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To the Blue Coat children who think I should dedicate a book to them and all the others who are too polite to ask.










Part One










Chapter 1


Felix Kendall stands in the darkness, outside the friendly circle of light from the streetlamp. Cold seeps into him, numbing his fingertips. A breeze rustles the larches in the front garden of a house behind him on the opposite side of the road. 


He watches.


Through a bright window, close to the pavement, he can see a family sitting in their dining room. The mother is spooning out the steaming contents of a casserole dish that she has just brought to the table, putting a piece of meat – chicken, lamb, pork? – on a plate and then pouring the sauce over it. She hands the meal to one of the children, a boy, who starts to help himself from the vegetable dishes placed in the middle of the table. He must be about six. Felix can see the round softness of his cheeks, his wayward dark hair, a little too long, the fringe soft and floppy over his forehead, his earnest concentration as he balances a potato on a spoon. 


Rory – oh, Rory . . .


Two other children are waiting, talking to each other, arguing perhaps. There’s some animosity between them, and they appeal to their father, who’s sitting at the other end of the table.


It’s a portrait of a family, a Dickensian scene of harmony, lit by a central light that hangs over the table. Everything is too perfect, too good to be true. Felix tries to convince himself that they hate each other, the husband and wife. They’re probably about to divorce: the father is having an affair with someone at work; the mother’s running a successful business, living her life apart from the rest of the family; the meal is ready-made from Waitrose.


But he can’t accept it, can’t absorb the cynical chill of reality. He wants to believe in this cosiness, this world of families, this labyrinth of deeply entwined love.


That’s the key, of course: love. He has been told this for as long as he can remember. ‘We love you, Felix,’ one of his aunts used to say, ‘and that’s all that matters.’ 


What have I done, Kate?


Frost glints on the road, nearby car windscreens are clouded with ice. Felix blows on his hands and shuffles his feet around, trying to bring some feeling back to his toes.


The father gets up suddenly and goes to the window. Felix forces himself into stillness and holds his breath, wondering if his movements have attracted attention. The man pulls down a blind, shutting him out into the night.


It’s very dark out here. Felix thrusts his trembling hands into his pockets. The darkness is inside him, a black, black pit with no bottom.


He walks away, studying the houses he passes in the hope of another tableau, another family. He sees empty rooms, half lit from a hall beyond. There are bookshelves, tables, armchairs, Swiss cheese plants, photographs on mantelpieces. Occasional isolated people watching television, sitting at a computer. But no more families.


Lawrence, Millie . . .


 


Alfred’s Mart is warm and brightly lit, an open-handed invitation to join the generous club of everyday life. Felix selects a few items for his supper, aware that he has only a limited supply of cash, and queues behind a woman with a trolley containing twenty loaves and sixteen cartons of milk. Is she a mother with dozens of children? She’s far too well kept for that – chic spiky haircut, long shimmery silk scarf with a bold green and purple geometric design. 


‘Sorry,’ she says to him, seeing him watching her. ‘Do you want to go in front?’ Her voice is soft and breathy, as if she has asthma.


‘No problem,’ he says. He’s got all evening, all night, for ever. ‘I’m in no hurry.’


Compassion looms ominously out of her eyes. ‘Oh dear. No one to go home to?’


What gives her the right to ask personal questions? She’s not going to tell him why she has all those cartons of milk. At least, he hopes she isn’t. ‘My house got hit by lightning,’ he says, ‘and my wife went off with the fire brigade.’


She clearly hasn’t heard him properly, because a tap of sympathy opens up and starts to flow. ‘You poor thing—’


‘And my six children got run over by the fire engine as they cycled home to see what was going on.’


Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home— 


Millie at two, fresh from the bath, her eyes drooping, then snapping alert, warm and cosy in his arms. White, plump pillows, the smell of fresh air and washing-powder. 


Your house is on fire and your children are gone—


I can’t go home. It’s no longer possible. I would if I could – but I can’t. 


There’s a shift in the woman’s manner, a pause while she decides how to interpret Felix’s reply. She doesn’t have enough information to know how to react. She manages a distant half-smile and turns her attention to packing her shopping.


Felix is ashamed of himself. He’s slipping out of the character he has spent years perfecting. Be friendly, be nice. The roadmap to success. He wonders if he should help her. It would redeem him, perhaps, and it would speed up her departure. But he stands and watches, his arms heavy with the paralysis of indecision.


She pays, and snatches a last glance at him out of the corner of her eye before wheeling her over-laden trolley away. Her tights are navy with seams at the back. A prostitute who offers her clients tea and toast afterwards?


He shouldn’t have spoken to her. He mustn’t draw attention to himself.


He packs his meagre purchases into a carrier-bag, wondering why he has bothered to buy anything. How could he possibly put his mind to food?


‘Have you signed the petition for a pelican crossing outside the store?’ asks the girl on the till, as he hands her a twenty-pound note.


Without thinking, Felix picks up the pen she’s offering him – and stops. He can’t use his own name. He searches for inspiration and sees the chocolate selection next to the till. Martin Cadbury, he writes with a flourish. ‘What other action have you taken?’ he asks.


She looks at him blankly. She’s only about sixteen, not at all pretty, with her hair scraped back into a severe ponytail, accentuating her plump cheeks. ‘What do you mean?’ she says.


Felix is assailed by a familiar organisational streak, full of righteousness. Don’t they know anything? All his years with the parent-teacher association at the children’s schools qualify him to offer advice. Fêtes, concerts, trips to the theatre, summer balls. His work for the local volunteer group cleaning up the area, protests against planning applications, the fight against the proposed mobile-phone mast. He’s done it all. He’s good at it. It’s like the smell of baking bread, fresh and mouth-watering, rushing through him with an unexpected pain of pleasure.


‘A petition won’t do it,’ he says. ‘These people only glance at the signatures, check there’s nobody like Paul McCartney or the Queen on it, and then put the piles of paper into a convenient corner where they’ll get taken away for recycling. You have to do something much more significant if you want a chance of success.’


She stares. ‘Like what?’


‘A demonstration, a feature on local television, a trip to Westminster to involve your MP, embarrass him in front of his colleagues, that kind of thing.’


She seems to be having difficulty taking it all in. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘You need to talk to my boss.’


‘Another time,’ says Felix. He puts his shopping into a carrier-bag.


‘Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?’ says the girl.


Panic jolts through him. How could she possibly know? With some difficulty, he turns away from the till. His legs are stiff and his knees won’t bend properly.


‘Hey!’ calls the girl. ‘You forgot your change.’


It doesn’t matter. I don’t need it.


She leans over and grabs his arm. ‘Here,’ she says, putting the coins into his hand. ‘You can’t leave your change. I’d get into awful trouble.’ 


He produces his charming smile, the one that always gets him where he wants to be. He can feel his mouth opening, the lips parting. ‘Thank you,’ he says, and turns away.


 


The hotel lobby is filled with dozens of French schoolchildren when Felix returns with his shopping. They are congregated in groups, heaps of luggage arrayed around them, chattering with high-pitched excited voices. Their teachers are working hard, issuing instructions and trying to calm them down, but without much success. Felix is forced to take a diversion through the bar to reach the lifts. 


On a low table, stationed between two white leather sofas, a well-thumbed copy of The Times catches his attention.


He stops.


He and George are staring out from the front page, their photographs side by side, with a smaller one of Kristin underneath.


It’s as if he’s been punched in the stomach. This must be a mistake. Someone must have picked up the wrong photograph. 


With trembling hands, he leans over the table and grabs the newspaper. He reads his name below and the headline above. 


He glances around to see if he’s being watched, suddenly convinced that someone will recognise him, but everyone is caught up in the drama of the French schoolchildren. He hurries round the corner and decides to take the stairs. He can’t wait for the lift – he can’t stand still.


He drives himself up to the twenty-first floor, his breath uncontrolled and painful. He’s not pacing himself now, not in training for a marathon, not having to prove himself. He’s running with fear, terrified of what the newspaper is going to tell him.


Panting, he fumbles with his card in the lock, putting it in upside down at first, all the time checking over his shoulder that no one else has arrived on the floor. Once he’s in, he slams on the light and drops his shopping. Standing there, he reads through the article. Then he reads it again. 


Someone’s got it horribly wrong. Of course there would inevitably be some media interest, but it should be a short paragraph on page seven, not headline news, not photographs on this scale. They seem to think he and George have masterminded a worldwide operation.


But I didn’t know any of this. George didn’t tell me the whole truth.


Why would you expect a dishonest man to be truthful?


I could have stopped it and I didn’t.


He drops to the floor and hunches up on the carpet, wrapping his arms round his legs, staring into space. His mind races through a tangle of replayed conversations and missed connections, and a torrent of guilt and shame floods through him.


 


Two hours later, he arranges himself on the hotel-room floor, stretching his legs out in front of him. His purchases are laid on the carpet by his side. A bottle of Scotch; a wedge of strong Cheddar; a packet of water biscuits; a sharp cheese knife.


He’s tried examining himself in a mirror, next to the newspaper, and concluded that it must be obvious he is the man in the photograph. His face is buried under an emerging beard and there are new hollows under his eyes, but it’s so clearly him that he can’t understand why the police aren’t already knocking on his door. If he goes out again, he’ll be spotted immediately. One of the hotel staff must have recognised him. His time is limited. 


Everything has led to this hotel room in a small corner of a city far away from his home. His whole life, his record of achievement, has turned out to be inconsequential. A speck of dirt flicked by a duster, brushed aside, tossed out for the bin-men without a thought.


One minute he was cruising along, in control of his life, enjoying the breeze, and the next, everything had crumpled into a major pile-up that wasn’t his fault.


Not true. It was his fault. He’d been driving with full headlights, miles over the speed limit, without looking far enough ahead.


How to lose your identity in five days. On Tuesday he didn’t go to Hamburg. On Thursday, in a lucid moment, he sent an email to Kate from an Internet café, wanting to reassure her, even though she wouldn’t know yet that he had gone. It was a mistake. He shouldn’t have sent it. He’d tried to sound normal but it was difficult – impossible— 


Everything he’s done has been for Kate, for the family. As a child, he dreamt of having a family, imagining his own place within it, the complicated interactions between parents and children. The dream was a twenty-carat diamond, nurtured over the years, cut and polished, and he was willing to plough through mud, dig through rock to get it. He’d constructed a family with as much skill as he could manage, pulling it all together with an expertise that he acquired from books, newspapers, advice from colleagues. He’d collected all the essential ingredients, mixed them up, created a work of art, an edifice of love. 


He keeps telling himself it was real.


How could everything crumble so spectacularly? Was it really his fault? Was it the result of his actions, or had it been inevitable? Had he just built up a story, an ideal, that was ready to collapse the moment a small breeze blew from the north? Iceland, to be precise.


He sees a child sitting on a bed, alone, listening to clocks ticking in the empty silence. Rory? Or himself as a child?


The room is lit by a bedside lamp that is absurdly inadequate. Nobody could read in this light. You need brightness for reading. Perhaps people don’t read any more. Perhaps he’s unreasonable in his expectations.


No, his expectations haven’t been unreasonable. He’s believed in himself. He’s always known he could do it, right from the beginning. How could he have predicted this? 


But was his family just a painting hanging in a gallery, a figment of an artist’s imagination? An English interior, a semi-sentimental portrait of life in the early twenty-first century? 


 


He was expecting to go to Hamburg. For work. He’d delivered Rory to his friend’s house and Millie to her school, where she was going to board for a week. Kate was in Canada. The world was organised, everyone was in the right place, there was no reason why anything should go wrong.


Except – something had happened on Monday that made him nervous. Ken, his driver, had been taking him home from a meeting in Bristol and they’d stopped for a break at a motorway service station. When Felix went to pay for their coffees, the girl at the till dropped his change on the floor and there was some confusion, so when he finally picked up his tray, several people were watching him. One of them was a small man sitting at a table on his own, reading a newspaper. He was peering over the top of the pages, an ordinary man, middle-aged, dark hair, glasses, in a suit, nothing to distinguish him from anyone else.


But this was the fourth time Felix had seen him in the last week. He’d first stood next to him in the queue for taxis at Exmouth station, then he’d noticed him at a newsagent’s in Budleigh Salterton and only yesterday, he’d caught a glimpse of his back as he left the foyer of his office block. 


He studied the man in the motorway service station. Surely this was one encounter too far. For a brief second, their eyes made contact. Then the man’s gaze slipped away as he folded his newspaper, stood up and left the room. 


Was it coincidence? Or was he being watched?


 


On Tuesday, at six o’clock in the morning, Felix’s driver dropped him by the entrance to Exeter St Davids station. ‘Thanks, Ken,’ he said, getting out.


‘Have a good trip,’ said Ken.


Felix stood and watched the Mercedes glide out of the station car park, go round the mini roundabout and head up the hill towards the city centre.


It was still dark. Orange lights lit the car park, and the station glowed with the welcoming yellow of electric warmth. The ticket office wasn’t open yet, but there was a young woman drinking a cup of coffee behind the newspaper kiosk. She was wearing a hat and scarf and her hands, encased in woolly gloves, wrapped themselves round the plastic cup for warmth. Her breath escaped into the air in puffs of white steam. 


Felix was earlier than he needed to be. He always allowed plenty of time to buy a newspaper, find the right platform, establish which end of the train would be First Class.


His mobile rang. Kate, he assumed. She’d miscalculated the time difference in Canada.


But it wasn’t Kate. ‘Felix—’


‘George?’ 


‘Felix, my man.’ George’s voice was distant, uneven, as if he was running.


‘What’s going on?’ asked Felix.


‘It’s the Big Man,’ said George.


‘What are you talking about?’ 


A sharp memory of the Big Man, their headmaster from more than thirty years ago, thundering along the corridor towards them, his grey wispy hair awry, his eyes fixed on them from behind thick-lensed glasses, his voice booming: ‘Kendall! Rangarajan!’


‘Get out now, Felix, while you can—’ There was a lot of crackling and the phone went dead. Felix took it away from his ear and stared at it. Did George mean what he thought he meant? He dialled back, but the line wouldn’t connect.


A train was waiting on Platform One, hissing and wheezing as passengers climbed in and settled into their seats. Felix made for the exit, thinking his mobile would work better outside, then changed his mind and turned back abruptly. The height of the bridge crossing the platforms would give better reception.


As he doubled back, someone caught his attention, a flicker in the edge of his vision. A man, a small, inconsequential figure, was heading straight for him, but changed direction as soon as he realised they were going to collide and hurried towards the café. It was the man he had seen yesterday at the motorway service station. What was he doing at Exeter St Davids so early in the morning? Why was he so anxious to avoid Felix?


The icy bite of the morning frost seized Felix’s arms and legs so that he couldn’t move. The oxygen seemed to have been sucked out of the air. 


His mobile rang again. Forcing himself to react, he put his finger to the button, ready to answer, then stopped. It’s the Big Man. What if it wasn’t George this time? What if there were other people on the station, watching him?


The train on Platform One was preparing to leave. Two men were working their way along, slamming the doors shut. Without conscious thought, Felix ran, tossing his mobile phone under the wheels of the train. He could hear shouting behind him, pounding footsteps, a whistle. He sprinted to the last open door and leapt on just before it was closed behind him. After a few seconds, the train started to move, gliding gently along the platform before accelerating. 


 


The shadows in the room are creeping closer. Felix picks up the whisky, unscrews the top and raises the bottle to his lips. He gulps a couple of mouthfuls. He puts the bottle down and picks up the knife. His childhood had ended with a knife. It seems right that his adult life should end in the same way. He feels the blade. It slices into the soft part of his index finger and a wafer-thin trickle of blood squeezes out. Dark, dark red, almost black.


‘Ouch!’ His voice is oddly loud in the thick space around him. He’s five years old again, paralysed by the sight of blood.


A deep sigh shudders through him.










Chapter 2


Kate Kendall stretches out her legs in the generous space of the luxury car and gazes through the window at early-morning Toronto. Snowploughs have been out already and great mounds of snow line the edges of the streets. The pavements have been cleared and pedestrians are on the move, bent forward to preserve their heat, huddled into thick coats, wrapped up in hats and scarves. They’re queuing for trams, heading for subway stations, striding along the side of the wide, traffic-clogged roads. 


‘You want to sit in the front?’ the taxi driver had suggested, in a heavy accent, when he picked her up. ‘Make you more comfortable for long journey.’


Why not? she thought. He’s not likely to be dangerous, and if he is, he’s hardly going to be interested in a middle-aged woman in a quilted anorak, flat-heeled boots and a woolly hat.


‘Where are you from?’ she asks the driver. He looks like the Tamil refugees who run the corner shop near her home. Short. Very black. 


‘Italy,’ he says. ‘You like Toronto?’


‘Very much.’ She likes the people, who are friendly but not overwhelming, the easy way in which ethnic groups seem to integrate, and the twenty-four-hour weather programme on television. It pleases her that Canadians analyse the weather so much. She’d expected them to accept the snow, since there’s so much of it, but instead they discuss it, complain about it and take as much interest in the extreme conditions as the English would.


It’s the first time she’s been away without the family and she’s been enjoying herself. Once or twice she has caught herself turning round to discuss something with Felix, only to find he wasn’t there, but the empty space she finds inside herself without the constant presence of chatter and laughter and arguments isn’t as wide as she had expected because she knows it’s only temporary. She’s phoned Rory and Millie a couple of times, but they seem distracted, involved in their worlds, so she has stopped worrying about them. 


She feels refreshed by the interruption to her normal routine. It’s like changing the oil in an engine or putting the homemade bread aside to rise overnight. She’s going home tomorrow and has a sense of being pulled back to them all with some urgency, but the elastic that binds them has stretched much further than she had anticipated.


They cross the lanes of the Gardiner Expressway and speed up. In a sudden break between the buildings, Lake Ontario appears, stretching into the distance, merging with the low clouds on the horizon. Small waves ripple the surface, grey and bleak in the winter gloom.


‘The lake hasn’t frozen,’ she says, surprised.


‘Doesn’t happen often,’ he says. ‘Toronto is warmer than rest of Canada.’


She’s here for the art. For the last three years she’s been doing a part-time MA in art history and her final thesis is due in by October. She was browsing on the Internet, trying to decide on a suitable subject, when she discovered Canadian art and the Group of Seven. Vibrant images of wilderness jumped out at her, mountains, lakes, storms, snow, all alive with movement and colour.


She was so excited she sent them through to Felix’s computer. ‘Look at these!’ she said. 


‘Very nice,’ he replied.


He’s no good at art. He likes numbers, calculations, lists. 


‘You’re so boring,’ she wrote.


‘Thank you,’ he wrote back. ‘What is your view on the impact of the housing market on the long-term UK economy?’


She went to find him in his study. He was working on the computer, his face intense with concentration, his abundant hair glowing copper in the pool of light from his desk-lamp. No sign of grey. 


‘You’d probably like the pictures of villages,’ she said. ‘The way the houses grow out of the land, the textures of the snow . . .’


He clicked the cursor back on her email and studied the images again. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I can see a certain something. But they seem a bit flat, not quite real somehow.’


‘You’re too literal,’ she said. ‘It gives them strength.’


‘Why haven’t I heard of the Group of Seven?’


‘Hardly anyone has, except the Chinese.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ll have to explain that.’


She was pleased to know something that he didn’t. ‘The Group of Seven gave the first foreign art exhibition allowed into Communist China. Chairman Mao knew a Canadian doctor who died helping the Chinese Communists and wrote an essay about him, which is still studied by Chinese schoolchildren. So Mao had a soft spot for Canadians and let them exhibit at a time when nobody else was allowed in.’


‘What was the doctor’s name?’


‘Nathan Bethune. They’ve got statues of him all over China.’


‘I’ve never heard of him.’


‘That’s because you’re not Chinese.’


‘Write about the Group of Seven for your thesis,’ he said. ‘If you’re excited, it’s bound to be good.’


‘I don’t think I could study them properly without examining the originals. They’re just not accurate enough on the computer.’ 


‘Go and see them.’


‘I can’t. There are hardly any in Britain.’


‘Then go to Canada.’


‘But we’re going to France at Easter, and if I wait until the summer holidays, it’ll be too late.’


The suggestion of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. ‘I didn’t mean all of us. I meant you.’


‘On my own?’


‘Why not? You could go in the week when I’m in Hamburg. I’m sure we could sort the children out.’


And it just happened. They booked a hotel and a flight. Millie was thrilled to be offered the chance to board and Rory, who was always amenable, seemed happy to stay with a friend.


 


She’s spent most of the week in Toronto, in the Art Gallery of Ontario, but on this last day she’s heading for the McMichael gallery at Kleinburg, outside Toronto. According to her tourist guide, you can look past the pictures, through the windows to the landscapes that inspired the painters. The fact that it’s not possible to get there by public transport adds to the sense that she’s penetrating the original wilderness they captured in their pictures.        


The sky starts to descend, the clouds dark and heavy, and white flakes drift down, gradually increasing until the cars are engulfed by wild, swirling snow. They’re travelling in their own private compartment, separated from the other vehicles by a curtain of ethereal whiteness. The taxi driver keeps going, but reduces his speed.


‘Will we be able to get there?’ asks Kate.


‘No problem,’ he says. ‘Roads always stay open. Not like England, eh, where everything stops for a few bits of snow?’


‘I wouldn’t call this a few flurries.’


‘This is Canada,’ he says, and laughs. ‘We’re used to it.’


They continue for a while. ‘I need to put radio on,’ he says. ‘Find out which routes are clear.’


‘Of course,’ says Kate.


The driver fiddles with the radio, steering with his left hand. Snatches of words drift out, moments of clarity in the middle of an aural snowstorm. ‘. . . big freeze . . . Iraq . . . burger-eating competition . . . Felix Kendall—’


‘Stop!’ says Kate.


The driver puts his foot on the brake and they jolt forward in their seats.


‘No,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry – I meant the radio. I could have sworn I heard my husband’s name. Can you go back and search for the channel?’


He takes a deep breath and accelerates more gently. ‘Phew!’ he says. ‘You had me scared there, lady.’ He puts both hands on the steering-wheel for a few seconds, watching his rear-view mirror until the speed picks up. Then he reaches out for the radio again and presses the button. More words, fragments of sentences jump out, but no further references to Felix. ‘Why your husband go on radio? Is he famous?’


‘Not really,’ she says. ‘He’s written a book about accountancy, but not many people would have read it.’


‘A book, eh?’ He seems pleased. ‘What’s it called?’


‘Counting the Beans.’


He thinks for a while. ‘No,’ he says sadly. ‘I haven’t heard of it.’


Kate sits back and tries to make sense of it. Did she mishear? Or could it have been another Felix Kendall? It wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that there was someone with the same name in the huge expanse of Canada. She wishes the driver could find the right channel again. It would have been comforting to hear the name again, even if it wasn’t her Felix. She has a sharp sense of loneliness, as if the intimacy of the mention of his name makes him further away. 


She’ll try phoning him again tonight. She’s only heard from him a couple of times since he’s been in Hamburg – she’d known he would have a very busy schedule – but she’s left messages. He might be home this evening, or early tomorrow.


She gazes out of the window. The snow has eased a little, but continues to twist through and over the traffic, softening the factories that line the edge of the motorway, transforming everything into the charming, benevolent landscape of a postcard.


 


The energy of the paintings in the McMichael gallery, their vitality, is exhilarating. The starkness of the snow against a background of forests and mountains, whose shapes have been simplified into large, bold symbols. Remote islands pushing up out of lakes like mini volcanoes, their asymmetry mirrored in the icy water. Water viewed through trees, serenely lit by the gold and orange of autumn or whipped to a fury by dark, chilling storms. 


Kate stands in front of the paintings for hours, absorbing their colours and composition. Carmichael, Varley, Jackson, Harris, Johnston, Lismer, MacDonald. And Tom Thomson, the forerunner, who died alone in Canoe Lake at the age of thirty-nine before the Group of Seven was formed. It’s difficult for her to grasp that these names are over-familiar in Canada, part of the background, when hardly anyone in Europe has ever heard them. Discovering these paintings was like seeing van Gogh’s work for the first time, not knowing that his sunflowers had appeared on bags, jigsaws, posters, book covers and umbrellas for more than a century. 


Kate had thought she knew about art, the historical movements, the landmark works of genius, and here was a new concept, a wild, fresh culture, whose existence she had never suspected. Her lack of knowledge was an added stimulant. There was a delicious excitement in discovering that she didn’t know as much as she’d thought. It was like peering into a vast library of information and experience that was there all the time but outside her limited perspective. 


Windswept trees bent jagged on the horizon. The dramatic silhouette of a lone jack pine, the edges of its leaves tinged silver by the light from the setting sun. Small settlements huddled together in a sculpted landscape of shadows and snow. 


She has lunch in the café, enjoying the leisure of her last day in Canada. She goes back to examine the paintings again. She buys books and prints. The woman on Reception phones for her taxi driver to come back and pick her up. ‘It’s stopped snowing,’ she says to Kate.


A party of schoolchildren come out of the activity room, clutching their own attempts to re-create Thomson’s Autumn, Algonquin Park. 


 


The taxi ploughs through the slush, hooting at any car that shows signs of indecision. Ridges of snow have accumulated along the edge of each lane of the expressway, brown and polluted. 


‘So, what do you think of our Canadian artists?’ asks the taxi driver.


‘I love their energy,’ says Kate. ‘I can’t believe I’ve never seen them before.’


He settles back in his seat and snorts. ‘You English are too interested in unmade beds and pickled sharks.’


‘To be fair,’ says Kate, ‘that was a long time ago. We’ve moved on since then. Are you interested in art?’


‘In Italy we all grow up surrounded by art, we have no choice.’


‘Do you like Canadian art?’ says Kate.


He slaps one hand on his chest in an unexpected dramatic gesture. ‘The Group of Seven, the soul of Canada,’ he says. ‘I am an artist. I know these things.’


‘Really?’ Kate is unsure how to take this. ‘What sort of artist?’ She sounds patronising, she thinks, but doesn’t know how to avoid it. Does he mean artist as in ‘art’ or is he referring to something else – music or even his driving skills?


‘I was art student in Italy. We were taught to draw, to see. When you are artist, you see the world different. Like through spectacles of your own . . .’ he searches for a word


‘. . . sensibilities.’


Goodness, thinks Kate. It’s difficult to imagine him sitting in a class of art students, charcoal in hand, studying a life model. He looks like a taxi driver. He’s small, his head barely rising above the level of the steering-wheel, but his movements are fast and sudden, as if he has too much energy and can’t slow himself down. He brakes too heavily, accelerates too unpredictably, swerves to avoid other cars at the very last minute. How would he manage the delicate work of an artist? How would he trace the fine lines round the eyes or the stray strand of hair? ‘But you drive taxis,’ she says.


He shrugs. ‘It’s a job. It earns money. I love driving.’        


They come off the expressway and join the slow-moving cars along the outskirts of Toronto.


‘Have you been out to the Beaches?’ he says.


‘Should I have done?’


‘It is beautiful. Every day I take my dogs out for a run on the boardwalk along the edge of the lake. You should go there. Make lots of friends – all nice people take their dogs to the Beaches. You can swim there or sunbathe on the sand.’


‘Not at this time of year, surely.’


He laughs, leaning his head back, showing his strong, even teeth. The laugh is musical, open, good-natured. ‘I take my kids there in summer. Make them happy. Four kids. Big Italian family.’


Kate pictures them on the beach. Four diminutive children, rolling around in the sand, the soft grains dusting their dark skin as they squabble over buckets and spades, dogs tumbling into the fray, the taxi driver sitting on a blanket, sketching their round, healthy limbs, while his wife—


‘Is your wife Italian?’


His face closes down and becomes solemn. ‘My wife left me. She found someone more handsome and took kids with her.’


‘Oh.’ Kate doesn’t know what to say. Perhaps taxi-driving is a hazardous occupation. Like being a policeman. Never there when you need them. ‘I’m sorry.’


Felix isn’t always there when she needs him. He travels a lot. But he comes home every time, laden with presents, bringing his enthusiasms with him, ready to tackle any problem, however trivial. She trusts him. She’s convinced his loyalty is a genetic gift, a hand-me-down from the parents he doesn’t remember. And he’s proud of his self-made image, the capable, reliable family man. They haven’t quite managed the four children he always wanted, but he’s settled for the smaller quota with easy resignation.


She has a sudden mental picture of Rory playing in the sand in Barbados last summer. Her last child, her final achievement, conceived when she was forty. A complete surprise, three years after Millie, arriving with a flourish and a fanfare. He has an inexhaustible bounce. Every time he appears before her, he claims his right to exist, convinced that he is welcome. ‘Here I am,’ he seems to say. ‘It’s me. I’ve arrived.’ And he knows she will be delighted to see him. 


‘I have wonderful life,’ says the taxi driver. ‘My wife always nagging before. “Why don’t you make more money? Why don’t you put shelves up, do breakfast, wash up? Why are you always under my feet? Shouldn’t you be working?” I glad to see her go.’


Kate asks Felix to wash up, do the breakfast, put up shelves. Is she nagging? But he does them cheerfully enough when he’s there. They have a gardener, Donovan, who comes in for a few hours every week and he’ll often do odd jobs when Felix is away. Felix likes gardening – he wouldn’t want Donovan to take over – but he needs help with it. Even with Rory as an assistant, it would be difficult to keep it all under control.


‘Got nice little flat in centre of Toronto,’ says the taxi driver. ‘Nice girlfriend too, comes over three times a week and cooks me dinner. I see kids once a fortnight at the weekends and everyone happy. Me, ex-wife, kids, girlfriend. I love Canada. You can do what you want here.’


They drive up to the entrance of her hotel. A huge man with a Russian hat and a greatcoat with brass buttons down the front comes out to open the car door. He’s always there – he must work long hours. He doesn’t speak much English – ‘Hello, thank you’ – but he accepts her tips with a huge grin, revealing a mouthful of crooked and broken teeth.


 


At eleven o’clock the following morning, Kate sits on the edge of her king-size bed. She estimates that at least six people could lie comfortably side by side on it. Once or twice she’s woken in the night, finding herself rolling across the wide empty spaces, searching for Felix.


Make the most of it, he whispers in her ear. It’ll be back to your two-foot-six slot when you get home.


She misses the presence of his feet, often entwined with hers, the jutting angle of his heels, the softness of the skin underneath, the coolness of his toes.


She checks her documents. Tickets, passports, plane times. Her suitcase is packed, fastened and labelled. The Inuit art she has bought will be sent separately by the gallery, but she has three small sculptures of polar bears in her hand luggage for the children when she gets back. Rory and Millie will love them. She’s not sure about Lawrence, because he’s unpredictable, but he will appreciate the fact that she’s supporting the Inuit community.


She picks up the phone and dials her home number. Nobody answers. She leaves a message. ‘Felix, it’s Kate. How was your trip? I’m just about to leave for the airport. There’s been a lot of snow, but I don’t think the flights are delayed. See you soon. Bye.’


She puts the receiver down, feeling lonely. There’s an hour to go before the taxi comes to take her to the airport, so she puts on the television and flicks through the channels for a news programme, hoping for another passing reference to Felix Kendall. She would like some proof of his existence.


But there’s nothing. She turns to the weather channel for a few last minutes, watching the forecast drift through each day of the week, while soothing music plays in the background. The local forecast, Toronto, Ontario, the whole of Canada, the United States, the world. She turns it off. 


She takes one last look round the hotel room, standing by the window for a while, gazing over the rooftops of Toronto. Buses are going in and out of the depot, people are hurrying towards the Eaton Centre, struggling in the icy wind. Steam pours out of some of the big buildings. The sky is so blue it hurts her eyes. Toronto in the morning. 


She wheels her case out of the door and shuts it for the last time. She takes the lift downstairs.


The man in Reception is unfamiliar. ‘I’d like to pay my bill,’ she says. ‘I think you already have my debit-card details.’


He checks the computer and nods. ‘OK,’ he says. He presses keys and examines the screen.


Kate watches a couple set out for a walk. They’re wrapped in fur-lined anoraks and heavy boots, with rucksacks on their backs. Indoors, they’re surrounded by the luxury of marble floors, chandeliers, low tables and soft leather sofas. But everyone is disguised by outdoor clothing, unable to reflect the elegance of their surroundings. How do people manage business meetings, light lunches, drinks with friends after work? Do they carry a change of clothes in their bags – high heels and short skirts? A quick change in the toilets?


The man behind the desk coughs.


‘Sorry?’ she says. 


‘There seems to be a problem.’


‘What sort of a problem?’


‘It’s not accepting your card.’


She’s confused. ‘What do you mean?’


‘It won’t go through.’


She stares at him. Has Felix forgotten to transfer money into the current account? Has she spent so much that she’s overdrawn? But they have an overdraft arrangement for just that eventuality. ‘I don’t understand. Try again.’


He looks embarrassed. ‘I have tried again.’


This has never happened to Kate before. She has never considered it to be the kind of emergency she should prepare for. ‘It must be a mistake. There’s plenty of money in the account.’


‘Perhaps there’s a fault on the system. Do you have a credit card? We could try that.’


She brightens. ‘Oh, yes, what a good idea.’


He takes it and enters. After a few seconds, his face clears. ‘That’s fine,’ he says.


‘Well, thank goodness for that,’ says Kate.










Chapter 3


Rory Kendall thinks it’s time for the parents to come home. It’s OK staying with Theo, but it’s getting to be hard work now. You can’t just live your own life. You have to be polite to Theo’s parents, who expect to be called Sian and Edward, instead of Mr and Mrs Holliday, which Rory would much prefer. He can’t see why he should call adults by their first names. It’s not exactly as if they’re his friends.


His father often goes away for his work. Rory doesn’t mind too much because he comes back with models of Boeing 747s and stories about travelling business class – ‘You get so much leg-room, Rory, that even Great-aunt Beatrice would be satisfied’ – but this is the first time his mum has gone too.


She’s in Canada. ‘She wants to see the art,’ his dad said, in a mock-serious voice. Rory wasn’t quite sure if he should laugh or not. He thought his mum might not like it, so he shrugged his shoulders in a nonchalant sort of way and nodded seriously at the same time. For some reason, his mum laughed instead. She said she might go to Niagara Falls while she’s in the area, which seemed unfair, because Rory wants to go there too. ‘Next time,’ his mother said. ‘We’ll probably go as a family.’ 


‘I don’t think you should go,’ he said, at the airport, when they were saying goodbye. ‘I’m only nine. It could damage me for life. I might end up being a bus driver because I didn’t get into the right senior school and then never got any GCSEs.’


But she just laughed again. ‘There’s no chance of that,’ she says. ‘I’ll soon be back. It’s only a short break.’


Theo comes into the bedroom where Rory is curled up on his bed, reading Stormbreaker for the tenth time. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘We’re going out.’


‘Where to?’


Theo rolls his eyes. ‘Shopping.’


Boring. Rory follows him downstairs. Halfway down, on the middle landing, he pauses and checks for anything unusual. Are the pictures still hanging straight? Is there a rush of breeze that shouldn’t be there? An unusual coldness? These aliens are clever. They get in everywhere. It’s the subtle details that tell you they’re around. You can never be too careful.


Rory and Theo stop at the front door and put on their trainers, a rule that Rory finds deeply irritating. In his house they’re allowed to wear shoes all the time.


‘Come on, boys,’ calls Sian, from the people-carrier. Theo shuts the front door and they run to the car.


‘In you get,’ she says, with the pretend enthusiasm that Rory finds so unnecessary. What else would they do, with the door open and the engine running?


‘Seatbelts on,’ she calls, as she slams the door behind them.


As if he’d trust her driving without the security of a seatbelt. She hesitates at T-junctions, revs up too much, then pulls out just at the wrong moment when a BMW is speeding towards them at 40 m.p.h. Still, at least the car is only six months old. It’s got airbags for passengers.


‘Can we go to Pizza Hut after the shopping?’ says Theo.


‘Maybe, darling,’ she says. ‘But I thought we ought to go for a run on the beach before lunch. Take advantage, now it’s finally stopped raining.’


Hasn’t she spotted it’s freezing out there?


‘Exmouth beach?’ asks Theo.


‘No, Budleigh. I haven’t got time to go to Exmouth.’


Typical, thinks Rory. Just what I wanted to do. Stagger over giant pebbles, trying not to break an ankle, and pretend to get excited about throwing stones into the sea when the sea is perfectly capable of moving stones on its own. All because Sian thinks it’s healthy.


‘Did you see that?’ calls Sian, from the front of the car. ‘A snowflake!’


‘I spy with my little eye,’ says Theo, ‘something beginning with S.’


‘Snowflake,’ says Rory. ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with AS.’


‘Another Snowflake,’ says Theo. ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with YABS.’


Rory picks his way through. ‘Yet – Another—’


‘Boring—’


‘Snowflake.’


They chuckle quietly so that Sian won’t be offended.


‘Here we are,’ she calls, five minutes later.


Really? thinks Rory. I’d never have guessed. The big letters that say ‘TESCO’ wouldn’t have warned me.


They get out and weave their way through the parked cars to the trolleys. 


‘I’ll do the trolley, Sian,’ says Rory.


‘You’re welcome,’ says Sian, giving him the pound coin. 


He slips it into the slot and releases the connecting chain, which gets caught in the side of the trolley. He untangles it, his hands growing numb with cold, then pulls the trolley out. As he pushes it over to Sian and Theo, he leans on the handle and lifts his feet for a brief glide.


‘I want to push it,’ says Theo.


Rory lets him take over. You have to humour people if you want to keep the peace. And it means he can warm his hands in his pockets. He glances back over his shoulder. It’s the best way to see if you’re being followed. Turn when they’re not expecting it. It catches them out, and they react by stopping suddenly.


But there’s no one suspicious today. They’re safe to get on with the shopping.


He follows Sian and Theo, avoiding the white tiles and hopping on to the black ones. You can’t see discarded chewing-gum on white surfaces. 


‘Come on, Rory,’ calls Sian. ‘You’re not keeping up.’ She stops by the newspaper rack. ‘Oh,’ she says.


Theo raises his eyebrows at Rory. ‘I expect Madonna’s adopted another baby,’ he mutters.


The newspapers rise above them. The Times, the Sun, the Telegraph, the Mirror. Big black boring headlines. Newspapers are so unnecessary.


‘Look!’ says Sian.


There’s a photograph on the front of every paper. A man smiling, his red hair springing out of his head in corkscrews, a gleam in his eyes.


‘Isn’t that your father, Rory?’










Chapter 4


‘Lovely day for flying,’ says the taxi driver to Kate, as they head for Pearson airport. He’s a tall, broadly built Asian man, with wiry eyebrows that stick out too far and intensely black hair gelled into curled ridges. Indian? Pakistani? Bangladeshi? How can you tell? ‘Have you been to Niagara?’


‘Yes,’ says Kate. ‘It was frozen.’


‘In its entirety?’ 


His voice rises and falls with an Asian lilt, stressing unexpected syllables. She has to play the words over in her head again, to make sense of them. ‘Well, not the water that was falling, the horseshoe bit, but the river at the bottom was solid and most of the American falls.’


That was what she had seen first, after walking down the hill past the takeaways, the joke shops, the Incredible Hulk on the side of a building, the sound of hollow laughter echoing from the ghost trains as they tried to entice her to take a ride. When she finally saw the American falls in the distance, they seemed vaguely disappointing. A frozen sculpture of swollen, distorted shapes, with only a thin trickle of water still falling.


‘I have been told it’s overcrowded,’ says the taxi driver. 


‘Well, it wasn’t two days ago. There was just me, one German lady and a group of Japanese men who were all trying to warm their ears with their hands. They weren’t even wearing coats.’


‘Don’t they have snow in Japan?’


‘That’s what I thought. Perhaps it’s a different kind of snow.’


It had been better further up, when she had walked to the edge of the horseshoe where the water surged over the precipice. She had stood there with the German lady, just able to see over the iced-up railings, and watched the power of the water. The sky was a brilliant blue. Outlines of small trees, their bare branches coated with layers of snow, dotted the hill behind her. It was bitterly cold. They took photographs of each other with the bridge to America in the background to prove they were really there. Then they went to warm up with coffee in the deserted café.


The taxi driver swerves unexpectedly and overtakes a truck, gliding round it with effortless acceleration. He opens his window, leaning out into the cold to gesture at the driver. ‘He’s in the wrong lane,’ he says, winding the window up again. ‘That’s why he’s not a brain surgeon.’


It’s the kind of thing Kate’s elder son, Lawrence, would have said. He’s supposed to be studying for a degree, but spends most of his time in a state of blissful inactivity, drinking coffee and discussing philosophy, being cynical about everyone else. The height of his ambition is a trip on a tandem with a friend in the summer. They intend to go from Land’s End to John o’ Groats and want people to sponsor them in aid of the homeless. All very worthy, although Kate can’t help thinking that he should do something more practical to earn the money. Actually help the homeless, for example, instead of having a bit of fun on a tandem. She’s tempted to warn people that it would be unwise to sponsor him, that they should just donate money directly to the charity, since there’s no way he’ll complete the journey, but she realises this would be disloyal. She should give him the benefit of the doubt. 


Lawrence lacks his father’s drive. He famously handed in his geography A level coursework at the last possible moment with writing on the top sheet and all the pages underneath blank. There was a huge fuss and Kate had to stand over him every day for a week until he’d completed it. 


‘I trust you have enjoyed an excellent vacation in Toronto,’ says the taxi driver. ‘Have you admired my country?’


‘Yes, very much. But I haven’t met a single person who was born in Canada.’ They’re all proud to be Canadians, but underneath they’re something else. Their histories separate them without appearing to divide them.


‘Ah, this is the greatness of Canada. We like each other.’


How easy he makes it sound.


‘You are eagerly anticipating your return to England?’


‘Yes.’ She’s looking forward to seeing the children again. Rory will be fine – he has too much bounce to be downhearted for long – but she wonders how Millie’s coped with boarding. She imagines her watching the other girls, taking her cue from them, desperate to be part of the world that she believes to be passing her by. Kate suspects she’ll be secretly longing to go home but unable to acknowledge it, even to herself.


They arrive early at the airport so there’ll be a long wait. Kate goes to the KLM check-in desk, where multiple lanes are marked out by ropes, prepared for huge crowds. There are three people in the queue.


At the desk, she puts her suitcase on the scales. ‘It’s a bit heavy,’ she says, with embarrassment.


‘Do you have your passport?’ says the man.


She hands it to him.


He fiddles with the computer and she waits quietly, letting him concentrate. She’s distracted by the woman at the next desk, who is engaged in a furious argument. The four-inch heels on her knee-length boots click with a hectic impatience as she paces on the spot.


‘What do you mean I can’t take this on as hand luggage? I always take this amount with me.’


‘Times have changed, ma’am. Hand luggage has been restricted.’


Kate turns back to her desk, where the man is still studying the computer. ‘Will I have to pay a surcharge?’ she says.


He stares at her intently and she feels uncomfortable. ‘Is anything the matter?’ she asks. The croissants and coffee she had for breakfast lie uneasily in her stomach, heavy and unsettled. It can’t be the card problem again. The ticket was paid for before she left home.


‘Sorry,’ he says. He must be Dutch. His blond hair is parted in the middle, the two divided waves of hair flowing down on either side with a bushy breeziness. ‘Nearly there.’


He continues to type into the computer.


‘Aren’t I booked in?’ she says. ‘Have I got the wrong flight?’


‘No, no, everything’s fine.’


Except it can’t be because she’s still waiting. The woman next to her has given in. Two cases have been taken for the hold and she has been left with one small piece of hand luggage. She strides away, her irritation expressed by the set of her shoulders, the imperious sway of her hair.


‘Mrs Kendall?’


Surprised, she turns round. There’s a man at her elbow.


‘You are Mrs Kendall?’


‘Yes. Who are you?’


‘My name is Detective Sergeant Wright – Interpol.’ He flashes a card in her face and she pretends to read it even though it’s impossible. It’s all too quick. She can’t think. 


‘I wonder if I could have a word.’










Chapter 5


Millie Kendall can’t believe she’s actually allowed to board for a whole week at Hillyard School. It’s only her first year in seniors. Things move fast once you’re twelve, like a high-speed train – only one more stop and she’ll be a teenager. She’s slightly worried that she might have to give up her ballet annuals and Harry Potter, but she has faith that something more sophisticated will turn up.


Millie loves school. She adores her uniform, with the pleated skirt and the beige blouse covered with pale brown spots. The way the crisp collar sticks out over the green V-neck jumper, which is edged with two thin lines of brown. And the bottle-green blazer with the emblem of her house sewn on the pocket. Millie, Karishma and Esther are in Margaret Atwood House. There’s a perfect circle embroidered on their badges, with a textured centre in pale and dark blue. An older girl explained it to them. ‘It’s a marble – the middle is a cat’s eye. It’s from a book by Margaret Atwood about bullying.’ It’s all changed since her mother was at Hillyard’s. The houses were named after female saints in her day. 


Millie’s other best friend, Helen, is in Virginia’s and her badge is a lighthouse. Nobody in year seven quite gets that one, but they’re not too bothered. Someone will tell them eventually. Millie and Helen started together in the lower school at seven, and expect to be here until they leave at eighteen.


‘Come along, girls,’ the voice of Mrs Watkins, the house mistress, calls up the stairs. ‘We’re going over for breakfast.’


Millie peers into the mirror and adjusts a slide over her left ear. It’s so unfair. She’ll never ever be beautiful, never be approached by a model scout, never get a part as an unknown newcomer in a film. She bounces downstairs in her trainers and jeans, two steps at a time. She would prefer to wear uniform at the weekend, like they do in Malory Towers – although of course she’s far too old for Enid Blyton now – but it would be considered uncool at Hillyard’s and unwritten rules are much more important than written ones. It can’t be helped.


All twelve girls have congregated downstairs, ready to go to the dining room. There are about forty boarders altogether, divided into four houses, a small exclusive group with parents who work abroad or are too busy and too far away for the daily commute. Most of the school is made up of day pupils who can be dropped off at eight o’clock in the morning and stay until six o’clock at night. Millie has often been one of the last to leave and she’s seen the boarders of Margaret’s settle down to prep together. They sit round two large oak tables under the supervision of Mrs Watkins, the lights bright above them, the atmosphere calm and so much better for homework than at home. She used to ache with envy.


Just inside the front door, making sure that everyone is wearing a coat, is Samantha Thomas.


Samantha: upper sixth, head of house, incredibly clever, beautiful, destined for Oxford. Even as Millie joins the end of the line, she can feel her face flushing. She wants to be like Samantha when she’s in the sixth form.


‘Hello, Millie,’ says Samantha. ‘Is everything going well?’


Millie nods, unable to speak. Just the sight of Samantha’s glossy dark hair, hanging loose down her back, makes her feel ugly and clumsy. If only her own hair had been straight her whole life would be different. But it’s ginger, curly, wayward, springing out with an obstinate independence that makes her despair. On some mornings she just knows that one day it will send her into clinical depression.


They start to walk over to the dining room, meeting the girls from Virginia, Iris and Sylvia on the way. Helen sees Millie with Karishma and Esther and runs over to join them. ‘Look!’ she says. ‘It’s snowing.’ 


A few solitary flakes drift down in a half-hearted manner, as if they’ve fallen by mistake and lost their way. The girls eagerly scan the leaden sky between the trees, a delicious anticipation fluttering through them.


‘I bet we’ll be stranded by tomorrow.’


‘Wicked!’ says Helen.


‘It’s so not going to snow,’ says Karishma. ‘It never snows here.’


Millie wishes they could be snowed in, cut off, inaccessible to the outside world. For about two days. If the electricity went off too, they could do everything by candlelight, creeping around unseen, spying on the older girls, listening to other people’s conversations. You can find out so much just from listening. 


And if they were snowed in, Millie’s family would miss her. They’d appreciate her so much more after the enforced absence that her mother might even rush out and buy her the Top Shop coat she’s had her eye on for the last month – emerald green with three very large black buttons down the front. Her mother will probably want to talk to her every night on the phone while they’re cut off, of course, and Millie will tolerate this good-naturedly. Although it’s possible her flight will be delayed because of the weather and she’ll have to stay in Canada longer, in which case Millie can talk to her father. That’ll be fine. He does good phone calls. 


Actually, she could talk to her mother in Canada. You can phone anywhere in the world.


All four girls have the same breakfast. Sausages, scrambled eggs, fried bread and baked beans. Brilliant. Much better than Frosties and toast, which she’s forced to have at home. ‘You need the milk,’ her mother always says, if she complains about the Frosties. 


‘They’re disgusting,’ says Millie. ‘All that sugar.’ 


‘You can have cornflakes without the sugar if you’d prefer,’ says her mother. 


‘Yuk,’ says Millie, and forces down the Frosties. It’s just not worth the hassle. 


‘How are you enjoying boarding, Millie?’


Samantha’s voice floats down from behind them and they swing round in their seats. She’s leaning over slightly and her silky hair brushes against Millie’s hand on the back of her chair. Her eyes are grey, tinged with green, and her voice soft and thoughtful. Samantha fills the whole of her immediate surroundings with her presence, as if she’s a flat-screen forty-two-inch plasma television and everyone just has to watch her.


‘It’s fantastic,’ says Millie, her voice high and squeaky. She wants to say, ‘I love your hair – I wish mine could be so soft and straight. Thank you so much for talking to me, I’m having a wonderful time.’ But her voice isn’t working properly.


‘Do you think it’ll snow?’ says Helen.


Samantha straightens slightly and looks out of the long windows of the dining room. ‘It’s possible,’ she says.


‘No,’ says Karishma. ‘It won’t.’ 


‘Love the top, Samantha,’ says Helen.


I wish I’d said that, thinks Millie.


‘Thank you, Helen,’ says Samantha, smiling. The top is a pale, shimmery pink, which flows into a silvery blue whenever she moves, every curve and fold fluctuating with the change of light. It clings to her. It’s sexy. It’s short-sleeved. How come she doesn’t feel the cold?


After breakfast they wander back to the house. There’s no sign of snow now, but the ground is hard and ungiving, the sky bleak. 


‘Let’s not do hockey today,’ says Karishma.


They’d spent most of Saturday outside, practising their tackling and dribbling, and didn’t realise until they came in how cold they’d been. Millie’s knees ached, and when she looked in a mirror she was appalled to discover that her face had become strawberry red, the colour of her nose even eclipsing that of the colossal spot that was building up on her chin.


Mrs Watkins is waiting for them by the entrance to Margaret. ‘Come in out of the cold,’ she says, holding the door open for them. She’s pulling the edges of her cardigan together across her front, dithering slightly. The girls have noticed before that her hands often tremble.


‘She drinks too much coffee,’ Esther says. ‘It’s the caffeine.’


‘No,’ says Helen. ‘She’s probably going through the change. It does that to you.’


They clatter into the hall and Mrs Watkins lets the door shut behind them. ‘Millie,’ she says, ‘can I have a word?’


Millie’s stomach contracts as she tries to remember what she has done. Did she forget to make her bed, or leave her muddy shoes by the door yesterday where everyone could fall over them?


The other girls stare at her. ‘Go on, then, Millie,’ says Esther. ‘Tell us what you’ve been up to.’


Mrs Watkins is ushering her into her private living room, the inner sanctum. Nobody ever gets invited in here. Millie follows her, conscious of the round, startled eyes of her friends behind her.


There are two policewomen in the living room, standing by the fireplace with mugs of coffee in their hands.


Something terrible has happened. Her mother’s flight home, her father, Rory—


‘Hello, Millie,’ says one of them.


Millie tries to say hello back but her throat has dried up.


‘We were wondering,’ says the other policewoman, ‘if you could tell us where your mother is staying in Toronto.’










Chapter 6


Kate can’t work out what has happened. One minute she was standing with her luggage, checking in, perfectly normal, expecting to be issued with a boarding pass, and the next she is in a small room, sitting opposite two men, neither of whom she has seen before in her life. A cup of coffee has been placed on the table in front of her, but she could no more pick it up than she could leap out of her chair and run for the door. She knows her legs would not perform, however authoritative her command.
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