you do all day, if you’re not sitting around at home?’


I haven’t yet said what I do, thought Samson in irritation. Sometimes Bartek did not really listen to him. After all, he never had anything particularly impressive to talk about.


He hesitated briefly, wondering whether it was wise to tell Bartek what he did. He wanted so much to tell someone and there was no one else apart from Bartek. ‘In a way,’ he said mysteriously, ‘I do spend my whole day around people.’


‘Really? What do you do?’


‘I look at other people’s lives.’


‘Huh?’ said Bartek.


‘I walk around the streets. At set times. And it’s really interesting . . . you find out a lot about people in their own surroundings. How they live. Whether they are alone or have a family. Whether they are happy or unhappy. That kind of thing.’


Samson suddenly thought that he had probably made a mistake. It was stupid of him to open up to Bartek like this. He could see it in the expression on his friend’s face.


‘You mean, you stalk other people?’ asked Bartek after a pause in which he was obviously trying to make sense of what he had heard.


‘I analyse them,’ explained Samson.


‘What do you mean, you analyse them?’


‘I try to find out things about them. For example, why someone is alone. And how the person deals with that.’


‘And what do you get out of it?’


‘I understand things.’


‘Yes, but why? I mean, what exactly do you want to find out?’


Samson saw that there was no point. Bartek would not understand. Perhaps the whole thing was incomprehensible. Nevertheless, he tried to explain it.


‘Well, I’m alone too,’ he said. ‘And I often wonder why I am. And so I try to work out why other people are in the same boat as me.’


‘Yes, but – now don’t take this the wrong way – but it’s a completely . . . well, pretty disturbed way to go about it! Why don’t you look on the Internet? There are thousands of people there with the same problem as you. There are tons of forums where you can talk to people about it.’


‘I do that too,’ admitted Samson. ‘But it’s so anonymous. I often feel doubly alone if I’ve spent the whole afternoon chatting to someone five hundred miles away who I don’t even know, just because he too can’t find a partner.’


‘So is your main issue about finding a woman?’


‘Yes. That too.’


‘And do you think you’re going to find a young, single woman by wandering the streets and spying into other people’s houses?’ asked Bartek, who was obviously trying hard to bring a certain structure and logic to a situation that seemed grotesque to him.


‘Not exactly.’


‘So what the hell makes you do it, then?’


Samson shrugged his shoulders. ‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘No, it does. Don’t take this the wrong way, Samson, but it sounds pretty crazy to me. If you ask me . . . being unemployed isn’t good for you. You’re starting to do some odd things.’


‘I didn’t choose to be jobless.’


‘No, of course not. But are you trying to find something? You’re still young! You can always drive a taxi . . . something. Creeping around after other people all day – that’s not going to help!’


‘It’s interesting.’
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