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      I am about to pull the curtains when, 
at the margin of my vision, 
a woman falls out of the sky.


      I do not see how it began. All I see is that she falls, feet first but tipping forward, arms stretched out as if to break

         her fall, her clothes as chaotically twisted and tossed as the rain, and the weight of her body carrying her down through

         the currents of air straight to the earth like an anchor. For a moment my brain cannot register what my eyes clearly see,

         what my ears hear: a scream that tangles with the whine of the wind so that they become one miserable chord. The moment she

         hits the ground the sound becomes thin again, just the wind on its own once more.
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      Chapter 1


      THE shouting starts at around seven in the evening. A hot day, an oppressive dusk, and my neighbors the length of the street

         fling their windows wide open in the vain hope of admitting a breeze. The air smells singed. At first the voices are no more

         than a whisper. I have gone to the front of the house to put out the rubbish and, this being prime soap time, I assume the

         noise is scripted and broadcast. One of the voices is male, one female, but this early in the argument restraint still keeps

         them low if urgent, and I cannot tell one word from another even if I wanted to.

      


      Within half an hour, shrieks of indignation and hoots of ridicule are bouncing off our terraced, slate-clad walls, then back

         onto the curlicued red-brick mansions opposite. The voices seem to be amplified in the still air, and accusation and counteraccusation

         flow in through the open windows undistorted and devastating. By this point I am kneeling on the floor wrestling the twins

         into their pajamas but I am soon distracted by the yelling. I sit back on my heels to listen, letting go of Hannah, who crawls

         off cheerfully, believing herself for once victorious in the nightly struggle to go to bed naked. I am tempted to go to the

         window to get a better sense of where the voices are coming from, but they have enough problems without me sticking my nose

         in.

      


      “Of course you don't understand, you selfish bastard,” a woman screams, “you won't let me …” Here her voice continues, something

         about spending money, but a man's voice is overlaid, calling the woman a bitch repeatedly until she falls silent. Unchallenged

         now by her, he gains in volume. “You're a lying, blood-sucking whore,” he yells, his voice breaking with emotion, muttering

         something that I cannot hear, then roaring, “What the fuck's been going on in my house?”

      


      “Your house? Your …” She—whoever she is—comes back at him enraged, but then a third voice intervenes, the light, anxious tones

         of a child, and there is no more screaming.

      


      I grimace, my mind's eye in someone else's sitting room, windows open, a frightened girl or boy summoning the courage to say

         something, anything, to shut his parents up. The argument is ugly even at a distance. The red cloud of rage lifts, of course,

         apologies can be made, accusations retracted. In this case, however, it is difficult to see how life can continue as normal,

         unless calling your wife a lying whore is normal.

      


      My neighbors, both sides of the street, are a modest lot. They don't yell in public, they don't venture into the street naked,

         and God forbid they'd smile a hello to a stranger, but weather like this strips everyone down. We have been promised rain,

         but instead it just gets hotter and hotter, the air heavier and heavier for three days in a row. When the rain comes, it will

         empty the heavens.
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            I was depositing William in his crib as the first clap of thunder broke above us and the rain descended like a waterfall,

         drumming suddenly against the window like someone trying to get in. I wondered whether our house was waterproof. It seemed

         unlikely that such a flimsy structure could be anything more than splashproof. It is perhaps overstating it even to call it

         a house. The real estate agent talked about “council house chic.” God knows how long it took him to dream that one up. It's

         like a little flat turned vertical, standing upright on its own patch of earth, its walls barely solid enough to hold it up.

         There are two feet of paved ground in front with a low concrete wall that has no function except to serve as our boundary,

         and a tiny garden at the back fenced with flimsy wood and chicken wire. Inside, mostly by virtue of its size, the house is

         cozy. I've had no time to do much to it, so it remains much as it was when I bought it, complete with garish paintwork and

         stained carpets. The best and warmest thing about it is an open fireplace. The agency advertised it as a “period feature,”

         and it is indeed a Victorian fireplace. Of course when the house was built forty years ago that particular Victoria was long

         gone.

      


      This is not the house I would have chosen. It is the house I could afford. A single income, double child-care bills, and zero

         windfall on the horizon all added up to the smallest mortgage I could find. Our house and its little string of neighbors are

         a gray British version of shanty-town shacks compared to the red-brick Victoriana that graces the opposite pavement. They

         have intruder alarms and leaded windows like jewels in their heavy wooden doors. I have a doorbell that plays “Greensleeves”

         off-key and a cracked window at the back where next door's eleven-year-old hit it with a tennis ball.

      


      By eight o'clock I'd fed, bathed, and wrestled Hannah and William into their cribs, and plugged bottles of milk into their

         rosebud mouths. I felt as though I'd run a marathon. I wiped the sticky remains of the twins' teatime from my sleeves, poured

         myself a glass of merlot, and twitched the sitting-room curtain open, perching on the arm of the chair to watch the storm.

         My back was aching and I rolled my shoulders, feeling the crunch at the base of my neck, trying to ease the stress. The combined

         weight of the twins was now much the same as that of a baby elephant. Outside the ominously oppressive day had given way to

         an angry night. The trees and shrubs in the gardens opposite shuddered, and rain fell in great swathes through the orange

         darkness, tossed and twisted by the wind.

      


      The family who lived opposite hadn't pulled their curtains shut yet, and I could see the cool blue of their high walls, the

         brass picture lights above framed prints. I frowned. Was it my imagination or could I hear voices again, straining over the

         storm. Surely everyone would have shut their windows. Unless, I thought, one was too distraught to notice a gale howling outside.

         A fork of lightning lit up the sky and then, just a moment later, a clap of thunder burst and shook my frail little house.

         Still, unlikely as it was, my ears caught at fractions of words, at shrieks and wails that seemed too human to belong to the

         storm. I gazed up the street, then down it, but the rain had driven everyone inside.

      


      I am about to pull the curtains and shut out the weather when, at the margin of my vision, a woman falls out of the sky. I

         do not see how it began. All I see is that she falls, feet first but tipping forward, arms stretched out as if to break her

         fall, her clothes as chaotically twisted and tossed as the rain, and the weight of her body carrying her down through the

         currents of air straight to the earth like an anchor. For a moment my brain cannot register what my eyes quite clearly see,

         what my ears hear: a scream that tangles with the whine of the wind so that they become one miserable chord. The moment she

         hits the ground the sound becomes thin again, just the wind on its own once more. The weather and everything else of no consequence

         is fixed in my mind for good now because of that moment of violence; scar tissue forming around the memory.

      


      I stood up in agitation, my heart pounding, eyes wide, staring at the heap in the pathway of the house on the other side of

         the road. What should I do? What could I do? Energy flooded to my muscles and I ran, flinging open my front door, damp air

         filling my lungs. I reached her, squatted down, had to force myself to look closely. Until that point some part of me believed

         that the wind and the rain must have played a trick on my ears and on my eyes, but it was as I feared. The broken heap was,

         or had been, a woman. She was wearing something flowing and loose that was now caught around limbs that had broken on impact,

         and long hair covered her head, her face turned into the ground. The rain was driving against the top of my own head, pouring

         down into my eyes and I had to peer, eyes half shut, down at her. It seemed to me that another, darker, liquid was seeping

         from under her head, but I couldn't be sure. I couldn't tell if she was breathing so I laid my fingertips lightly on her back

         to see whether I could sense a rise and fall. I could detect nothing.

      


      I stretched my neck back, straining my eyes against the darkness and the elements. Where had she come from? On the third story

         a tiny wrought-iron balcony extended from the brickwork. I got to my feet, my hair hanging in wet ropes across my face. I

         could do nothing for her. If she was still alive she would drown if she stayed here. I was wasting time. She needed an ambulance.

         I took four paces to the front door and rapped on it, then kept my finger pressed on the doorbell. There was just one anonymous

         doorbell, which meant the house was not divided into flats, that it was occupied by one family or one person, perhaps the

         one person who lay shattered on the ground behind me. Yet even as the thought occurred to me I knew it was not the case, knew

         I'd seen other people letting themselves in at this door. A big well-dressed man, grungy teenagers, these were the images

         that came to mind. No one, however, came to the door.

      


      The noise of the rain, like waves slamming against a shoreline, meant I could not hear whether there was movement inside the

         house. I took a step back. There was only one light on as far as I could see, and that was in the third-floor room with the

         balcony. I stepped back farther, and I could see now that there were French windows opening out and that drapes of some light

         fabric had been lifted by the wind and were blowing into the night. I banged on the door again, shouted, then gave up. I turned

         back toward my house, making for the nearest telephone, then stopped dead in my tracks. My front door had blown shut. Hannah

         and William were inside. My hands went to my head, clutching great handfuls of sopping hair.

      


      “Shit, shit, shit,” I heard myself shout.


      I had left them safe in bed, of course, but at that moment, in the face of sudden death, neither fire nor earthquake seemed

         impossible or even unlikely. I vaulted the brick wall between the house with the pale blue walls and its neighbor. I hammered

         on the door with one hand while I pressed the bell with the other. For a moment I thought I heard footsteps, but then nothing.

         No one. I could have sworn someone was on the other side of the door.

      


      “Please open the door,” I shouted. “I need your help.”


      Still nothing.


      “It's an emergency,” I yelled.


      I gave up, climbed over the fence into the next pathway, pounded on that door with the same results, gave up, clambered over

         a low hedge, tried again. There were three bells here, three flats. I pressed all three with my palm, kept pressing and thumping

         at the door, my fist numb. All of a sudden the door opened and a young man peered out, outraged at my invasion. We had passed

         each other in the street many times but never so much as nodded hello. Tall and athletic, with cropped hair, he was dressed

         in a short raincoat, carrying an umbrella, dry as a bone, getting ready to venture out and get soaked.

      


      “For Christ's sake, what—?” He took in my bedraggled state, my crazed eyes, and I saw him want to close the door in my face.

         But he didn't. Anyway I wasn't going to let him. I was half inside already.

      


      “Your phone,” I gasped, dripping all over his threshold. “I have to phone for an ambulance.”


      He let me shove past him and stood awkwardly, hands pushed angrily into his pockets, while I grabbed the phone on the hall

         table and dialed 999. All the time I spoke to emergency services, telling them about the woman who had fallen, and about my

         house locked with my children inside, I was looking at him, needing him to understand too and to help me. He had the sense

         to keep quiet, anyway, while I spoke. The anger lifted from his face as he listened, and the expression was replaced by one

         of shock. By the time I'd given my address, he was heading out into the rain, leaving me alone in his hallway.

      


      I hung up, then looked around. How long would it take them to get here? I couldn't wait. There was nothing but the hall table,

         a spindly antique affair about a foot square, no room for anything but the telephone, which I tipped onto the floor. I lifted

         the table, liking the look of its long legs, and I ran back across the road with my loot. The man had stopped by the woman,

         bending over her. I didn't stop to see what he was doing. I stepped over my front wall and swung the table at the window,

         holding it by its legs, leaving the wooden edge of the tabletop to do its demolition work and turning my face away as the

         glass shattered. I bashed around a bit more to get rid of the shards of glass, then dropped what was left of the table. It

         was more delicate than I'd thought, and it hadn't fared well. I pulled off my sweater and wrapped it around my hands for protection,

         then pulled myself carefully over the sill and into my sitting room. I pounded up the stairs and into the tiny room that was

         the twins' bedroom. Inside all was quiet, two cotton-suited bottoms stuck in the air, faces half-hidden in the mattress, lips

         working, dreaming of sucking.

      


      I stood there for a minute just looking down at them, catching my breath. So peaceful. I had an overwhelming desire to stay

         here and stand guard over them. Outside I heard sirens approaching. I turned and left the room. I ran back down the stairs,

         grabbed my keys from the kitchen table and, just to make double sure, wedged open my front door with a copy of the Guardian.


      The street was full of flashing blue lights. Not only that: This street, abandoned as a ghost town when I had needed help,

         when I had shouted and yelled for help, was now as populated as a rush-hour station. Faces peered from windows and from behind

         half-open front doors. The more adventurous had grabbed some sort of protective clothing and made their way into the street,

         where they stood in ones and twos, not really knowing how to talk to each other, not wanting to be involved, curious nevertheless

         and therefore conversing. How to form a community, I thought. Kill one of them.

      


      Suddenly the door of the house from which the woman had fallen burst open. A slight figure raced from it and before anyone

         could move, hurled itself on the woman's body. An animal cry rose into the night sky and my blood ran cold. The small figure,

         scarcely more than a child, was hugging the limp flesh, burying his face in her wet hair, for all the world as though he was

         trying to breathe life back into her. Then the police and paramedics closed in, forcing the boy away, protecting what could

         no longer be protected. He tried to fight them off, pint-sized fists pummeling the living bodies that dragged him tenderly

         from the dead. The rain hissed down, drowning his shrieks and drenching us all.
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      Later that night, when the body and the boy had both gone, a young woman, Detective Constable Mann, took my statement. She

         had stamina, and I fed her stamina on cups of tea. She tried every way she knew to stir my memory, to search it for the thing

         I did not even know I knew, for the elusive glimpse of the unusual, the out of place, the clue. I was pleased by her doggedness

         because I needed to have what I had seen examined and reexamined. I needed to repeat it aloud, and to someone other than myself.

         I needed to have it recorded.

      


      From my work I know that what is remembered as the truth may be only a version of the truth, so I knew I would return to this

         record that D.C. Mann produced to check and retune my memory in the days to come. By the early hours of the morning my statement

         was a marvel of description on everything from the state of the weather to the exact angle at which the woman had fallen,

         the altitude at which I had first spotted the body falling, the degree of lifelessness with which the woman's body had lain

         broken on the saturated ground.

      


      I recited to D.C. Mann what I could remember of the screamed argument earlier in the evening. It was strange to sit there

         in my kitchen in the midnight silence and calmly recite the words “whore” and “bitch.” I told her I had no idea which house

         the argument came from, no idea whether it had anything at all to do with the woman's death that came later. I was telling

         her about the argument only because she wanted to know the story of the whole evening, from beginning to end. Then I hesitated.

         When she pressed me to say what was on my mind, I told her that I thought I had heard voices again just before the woman had

         fallen, but that—and this I stressed—could have been sheer fancy. This time there were no words to give her, no splinters

         of sentences, just my impression that I had heard voices mixed with the noise of the storm. She did not want to use words

         like “impression” in the statement, wanted me to firm it up, but I could not. I ended up wishing I hadn't even mentioned it.

      


      The woman, she said, had not yet been formally identified, but I learnt the name of the family who lived at the house from

         which she had fallen. She said the house belonged to the Carmichaels. I told her the name meant nothing to me. I read my statement

         and reread it. My words had been transformed into police language. I would not myself have chosen to describe the woman who

         died as “Caucasian female, middle-aged, wearing light-colored nightdress.” Just as I would not, in my first breath of description,

         have described D.C. Mann as black, although she was. The statement simply did not sound like me, yet nothing that Mann had

         written was inaccurate. I signed every page, scratching lines through the empty space at the bottom of the last page so that

         nothing could be added. Every detail was there, but nothing I had witnessed was the slightest clue to the heart of the matter:

         why this woman had fallen and how.

      


   

      Chapter 2


      THE electronic mangling of “Greensleeves” roused me from sleep. It took a moment for the memory of the night before to hit

         me, but when it did it fell like a sledgehammer. I hauled myself from my bed, my eyes barely open, and pulled on the same

         jeans, T-shirt, and sweater that I'd peeled off three hours before. I could smell sweat on them, and fear. I peered at the

         clock. It was six A.M. Even standing upright I could still feel sleep, like the pull of gravity, dragging me back toward my bed. I resisted it and

         padded barefoot to the front door.

      


      A large man stood there, the man I'd seen entering what I now knew to be the Carmichael house. His broad face was working

         in distress, his eyes red and heavy. He wore a creased business suit that I guessed he had put on yesterday morning and had

         not yet had a chance to change.

      


      “They said you saw her fall,” he said, and I was surprised to hear an American accent. He stepped inside without further introduction.


      I closed the door behind him and led him the two steps that constituted my hallway. Upstairs I could hear the twitter of the

         twins' voices, awoken by the doorbell. I ignored them. I knew I had a few minutes' grace while they chatted before calling

         for me. I opened the door to the sitting room, wondering absentmindedly why I'd closed it, then remembered as a blast of damp

         air hit us both. He followed me in and stood staring at the broken window. D.C. Mann had been due to go off duty when she'd

         finished taking my statement, but instead of going home she'd helped me sweep up the glass and then vacuum, to make sure we

         got it all up before the children started crawling around on it.

      


      “Next time take a key,” she'd suggested drily.


      She'd tried ringing a couple of twenty-four-hour glass repair shops too, but the earliest anyone could come was nine. So we'd

         found a grimy plastic sheet in a cupboard and taped it across the window.

      


      Between us we'd done a pretty good job, but overnight the wind had dislodged some of the tape with the result that we might

         as well have been standing in the street outside. Carmichael gestured interrogatively at the window.

      


      “My wife …?” he asked, confused. How, after all, could she have fallen out of his house and into mine?


      “No, no, something else,” I reassured him. I invited him to sit down. I doubt he even heard me, he was so agitated, and because

         he did not sit down neither did I. I stood hugging my sweater around me and watching him pace like a caged animal in my tiny

         room. He seemed to fill the space and reach the ceiling. I had the feeling that he was used to assuming control of situations

         and places and that, unable to control this situation, he was doing his best to master at least the ground under his feet.

         He paused by the fireplace and examined the framed photographs I'd put there, picking each up and replacing it, forming a

         line much straighter than the original display. I don't have many strangers visiting the house, and his attention unsettled

         me until I realized it was only this attempt to impose order that was stopping him falling apart.

      


      “I'm so sorry,” I told him. “How is your son?”


      “Kyle. He's not … He's sleeping, the doctor gave him something. Look, I don't understand,” he turned toward me, making a visible

         effort to articulate his confusion, “what happened.”

      


      “I didn't see … I saw her falling, that's all. I was looking out of that window.” I gestured toward it, and he walked to the

         place where I had stood and looked out through the drizzling rain toward his own house as if he expected to see her falling

         still. “I saw her falling, and then, when … she was on the ground I went to her, but there was nothing I could do, so I called

         the ambulance.”

      


      “You didn't see how it happened?”


      Surely he must already know this from the police, unless they had decided for some reason to leave him in ignorance. I shook

         my head. The uncontrolled dive had haunted my night. What could make a woman loosen her hold on safety and step out into the

         void, surrender herself to plummet unchecked, inevitably to shatter on the earth below?

      


      “Did she say anything to you?” His eyes fixed on mine, and I was struck by their blue intensity. “They said there was some

         time between her falling and you calling the ambulance.”

      


      I tried to ignore the implicit criticism, shook my head.


      “I'm almost certain she was already dead when I reached her. There was a man from a few doors down who was with her for a

         few minutes after me, but I really think she was dead by then.”

      


      He nodded, glaring through watery eyes, then touched his fingers to his lips like a child. Upstairs there was a bang, then

         a wail. He jumped, his nerves giving him away.

      


      “I'm sorry,” I gestured upward, “I have to go and get them …”


      He frowned as though I had added a whole new level of complexity to an already impossible situation.


      “I have children upstairs,” I explained, making for the door.


      When I came back downstairs a few moments later he was back by the photographs. He turned as soon as I entered the room and

         resumed his interrogation without apparently registering the fact that I had a pungent child wriggling under each arm.

      


      “Did you see anyone?”


      “See anyone?” I repeated stupidly. Did he mean inside the house? Outside? Then I realized it made no difference. I bent down,

         put the children on the floor so they could move around and play—I hoped we'd got all the glass out of the carpet the night

         before—but they were hungry and uncomfortable and they just sat there and bawled.

      


      “No one,” I told him.


      “But they said there was shouting, arguing.”


      “That was earlier,” I corrected him, then remembered the wisps of argument I fancied I'd heard through the storm just before

         his wife fell. “I've no idea whether that was connected or not.”

      


      “Of course not. That is for the police to say. What I am trying to determine is whether you had any reason to believe my wife

         was with anyone before she died.”

      


      “As I said, I saw nothing and no one until your wife fell,” I said, a little abruptly. I had made myself clear the first time.


      He seemed to recover himself slightly, looking down at the children as though seeing them for the first time. Hannah's nappy

         was about to burst.

      


      “I was out at a dinner, my wife didn't want to come,” he explained to me. I had to strain to hear his voice over the children.

         “My elder son was at a friend's house for a sleepover. He doesn't know yet.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to go. I have

         to go get him.” His mouth worked again, and I thought I saw his chin tremble. He took a deep shuddering breath, and must have

         remembered that he had not introduced himself. “I'm Richard, Richard Carmichael,” he said, holding out his hand and making

         an attempt at the social niceties. “We've been neighbors for a while now, six months almost.”

      


      “I'm Robin Ballantyne.” I took his hand and we shook. I could feel the misery seeping from the flesh of his palm. Then, made

         unthinking by the children's demands for attention, I asked, “Did you know that your wife might do this?”

      


      He didn't like the question, withdrew his hand immediately.


      “How could I expect this from Paula?” he snapped.


      Well, if I didn't like him so much as glancing at my photographs he was allowed to be a little prickly when I asked him if

         his newly dead wife had been suicidal. After that he made for the door, muttering that he would see himself out. I made a

         move to go after him. I might even have apologized for my insensitivity, but Hannah grabbed my leg and wouldn't let go. I

         heard the door slam.

      


      I gazed down at the children, overwhelmed by my lack of sleep. They were shouting as though they'd been abandoned in a snowstorm

         at the top of a mountain without food or drink. At moments like these I never knew where to start. Milk or nappies? Hannah

         or William? Milk, nappies, milk, nappies, Hannah, William, Hannah, William—it was like a crazed chant. My hands started to

         do the right things, gathering wipes, clean nappies, placing bottles of milk in the microwave, and all the time this other

         part of my head was working on something else entirely. He'd called his wife Paula. Paula Carmichael.

      


      The only Paula Carmichael I'd heard of was a prominent social activist. She was a Labour member of parliament who sat on the

         back benches and irritated the party leadership. But that was almost marginal to who she was: so flamboyant and inspiring

         in her public speaking that during the past year or two she had begun to make a social conscience fashionable again. She had

         hundreds and thousands of people volunteering to do good works on their Saturday mornings. Even the home counties had become

         a hotbed of Carmichaelites. Some of them had added a zero or two to their regular charitable giving. Others had actually got

         off their gin-logged backsides to try and find someone, anyone, in their affluent communities to help. More a poet than a

         politician, she used the power of her rhetoric to shame men on both sides of the house. “All over this country volunteers

         are picking up your pieces,” she'd famously harangued the prime minister on one occasion, “sticking together lives that should

         never have been broken, attempting to cure with compassion and a collection box what should have been prevented by good government.”

      


      I had not seen the face of the woman who fell, or enough of the rest of her to identify her, and yet there was something even

         in the manner she had fallen, even in the voice that had called out through the night that was not unfamiliar. I would never

         have chosen to watch anyone die like that, but Paula Carmichael was a woman I knew something of, a woman I liked and respected.

         I felt ice form in my veins, and I shivered.

      


      On autopilot I cleaned and changed the babies in turn, lifted them one by one into their high chairs, then toasted bread and

         cut up apples and bananas. I poured milk into two cups and twisted lids onto them. With food and drink in front of them they

         stopped complaining. I turned on the radio, but before I got to hear so much as a headline the doorbell rang. I sighed, abandoned

         the children again and went to open the door. It was Jane. I had hardly seen her since she realized that I had a problem making

         child-free lunches—in fact I had a problem with child-free anything—and she had a problem with children. I let her in, along

         with another squall of rain. The whole house felt damp, as though the rain were leaking into its joints.

      


      Jane shook herself like a dog, spraying a mist of water all over me, then took off her raincoat, handed it to me, and raised

         her eyebrows.

      


      “What a thing to happen, eh?” she said.


      Jane is of Chinese descent, with a high forehead, sharp cheekbones, and black hair that hangs almost to her hips. She looks

         positively imperial. It's all undermined though when she arches an eyebrow, opens her mouth, and a strong Perth accent emerges.

         Her parents settled in Scotland in the late fifties, fleeing Mao and getting farther than most. Her mother and father, both

         physicists who spoke no English, opened what must have been one of the first Chinese restaurants north of the border. They

         retired after a couple of decades, but Jane's sister now ran the business, which had diversified into fish and chips years

         ago and was about to go up market and launch a Thai menu. Her parents, fearing her Scottish accent would hold her back, sent

         her to elocution lessons, but Jane refused to cooperate. Instead, defiantly, she became more Scottish than ever.

      


      Jane looked tired, the early morning light illuminating the dusting of feathery lines around her eyes and across her forehead.


      “You're up early,” I said.


      She gestured over her shoulder toward the Carmichael house.


      “I was working into the wee hours. I put two and two together. It was you who found her, was it not?”


      I nodded.


      “The address was on the agency copy,” she explained, heading into the sitting room. “I—” She stopped dead, staring at the

         window.

      


      “Come into the kitchen,” I turned to lead the way, “and I'll get you a towel for your hair.”


      I boiled the kettle while Jane arranged herself on an upright chair, rubbing the towel I gave her over her head and watching

         Hannah and William, not touching, not talking to them, clearly at a loss as to what to say. Well it's hard to coo over a baby

         when you've suggested to its mother that she have it aborted. Without someone to share the load they would ruin my life, she'd

         told me, and of course they had, in the nicest possible way.

      


      “Well,” she said at last with rare diplomacy, “they're thriving.” Then, with less diplomacy, “Hannah's the spitting image

         of Adam.”

      


      I scowled.


      “What? Do you not think so?” Jane protested.


      “I prefer to think they were an early experiment in cloning.”


      “William's got his mouth as well, so no one will believe you.”


      There was silence as I poured boiling water into the coffeepot, and I became very aware of my baggy sweater with a hole at

         one elbow and the remains of Hannah's regurgitated apple on the other. Under Jane's cool and elegant scrutiny I could feel

         the bags under my eyes swell to balloonlike proportions. I felt resentment prickle at my neck. I had not invited her here

         to observe me.

      


      I turned to face her, leaning my hips back against the counter, allowing the coffee to steep.


      “Why are you here?” I asked, although I had already as good as guessed.


      Jane held my gaze.


      “The police aren't ruling out foul play.” It was her work voice, confident, persuasive. “Did you see what happened? Was there

         anyone there but her?”

      


      Only the few of us who knew Jane very well could hear the slight increase in pace, the increased intensity of the accent,

         the breathless undertone when she was on an adrenaline high. I could hear it now, and it confirmed my identification of the

         woman who had died. No garden variety Paula Carmichael would have excited Jane like this.

      


      “Why are you assuming she didn't kill herself?” I asked.


      “I'm not. But why should she?”


      I glared at her. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and my head was beginning to throb. There was a time, when

         I was working with Jane, when she held no terrors for me, I gave as good as I got or else I ignored her, but I knew I was

         about to be bullied and I was out of practice.

      


      “You'll do an interview for me, won't you? I haven't spoken to Jez yet, but I'm just going to hand him a fait accompli. We'll

         be doing a special tonight, and we'll get friends and family on board of course, but if you could do that ‘I saw her plunge

         out of the sky,’ moment, that would be a really moving counterpoint. Frankly, if you could talk to us, and not to anyone else,

         I'd really owe you.”

      


      We gazed at each other, and she must have misinterpreted my reluctance, because she plowed on.


      “When I say … I mean I don't see how we could actually pay you—”


      “Jane,” my hackles had risen, “talk to me like that and you can leave right now.”


      Silence, a couple of heartbeats long.


      “I'm sorry, I wasn't implying …”


      “Of course not.”


      “I only said it because I know Adam gives you nothing, and while he's busy swanning around on the telly here you are living

         in a slum bringing up his … For God's sake, it should be you editing Controversies tonight, not me … I cannot bear to see you—”

      


      I slammed a cup of coffee down in front of her so that a tidal wave of liquid slopped onto the table. It stopped her in midflow.


      “This isn't a slum,” I said through gritted teeth, “and they're not his children. Not anymore.”


      I eyed the twins who eyed me back. I could say these things now and they wouldn't question, wouldn't complain. How many years

         would that last? Jane was staring at me, eyebrows raised.

      


      “Adam gives me nothing because I want nothing from him,” I said, miserable because this was so obvious to me and because other

         people seemed to have such problems with it.

      


      “Of course, of course.” Jane was struggling, which isn't something you see every day. “I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking …”


      “Forget it.”


      It took Jane exactly five seconds to recover herself and forget it. Then she was back on the scent like a terrier.


      “So did you know her?”


      “I don't think so.” I knew it sounded ridiculous. Surely either you know someone or you don't. Only minutes before I had dismissed

         the thought that Paula Carmichael lived opposite me as fanciful, but now my mind was, of its own accord, presenting me with

         shreds of memory dug up from months back. Pushing the twins in their stroller one day in the summer, I'd passed a woman walking

         under the pigeon-infested bridge by the underground station, and I had nodded at her in recognition, only moments later realizing

         why I knew her face; that I had seen her on television and that she was Paula Carmichael. She had been hurrying, a briefcase

         in her hand, papers sticking out of it as though she had stuffed them in, and it had not occurred to me then that she was

         going home, or indeed that home was anywhere close at hand. This little person—she couldn't have been more than five foot

         two—seemed too small and insignificant to be the huge persona that Paula Carmichael had become. Even her hair, dark and untamed

         on television, seemed a graying brown in real life. I remember that I had looked around after her when I realized who she

         was, and that I had caught her doing the same thing, twisting to look back at me. Catching each other's eye, we had turned

         back quickly, embarrassed at ourselves. I knew why I had wanted a second look, but why in the name of God had she turned to

         look at me? I had been having a bad hair year, but did I really look so outlandish?

      


      A second memory, but out of kilter, a week or so before the first. In Sainsbury's, both children attempting to hurl themselves

         out of the stroller so they could roll in the aisles, me at my wits' end trying to juggle stroller and shopping basket. A

         woman wearing dark glasses, long graying hair pinned back from her face, clothes elegant but fraying, two large pepperoni

         pizzas in her basket. I thought at first that she was angry that we were blocking the aisle, but when I managed to haul the

         stroller out of the way for her she gave me a big sympathetic grin. “Been there, done that,” she said cheerfully, and I gazed

         after her, pleased and surprised by the camaraderie. I had not recognized her then, and I had not made the connection even

         when I later saw Paula Carmichael under the bridge, but now my subconscious made the leap.

      


      “I think I ran into her a couple of times,” I amended. As I spoke, William started to grunt and groan and fight the straps

         that held him in his chair. “But I hadn't realized she lived so close by.”

      


      William threw a bowl of cereal on the floor and Hannah burst into noisy tears for no good reason. They had been tolerant,

         but their goodwill had run out. My time was up and Jane knew it. She glowered at them.

      


      “Look, Jane, I'll think about the interview and give you a call,” I said.


      “Okay.” She didn't look happy, but there wasn't much she could do about it. She got up. The twins upped the volume another

         notch, and Jane had to shout, “There's one thing you should know, because you're not to bite my head off later. I'm getting

         Adam in to talk about her too.”

      


      “What the hell …?” But the twins and Jane all drowned me out.


      “He knew her quite well,” Jane spoke rapidly. Perhaps she thought that if she spoke fast enough I wouldn't hear what she was

         saying. “They worked on a program together a while ago. He'll be great about her, you know he will. If I ever die, I'll want

         Adam to do my eulogy, and he doesn't even like me. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know. It makes no difference to you. I'll

         keep a good distance between you.”

      


      I found myself shaking my head and caught sight of my reflection in the window, mouth pulled down at the corners, eyes narrowed.

         I sat down hard on a kitchen chair, looking blankly at Hannah, who was screeching in my face. Her big dark eyes, Adam's eyes,

         were round and angry.

      


      “I swear, Robin,” I could hear Jane saying, “you won't have to see him. I'm assuming you don't want to …”


      “Damned right,” I said. I felt as though another body had just slammed to earth at my feet.


   

      Chapter 3


      WITH Jane gone I picked the children up and peered out into the street through the plastic sheeting that was my window. The

         wind had dropped and the rain was no more than a mist, but everything looked as though it was in shock after the onslaught

         of the night before. Shrubs drooped under the weight of rain that had fallen on them, blossoms had been dashed from plants

         and trees by the wind, and the assorted fast-food wrappers that usually blew around on the pavement lay waterlogged in the

         gutters. A yellow and black ribbon defined the place where Paula Carmichael had fallen and what therefore might or might not

         be a crime scene. A single police car was parked outside the Carmichaels'. The house looked peaceful. There were a couple

         of lights on but no conspicuous movement inside. I wondered whether Richard Carmichael and his elder son were back home yet.

         How much digging would the police do inside the house before they satisfied themselves that Paula Carmichaels death was suicide?

      


      Photographers and reporters were already gathering. I counted around a dozen men and a couple of young women standing chatting

         in small groups. Jane was quick off the mark, but with a story like this every news organization would deploy its forces quickly

         and efficiently. I would become a prisoner in my own house if I stayed put. For a year I had hidden myself away in here, bonding

         so tightly with my children that we were almost an indivisible organism, breathing, sleeping, waking, emptying our bladders

         and our bowels in total synchrony. For a year I had been too tired to feel an adrenaline surge. Too tired to feel an anything

         surge in fact.

      


      But when a woman falls out of the sky in front of you it gives you a jolt. I felt electrified by the shock, as though part

         of my brain that was dead had been charged and regenerated. Disaster euphoria. It's an ugly concept, but, for all my disapproval,

         Jane's excitement was contagious. I had put my working life aside, I had put all my passions behind me, and I was so far exiled

         from the working world that I scarcely missed it, but this morning, Jane had paraded my previous existence in front of me,

         and I wanted it so badly I could scarcely breathe. I present it as a logical argument, and of course it all makes sense, cause

         and effect, but the truth is that that morning I just felt in my guts something that had been building up for months and was

         bursting out of me like a need for some narcotic. I had to get out of the house, and I had to get back to work.

      


      Standing there at the window, with the twins in my arms, my head was buzzing. I was chasing ten trains of thought in ten different

         directions. I tried to focus. I needed help. I needed a babysitter.

      


      I called my mother, who is a babysitter only in extremis. I called her mobile, because I never know whether she'll be at her

         house, or at my older sister's. Lorna has had chronic fatigue syndrome, or CFS, for almost two years now, and my mother spends

         two or three evenings a week with her, as well as running her own law practice in Streatham. Which is to say that my mother

         has enough on her plate. But she came because it was an emergency. Or that was how it felt.

      


      An hour later I closed my ears to the petulant squawks issuing from Hannah and gently disengaged myself from William, who

         had fastened his arms around my neck and his feet around my hips. I pecked my mother on her cheek and guiltily murmured my

         thanks. Then I walked out of the front door and pulled it shut behind me. There. It sounds so easy.

      


      Light as air, with no stroller to push, no babe in arms, I walked over to the black gloss door of number twelve, the only

         door that had been opened to me the night before. I wasn't sure which of the three doorbells was the one I wanted, so I rang

         all three just as I had the night before. At the top of the house, a window screeched open and a woman leaned out in a dressing

         gown, hair unbrushed, face white with exhaustion. It was like looking in the mirror.

      


      “What is it?” She frowned down at me. “Do I know you?”


      “I'm looking for the man who opened the door to me last night, I—”


      “I don't know who you're talking about. I've got a sick child in here. He's been up all night,” she said in desperation. “Just

         go away.”

      


      The window was slammed shut. A child? I hadn't noticed a child going in and out all the time I'd lived here. I had learned

         more about my neighbors in the last twelve hours than I'd learned in the last year, but perhaps now wasn't the time to suggest

         a get-together.

      


      I didn't dare ring again. I looked at my watch. It was nine on a Wednesday morning and my man had probably left for work by

         seven. I dug a paper and pen from my bag, sat on the step and scribbled a note.

      


      To Whosoever Opened the Door Last Night,


      Thank you for helping. I'm sorry about the table. It seemed like a good idea at the time. I'll reimburse you for the damage.

         Just let me know how much I owe you.

      


      Robin Ballantyne, number 19


      I slipped it through the letter slot, glancing guiltily back at my house, where the small pile of wood in the front yard was

         all that was left of the table. Whatever sentimental value it held had been comprehensively bashed out of it. I just hoped

         it wasn't a priceless antique.
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      I sweet-talked my way past Gayle and into Maeve's office, and Maeve was as surprised to see me as I was to be there. She looked

         up from her papers and her face broke into a smile.

      


      “Well, hello stranger. My God, Robin, what's brought you back to the land of the living? I hardly recognized you.”


      Which was a polite way of saying I looked a wreck. What had I been thinking of to make my office debut in yesterday's jeans?

         I hadn't washed my hair for three days now. Four perhaps. I tried to think back. Had I brushed my teeth before I left the

         house? Maeve had half-risen from her chair as if to come and kiss me, but I wasn't sure it was safe for her to come that close.

         I retreated and sank into the low leather chair in the corner, and she sat back down. She could scarcely see me across the

         top of her desk.

      


      “I e-mailed you a month ago to ask whether we could discuss my return to work,” I reminded her. Maeve is head of the Current

         Affairs department's Documentaries for Television division. Which makes her HCA(DTV), just one of an army of managers who

         run the Corporation's vast broadcasting empire. Day to day she has no hands-on program-making responsibilities, which is just

         as well since she has never made a television documentary in her life. Her responsibilities are primarily to oversee the commissioning

         process and to mastermind personnel. She is a bureaucrat born and bred, and seems to have an army of minibureaucrats working

         under her.

      


      “You did,” she agreed, her smile slipping. “You did indeed.” Her eyes ran over me, and I saw her take in the scuffed boots,

         the mysterious white stains on my jeans, the baggy sweater, the hair that hung limply around my makeup-free face. I wasn't

         what you'd call dirty, but I didn't exactly sparkle.

      


      “Do you feel ready to come back?” she asked, working to keep the doubt from her voice. “I'd hate to snatch a mother away from

         her little ones.” She made it sound like a cat snatching a mouse away from her litter.

      


      “Absolutely,” I was trying to sound professional. I was supposed to be a journalist, however, not part of the news, so something

         kept me from mentioning Paula Carmichael. “I'm sorry I'm a bit of a mess this morning. I was involved in an incident yesterday,

         and I spent most of the night giving a statement to the police.”

      


      “Oh dear.” If anything she looked more concerned now, as though perhaps she thought I was hallucinating from lack of sleep.


      Maeve is used to vanquishing government spin doctors and hysterical program editors with a flick of her whiplike tongue, but

         I was problematic. I could sense it in the way her manicured forefinger was rubbing at her lower lip.

      


      “Well we're all dying to have you back on board,” she said, her eyes not quite meeting mine. “Terry never stops talking about

         you.”

      


      Good old Terry—my biggest fan, also my immediate boss, which helps, but a mere handservant to Maeve.


      “How do you see yourself fitting back in?” she persevered. I could tell that the question was just a way of killing time while

         she worked out a way to get me off her back.

      


      “I just want to make programs again,” I said. “I'll find a way to make things fit.”


      Maeve stuck out her jaw and nodded slowly. She'd been hoping for a longer answer.


      “Of course, of course, it's what you're best at. It's what you win awards for.” She gave a little smile, then heaved a sigh

         and looked me in the eye for the first time. “Well we'll see what we can do, Robin, but I have to be honest, we're implementing

         some stringent streamlining measures here.”

      


      “You're cutting editorial jobs?”


      “We're,” she hesitated, “losing people. Mostly through natural wastage. You've been away, you probably haven't heard …”


      “I'm guaranteed a job on return from maternity leave.” I gritted my teeth.


      She nodded again, and this time she didn't even try to cover her discomfiture with the words. Then her face brightened.


      “Have you thought of a move sideways?”


      “Sideways?”


      “Well sideways and upwards actually. I mean into a more managerial role?”


      I would have laughed if a heavy hand hadn't grabbed at my heart.


      “The reason I ask,” she pressed on, “is that we've just advertised for an EGIE.”


      “For a what?”


      “An ethical guidelines implementation editor,” she spelled out for me, as though I were a particularly thick child. “It's

         a new post.”

      


      I still didn't know what she meant.


      “Someone who checks that programs are being made ethically,” she explained wearily. “You know, Robin, that we're doing all

         the things we should be doing, and not doing the things we shouldn't. That we—and the independents we commission—are all sticking

         to the Corporation guidelines, broadcasting with integrity. You'd be perfect for it.”

      


      I put my head on one side.


      “Why the sudden concern?” I asked.


      “Robin, where have you been? Read the papers. The world moves on. The media are constantly under fire for infringing some

         journalistic principle or other, and we've got to be seen to respond.”

      


      The accusation that I was out of touch was unfair. I spent my days with the radio for company, and my evenings with the newspapers.

         Radio and print reported on the goings-on in television as if it were an unruly younger sister: a scene staged here, an actor

         hired for reality TV there. Radio and newspaper journalism aren't immune, of course. One person and his mouth are enough to

         give birth to a lie. You don't need technology, but somehow with more technology and the multiplication of media, there's

         simply more to play with, and while playing is not usually good journalism, it often makes for a good story. The Corporation

         had so far escaped scandal, but its own managers were paranoid that they, or someone they employed, would be caught out. Journalism

         operates on trust. The reader trusts the journalist, and the employer trusts the journalist. However, managers aren't naturally

         disposed to trust. Which of us is? They know every contract gets broken. Sometimes they even encourage it.

      


      “Cover our back, you mean.”


      Maeve pinched her lips together and refused to rise to the bait.


      “You've heard about Paula Carmichael's death, I suppose?” she said, making a leap I couldn't follow. “Or has that managed

         to pass you by too in your domestic idyll? Look, I've got a meeting and I'm already late. Go away and enlighten yourself,

         so that at the very least you know what I'm talking about. Then come back to me next week and let me know if you want it,

         and I'll see if I can swing it for you.”

      


      Maeve stood up and whisked a briefcase from beside her desk, dropped a floppy disk into it, snapped it shut, and made for

         the door. I got to my feet, wondering how I'd ended up in this particular mess.

      


      “But for God's sake, Robin, get a haircut. There's a limit to what I can swing.” She paused again, remembered what she was

         supposed to say, then added sweetly, “Did you bring any photos of the little ones?”

      


      I shook my head. I'd never been this far from them before, never needed to consult a photograph.
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      I headed straight for the bathroom and spent long minutes looking in the mirror. There were days I didn't look in the mirror

         from the time I got up in the morning to when I dropped into bed at night. I mean of course I washed when I had the time,

         but the finer points of grooming had sunk to the bottom of my list of priorities and it showed. I had never plastered myself

         in makeup but even I had to agree that I needed something to counteract the deathlike pallor of my skin, something to disguise

         the bags under my green eyes, something to give my lips a little life. And then there was the hair. It made my scalp prickle

         just to look at it. I combed some water in with my fingers and tried to push it into shape, any shape. I splashed cold water

         on my face and rubbed it dry with a paper hand towel in an effort to produce some color. I stared hard in the mirror again,

         but all I could see was a thin shabby woman with lank red hair and a blotchy face.
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