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Chapter One


As I woke up so did the pain. It stabbed into my consciousness with steely determination, causing a thick wave of nausea to roll through me. Even with my eyes shut I could tell I was lying on the living room floor: the floorboards hard under my arm, hip, and knee, and the grain rough beneath my cheek. An icy draft chilled my calves where my nightshirt had ridden up. For several seconds I waited and listened to the wheezy snoring coming from the bedroom to be sure my husband was asleep. Once unconscious it was a fairly safe bet that Vic would remain so, at least until midday.


The flat was dark when I opened my eyes, and all was quiet in the cafe below, but outside in the street the market traders were busy reversing their vehicles, unloading their goods, and setting out their wares. They shouted, joked and laughed with each other in loud voices, combating the unsociably early hour, the raw weather, and the monotony of their work with bold and colourful banter.


I began to move but only gradually and in stages, gently testing my stiff limbs and joints for pain before risking sitting up. As the blood returned to my arm it brought prickly pins and needles with it, but that discomfort was nothing compared to the searing throb at the back of my head, the place where I’d connected with the edge of the coffee table. A tentative probe with my fingertips located the lump and a small amount of blood matted in my hair. Not life-threatening then.


Staggering to my feet I glanced at the clock, recognising that I was late and wouldn’t have time for a shower. Knocking back some bitter-tasting paracetamol, I stripped off my nightshirt and washed quickly in the bathroom sink before creeping into the bedroom. In the oppressive murk I pulled on clean clothes, perching carefully on the corner of the bed to put on socks, and studiously ignoring the slumbering body sprawled diagonally across it. Getting a sweatshirt on over my head was awkward, my hands were still shaking and my head pounding, but I managed. To hide the blood, I tied a red scarf around my hair and paused to check my reflection, using the dim light of the street lamp peeking through the curtains and a cracked hand mirror. I looked tired and as pale as usual – my complexion that of a woman who has spent most of her thirty-five years stuck indoors – but there was no bruising evident on my face, nothing to provoke comment or draw unwelcome attention. And that was some relief. How has your life come to this, Rina? I silently asked the woman in the glass. But she stared back at me, resigned.


Vic wasn’t always so violent. He’d gradually become more aggressive over time, little by little, step by step. Back when we were first married his temper would result in nothing more than a warning glare, a tightening grip on my arm or a cruel pinch of my thigh. But over the years, with time and increasing amounts of vodka, the violence had escalated, had become a part of our relationship. I had married out of necessity and there was no going back, no way of escaping – not that I could see anyway.


Before leaving the flat I did a quick sweep of the space – it wouldn’t do to leave it in a mess – straightening the coffee table and wiping away a crimson smear from the edge with a tissue. Collecting up the used mug, plate and cutlery, I deposited them in the sink, noting that my husband had eaten most of his dinner after all, despite his vicious outburst about it being burnt.


On the landing I gently tugged the door to the flat closed and tiptoed down the stairs in my plimsolls, keeping to the outer edges of each tread to minimise any creaking. At the bottom I checked that the customer toilet was stocked with soap and paper before stepping into Vic’s Cafe. With a brief scan of the seating area, to confirm that the tables and chairs were as tidy as I’d left them, I moved into the kitchenette behind the counter. I swept through on autopilot; tying on my apron and flipping switches for the strip lights, the radio, the coffee machine, the oven and the deep fat fryer. Half-listening to the headline news, I unloaded the dishwasher and then the larder and the fridge, dragging out the usual ingredients: bread, baked beans, eggs, sausages, bacon, milk and margarine. Once I’d loaded up the toaster I approached the plate glass windows at the front of the cafe, raised the frayed, floor-to-ceiling, heavy-duty roller blinds and unlocked the door, swivelling the ‘closed’ sign around to ‘open’.


Beyond the mildew-edged glass, the street lamps barely penetrated the muddy January gloom. A northerly wind snapped and billowed at the tarps and awnings, while men and women, bundled up in numerous layers of clothing, toiled away in earnest. I recognised all the usual suspects: Melvin and his pimply teenage son on the hardware stall; Jo the greengrocer; Mags selling antiques and Gary the florist with his buckets of season-defiant blooms.


Jo, her arms laden with sacks of potatoes, grinned at me and I raised my hand in a wave. Exchanging the sacks for a plastic crate of goods, she staggered in my direction and I opened the door for her, marvelling at her robust strength.


‘Mornin’ Rina,’ she said, depositing the crate in the doorway, where years of foot traffic had worn away the lino.


‘Thanks, Jo.’ Suppressing a shiver I eyed the motley selection of past-their-best vegetables at my feet. Vic had worked out a deal with Jo to save himself money but it was me who had to peel and prepare the battered carrots, lettuce, cucumbers and tomatoes to disguise their bumps and bruises. Of course I had to hide my own bumps and bruises too but Vic usually only injured parts of my body I could conceal with clothing and most people, like Jo, simply didn’t see what they didn’t want to. ‘How’s Teddy doing?’


‘He’s gettin' there,’ she said, burying her fists in her pockets. ‘Vet says the antibiotics have kicked in; he’ll be back to barking at postmen before long.’


‘That’s great; such a relief.’


‘Yeah, it’s not been the same on the stall without him – too quiet by half. Anyway, must finish setting up but I’ll be in for me breakfast later,’ she said, hunching against the cold and turning away.


‘Yeah, see you later.’


Working in the greasy spoon had been stressful for me at first. It wasn’t so much the routine – juggling the cooking, serving and cleaning for long hours every day – it was the physical contact with other people that I struggled with. It made me uncomfortable. Having grown up in care, I found it hard to trust people. In the past I had avoided them if I could, stayed out of range, and maintained a distance. But that wasn’t always an option in Vic’s Cafe. I did what I could – kept the counter between myself and the customers most of the time, called them over to collect their orders if possible and carefully navigated my way around the tables when necessary. But I still had to receive cash. I’d rather they just placed their money on the counter for me but most people held it out in their fingers or, worse, in the open palm of their hand. Even now after eighteen years of working here, I had to fight the impulse to flinch at every touch.


And yet it was these regular characters – market traders wearing fingerless gloves; builders armed with hard hats, high-vis vests, and dusty boots; paint-spattered decorators; lone parents treating their offspring; OAPs riding mobility scooters; and students buried in revision notes – it was these folk who kept me sane from one day to the next with their daily greetings, gossip and grumblings which they shared, offloaded or simply chatted away, while I took their orders and fed them. And I was content to listen, patiently absorbing the ins and outs, ups and downs, and dramas of their lives, while my own life slipped by. No, despite the challenges of my job I was grateful for it – it was preferable to the alternative. Bending down I lifted the heavy crate from the floor and let the door swing shut behind me, as I turned back to the kitchen to start frying.




Chapter Two


I was hiding. I was a thirty-year-old man, hiding in his dad’s bathroom.


I’d heard that grief could express itself in strange ways, as if it was a living, breathing monster. But it wasn’t my grief that I was hiding from; it was the people downstairs in the lounge. And that wasn’t like me; I was usually comfortable in a crowd, good at saying innocuous things to put people at their ease. Jasmine, my girlfriend, said that I reminded her of a British Ashton Kutcher – my looks and mannerisms in particular – and that it was that that made people warm to me. Whether that was true or not, I liked people and they liked me. And these were good, kind country folk; they were just trying to be supportive.


But all the overt attention was stifling. People had been stealing glances at me all day: throughout the service; at the cemetery; even squinting through the tinted car windows as we crawled through town, watching with a careful air of sympathetic curiosity – waiting to see James Southwood’s monster express itself.


Because Dad was dead – a heart attack just a few weeks into the New Year. Reg Southwood – town stalwart and all-round good guy – was gone, just like that and I felt numb. Jasmine kept reminding me how ‘lucky’ it was that he had died so quickly. I knew what she meant – I wouldn’t wish a painful, lingering death on anyone – but I still wished she’d stop saying it. It didn’t feel lucky. I would have liked to have said goodbye, or at the very least, thank you. Thank you for rescuing me from care and adopting me when I was just a scrawny seven-year-old and thank you for not sending me straight back when your wife (the only mother I have any memory of) died, just three years later.


Gazing at the faded paisley curtains framing the bathroom window I listened to the murmur of dignified voices in the room below: friends and neighbours from all over Wildham, many of whom I should know better than I did. The names and faces were recognisable but I’d been away a long time, first at university and then working in London, so I had trouble putting them together. The city wasn’t far away geographically but it sometimes felt like another planet, and since Jasmine didn’t like venturing beyond the M25 we’d barely visited Dad in the two years and five months we’d been together. We were supposed to have come up and seen him on Boxing Day but Jasmine had been laid up with a hangover, following our two-day stay with her own highly strung family so Dad had driven down to call on us instead.


Mum made them herself – these curtains – I vaguely recalled her sitting at the dinner table one weekend when I was nine, guiding the fabric through the Singer machine with her fingertips, her slippered foot coaxing the pedal, the pace. Dad had hung them up for her and I could tell she was pleased with the result. We all pretended not to notice that one curtain stopped an inch short of the windowsill. She had died not long after that.


The door handle jiggled, making me jump.


‘Just a minute,’ I called through the door.


‘It’s Liam. You all right mate?’


Despite his casual tone, I recognised his concern. ‘I’m good mate, thanks. I’ll be out in a sec.’


He didn’t reply and his tread was heavy on the stairs as he retreated.


Liam Hunt had been my best mate since school. We hadn’t seen much of each other over the last few years but then our friendship had been built on a shared passion for rugby – that and the fact that we were both motherless, though that wasn’t something we ever discussed. Liam was here to pay his respects to my dad but he also had my back – and that meant a lot.


Washing my hands in the sink, accompanied by the familiar clank and hiss of the cistern re-filling, I glanced out the condensation-fogged window. Through the dying January light I could just make out the plant nursery and garden centre below. Soon everything would need ‘tidying in readiness for spring’ (Dad’s standard phrase) – the spent foliage of each plant trimmed back; the roots top dressed with fresh compost; and every pot labelled with species, variety and price.


But who would organise that this year? Dad’s Will seemed relatively straightforward and to the point. Since he had no other close relatives or partners in the business, and I had no siblings, everything belonged to me now: house, garden centre, nursery, the lot – he had even made me sole executor of the business so that it could be kept running during probate. But he had never meant for me to run the business myself surely? My parents had loved it, built it up from nothing, but they had always wanted more for me. That’s why Dad had packed me off to university; that’s why I worked in insurance, climbed the corporate ladder, paid into a pension and drove a company car. I’d not worked on the nursery since I was a teenager. The notion that it was now mine made my head swim.


With growing unease I noticed the rickety lean of the timber storage sheds; the ripped and greying plastic sheeting of the polytunnels; the tower of empty wooden pallets that usually held neat stacks of compost bags; and the raised benches bereft of stock. Clumps of straggly weeds had pushed up through the uneven rubble paths and were now collapsing under the choking weight of rotting sycamore leaves. Even allowing for the time of year, the family business was looking shabbier than it should. The grounds and buildings needed attention and new stock would need to be ordered in time for spring. Why had Dad let things slide like this? Had it become too much for him recently? He’d never mentioned anything over the phone – but then we never talked, not really.


Downstairs someone barked with restrained laughter, interrupting my mounting worries. Time was up. Taking a cursory glance at my reflection and straightening my tie, I unlocked the door and headed back to my guests.


Liam stood hunched in a corner near the front door with his girlfriend, Cally. They nursed their drinks – a pint of orange juice and small glass of wine respectively – while they listened to another of our mates blithely relaying one of his notoriously far-fetched stories. Liam and I nodded to each other, a discreet look of understanding passing between us, and Cally smiled at me, her eyes misting with sympathetic tears, but I didn’t stop to chat.


The lounge felt unnaturally stuffy, as if the peeling wallpaper, sagging upholstery and threadbare rugs were creeping closer, but at least somebody had cleared away the last of the Christmas decorations. In the centre of the room Jasmine oozed chic in her little black dress, her bottle-blonde curls swept up behind her head, her eyes sparkling. She gesticulated expressively as she talked, her voice distinctively high-pitched and girly against the more sombre tones. There was no denying she held the attention of almost everyone present, as usual, but for once I was grateful because it took the focus off me.


‘There you are, James,’ she said with a glossy smile, squeezing my arm as I reached her side. Jasmine was often affectionate with me in public as if practising for a new part in a play, or auditioning for the role of ‘girlfriend’. ‘Your guests were starting to wonder where you’d got to!’


The ice cubes in her glass chinked as she tottered slightly in her six-inch heels. With a downward glance I noted, with relief, that she had managed to scrape the worst of the mud from the cemetery off her designer shoes. From the indignant look she’d given me at the time – while sinking – I knew she blamed me personally for the boggy state of Dad’s graveside but hopefully I’d now been forgiven.


‘Sorry I was just taking a call, is everyone alright?’ I said, smiling at the faces around me. ‘Has everyone had something to eat and drink?’ With my free arm I gestured towards the sideboard which was crammed with a seemingly infinite supply of donated triangular sandwiches, cocktail sausages and mini scotch eggs, most of which, as a vegetarian, I couldn’t eat. There was a general murmur of assent and a teary-eyed woman nodded and patted my arm reassuringly. It took me a moment to realise it was Barb, a woman who had been a close friend of my mother’s and an employee at the garden centre. Barb would be in her seventies now; was she still working for my dad when he died? Glancing around I spotted a few other faces I recognised as being staff members and it dawned on me that the future of their jobs now lay in my hands. Mine wasn’t the only life that Dad had left a hole in.


‘It’s been a long time, Barb, how are you?’ I said placing my hand over hers.


‘Oh I’m fine, dear, never fear,’ she said, smiling and dabbing her nose with a hankie.


‘Were you, I mean, do you still work in the garden centre?’


‘Oh yes, just part-time you know; helping out in the plant area; keeping the customers happy – that sort of thing.’


‘Well, look, I don’t want you to worry. I don’t know what I’m going to do with the business just yet but whatever happens you and the rest of the staff will be looked after. Dad had a really strong life insurance policy – I made sure of that – and if there are any wages owing I’ll make certain they are paid.’


‘Oh, James, don’t trouble yourself with any of that just now.’ Tears spilled from her eyes and she hastily wiped them away.


‘I just wanted you to know,’ I said.


Jasmine interrupted by leaning in. ‘The people from up the road are waiting to say goodbye before they leave – they’re in the kitchen.’ Her expensive perfume didn’t quite mask the tell-tale scent of cigarette smoke caught in her hair. She was supposed to have given up but I pretended not to notice as I thanked her, excused myself and headed into the room next door.


By the time I’d spoken to everyone, at least briefly, and the last of the neighbours had left, Tupperware and soggy hankies in hand, it was dark outside. With a dazed weariness I closed the front door to my dad’s cottage and leaned back against it. Jasmine was touching up her lipstick in the hall mirror, her faux fur coat already on and her handbag suspended from her elbow.


‘Ready to go, James?’


‘Go?’


‘Traffic should have died down by now and I have a nine o’clock audition tomorrow – I need my beauty sleep.’


‘I should probably stay here for a bit.’


Turning she stared at me, one hand raised to her neat hairdo. ‘Stay? Here?’


‘Yes. My boss has given me some time off and there are things I need to –’


‘How long are you staying for?’


‘Well I, I don’t know, maybe a week or so.’


‘A week?’ Jasmine glared at me impatiently, frown lines bunching between her carefully crafted eyebrows.


There was a growing list of things to sort out and look into and I felt no desire to rush back to my job: all worst-case scenarios, better-safe-than-sorrys and stats-based pessimism. Perversely Jasmine’s impatience to leave only made me want to stay longer. I shrugged, mutely apologetic. Pressing her lips together, her nose flaring, Jasmine yanked on her leather gloves, marched out of the house and wordlessly stalked across the gravel, to where her convertible was parked nose to nose with my hatchback.


As I watched her drive off into the darkness, vaguely hoping she would stick to the speed limit, it dawned on me that one of my own worst-case scenarios had been realised – my last remaining family was dead. I was no longer a child but still – it felt like I’d been abandoned, orphaned, all over again.




Chapter Three


‘Wake up you stupid bitch,’ he spat, grabbing a handful of my hair and yanking me sharply out of bed and onto the floor.


The bedside clock read 2:45 and I hadn’t heard Vic come in but I was awake now – wide awake. What had I done this time? The wound on the back of my head had only just healed and now this. My fingers clutched futilely at his hand in a desperate attempt to relieve the burning in my scalp as my bare feet scrabbled for purchase on the floorboards.


‘Where is it?’ he demanded, shoving me through the living room doorway, the chipped skirting board grazing my knee.


‘What?’ I gasped, blinking in the glare of the overhead light as he released me. Through the archway the contents of the pedal bin had been emptied all over the kitchen floor.


‘My fucking newspaper – where is it?’


Vic liked to study the sports pages of the paper and make cryptic notes in the margin before placing his bets. It was an old-fashioned way of doing things but he was superstitious about the process and took his gambling seriously. Gripping the edge of the couch I hauled myself to my feet, quickly scanning the room and trying to think, all the while keeping his balled fists in my peripheral vision as they trembled with rage. Carefully I lifted his heavy denim jacket off the coffee table where he had flung it, the sour stench of booze, cigarettes, and sweat rising with the garment and revealing a neatly folded newspaper underneath.


Vic snatched the paper up. ‘How many fucking times have I told you not to touch my stuff?’


I physically bit back the retort that sprang to my lips. If I’d left the paper on the floor where he’d dropped it he would have complained about my not tidying up. I couldn’t win and I’d long since learned not to argue; arguing just made him more likely to hit me.


Ripping his jacket out of my hand Vic shrugged into it and helped himself to a six-pack of beer from the fridge. ‘Clear this up,’ he said, indicating the leaking heap of rubbish with his foot on his way to the front door.


I stared after him in mute defiance, not taking my eyes off him despite the warm trickle of blood making its way down my shin. I never let him see he’d hurt me if I could help it. As he slammed and stomped his way out of the building I listened, aurally following his progress. Only once I was sure he wasn’t coming back did I let the tension seep out of my muscles. I’d have to be up in a couple of hours’ time and I’d never get back to sleep now. Resigned to a weary day ahead I cleaned and dressed the gash on my knee, wrapped myself in a dressing gown and righted the kitchen. With Vic gone I could afford to treat myself to some comfort. Carefully I extracted the small fish-finger box from the bottom drawer of the freezer, made myself a coffee and settled in the corner of the couch with a twenty-four-hour news channel, on low, for company.


There weren’t any fish fingers in the box. It just made for a good hiding place – Vic only ever ventured into the freezer for vodka or ice cubes. I tipped the cold, meagre, plastic-wrapped contents out into my lap: a wad of five pound notes and some change; a clear plastic hospital bracelet; a tightly folded sheet of A4 lined paper and a faded, dog-eared colour photograph.


I started by counting the cash: just seventy quid and forty-six pence in total but every penny hard earned. It was all the wealth I had in the world. Vic kept a tight rein on his finances and I didn’t even have a bank account. I was only ever given enough currency to buy what Vic wanted me to buy and he checked every receipt so that each and every penny was accounted for. He claimed that as his wife I shouldn’t need funds of my own but really it was his way of making sure I couldn’t leave him. I had scraped together this cash by deviously smuggling tips away in my bra, tiny amounts of coinage at a time so that Vic wouldn’t know, and then cautiously changing the coins into notes when I accumulated enough. I thought of it as my rainy-day fund but what that rainy day might entail I wasn’t sure. I suppose I hoped that if I left one day without stealing a chunk of Vic’s money directly from the till he might be less inclined to come after me to retrieve it. But it was a vain hope – my husband considered me his property and was too well connected; wherever I went he would find me. Escape would not be an option until he was dead – and who knew when that might be. Anyway, where would I go? Dreary as my life was it had a routine familiarity now and was infinitely preferable to selling my body or living on the street.


I set aside the hospital admission bracelet, unwilling to face what it represented, reluctant to go there in my mind and rip open that particular wound. Instead I took a large gulp of coffee and turned my attention to the piece of paper, carefully unfolding it until I could read the familiar words written there:


The dog ran with the ball.


I smiled at the bold letters, painstakingly


transcribed in blue biro at double height and, above them, his name:


Jamie.


Picking up the photo I scrutinised the grainy image of the small boy I once knew: wide chestnut eyes gazing out from beneath a matching mop of shaggy fringe, a lopsided grin that revealed missing front teeth. He had his hands thrust into the pockets of his dungarees as he leaned affectionately into my left side. He was tucked under my arm; the only person I’d ever allowed to rest there. He was five years old at the time and I was ten. To the right of me stood three other foster kids but I no longer remembered their names, only Jamie’s.


He had been a smart, vivacious kid, a fast learner and eager to please. But his small size made him an easy target – that and the fact that he rarely spoke. Rather than talk to anybody directly he preferred to stand on tiptoe and whisper into my ear so that I could speak for him, as if he was afraid of his own voice. I was the only person he trusted to be his spokesperson, which wound the adults up no end, but I didn’t mind at all.


During weekends and holidays I built dens under furniture for him to hide in and made up games for us to play. And at night, when he was afraid of the dark, afraid to be alone, he would crawl into bed with me and I would spell out words by tracing them on his back with my finger; usually something reassuring like ‘Y-O-U A-R-E S-A-F-E W-I-T-H M-E.’ He’d be asleep before I had finished.


I’d have done anything for that little boy. I loved him unconditionally as if he were my real brother. And he had needed me, really needed me, like no one else ever had, before or since. Of course I tried to be happy for Jamie when he was adopted – it was what we foster kids all yearned for, to have proper parents, a real family, a normal life … but it was as if Jamie had taken a vital part of me away with him and left me hollow inside.


At first, I’d had more to remember him by, various other belongings he’d left behind: books, a toy car, a blue mitten … but over the years, as I’d stumbled in and out of various homes and hostels and doorways, they’d all been stolen from me. Nothing was sacred when you lived on the state or on the street.


In the relative silence of the night I stared unseeing at the scrap of handwriting practice in my hand as all the usual questions floated through my mind: Where was Jamie now? Was he happy? Healthy? Rich and successful? Was he a husband? A father?


I would never know the answers. So why couldn’t I just let him go?




Chapter Four


It was only when my mobile abruptly vibrated on my desk that I became aware I’d been staring vacantly out of the window for the best part of an hour. I’d found myself doing that a lot recently – ever since Dad’s funeral my mind had a tendency to wander, especially at work. On this occasion I’d been considering the view from my office. A window was a distinct luxury to someone working in a cubicle in the artificially lit, open-plan office on the floor below. I had worked hard to achieve my promotion and this small room, with its view of a brick wall and concrete stairwell, was my reward. But recently, after a spell in the countryside, I sorely missed green open space.


Of course, if I pushed back far enough in my fully adjustable, ergonomically correct swivel chair and craned my neck, I could just about see beyond the building next door and catch the very tips of the tree out on the pavement. But it wasn’t enough. At the moment the tree was leafless anyway; the bare branches like spidery cracks against a grey sky, barely alleviating the monochrome pallor of this corner of the city. I couldn’t immediately recall which variety of tree it was, which bothered me, but after much deliberation I decided it was almost certainly a London Plane. Picking up my mobile I yawned and made a mental note to check the tree the next time I passed by. The message was a text from Jasmine:


Out with friends 2nite, C U tomoro x


I texted back ‘OK x’, just remembering to add the kiss at the last moment. Jasmine’s messages always ended in a kiss, regardless of whether they were sent to me or to the window cleaner. The kisses didn’t mean anything and yet she got irrationally offended if I accidentally sent her a message without one. All of my previous girlfriends had placed great importance on similar minor details – the correct timing and use of a pet name, the financial value of a gift, the position of a toilet seat – as if the success or failure of our relationship hinged on them. Maybe it did – how would I know? Either way I’d always tried my best to adhere to my girlfriends’ myriad rules and preferences and the relationships were doomed to failure regardless.


Returning my gaze to the brickwork outside the window, a procession of pretty faces floated through my mind. Some I remembered more than others: Cecily the half-Brazilian model with an addiction to grapefruit, the tarter the better; Jessica who worked in PR, talked too fast and always wore lipstick to bed; and Dionne the Australian aromatherapist who left various rocks and crystals on every available surface, even inside my briefcase. She was convinced they would improve our relationship, or more specifically improve me, but if they did help it was too subtle an effect for me to detect. All the women I’d dated over the years were attractive, lively and ambitious in one way or another and all inevitably disappointed in me by the end. Jasmine and I had been together almost two and a half years now – a record for me – but I suspected the end was nigh.


The truth was I just wasn’t good at love. It wasn’t something I usually dwelled on or analysed; on the contrary I avoided thinking about it completely. But it was there inside me – a cavity, a void, an absence of something that everyone else had and took for granted. I’d once seen a TV programme about sociopaths and some of the signs were disconcertingly familiar: I often employed charm to conceal the emptiness I felt inside and regularly felt alone despite rarely ever being single – I’d been hopping from one failed romantic relationship to another, ever since I was a teenager.


But no matter how much I wanted it, I just wasn’t good at getting close to someone – or letting them get close to me. Jasmine was a case in point: my Dad had just died. Shouldn’t I be sharing that with her in some way? Shouldn’t I want to share my grief with my girlfriend and allow her to comfort me? The very idea was terrifying but why? Was my aversion to getting attached to someone a result of my own biological mother abandoning me as a toddler? Surely not – it had happened when I was too young to have any memory of it and I rarely even thought about her. And yet, since Dad’s death, I’d been pondering all sorts of things.


My parents and I had never talked much about my adoption, or my life before it, and I was never one to daydream about who my birth parents might be – there was never any point since the official records clearly stated that their identities were unknown. I was a foundling, abandoned in a church hall and raised in the custody of foster parents until my adoption by the Southwoods aged seven. My life with them was as happy as any child could hope for (up until Mum died at least) so I had almost no reason to dwell on my time before then. Almost. There was one reason; one person, whom I’d never been able to forget; her name was Kitkat.


She was older than me by about five years – a tall, skinny, tomboy of a girl with mousy hair and badly chewed fingernails. Smart, fierce and intimidating she had been residing with the Plumleys for some time when I came along, a naive three-year-old and small for my age. But, as soon as the other foster kids started to pick on me, Kitkat had stepped in to defend me, outsmarting them and twisting their words (and sometimes their arms) until they gave up. She caused no end of trouble for herself in the process but for some reason she took me under her wing and I’d been grateful to her ever since.


For the four years Kitkat and I were together we were very close. The Plumleys had an old dog called Mungo, who we were fond of, but otherwise it was just her and me. I was frightened of everything and everyone, horribly insecure, and had trouble expressing myself. Sometimes I would go days or weeks without speaking. On those occasions Kitkat would act as my mouthpiece; I would whisper my words into her ear and she would safely communicate them to the rest of the world for me. She was the nearest thing I had to a sibling, a sister. She was my family.


I was thrilled to be adopted by the Southwoods – of course I was – but after the initial euphoria wore off it took quite some time to admit, even to myself, how much I missed Kitkat. I wanted to completely forget all about my time in care but, try as I might, there was no forgetting her. Eventually, when I was ten, after Mum died, I asked my dad to go back for Kitkat. I pestered, begged and guilt-tripped him until, against his better judgement, he took me back to the foster home to see her. But the Plumleys were long gone; the house was divided into flats and the neighbours were alien and disobliging. Kitkat had been absorbed into the confidential anonymity of the care system and that was that. And yet my loss of Kitkat was an ache that never went away. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that I had intimacy issues after all.


Slouching in my seat, I turned back to my computer screen and the report I was supposed to be compiling but it wasn’t particularly pressing and the only meeting I’d had scheduled for the afternoon had been postponed. Since returning from compassionate leave, I was struggling to get back into the daily grind.


The days following the funeral hadn’t been much fun. The weather was typically cold, damp and miserable; my dad’s absence was unnervingly palpable and my list of ‘to do’ jobs increased daily. Each evening I called Jasmine on her mobile, to hear her news and reassure myself that I still had someone in my life who cared about me, but it often felt like she was speaking to me from a different planet. Being back in Wildham and my childhood home had stirred up a whole host of memories that I’d long forgotten or simply buried. It was disorientating, like stumbling about in a dream, everything familiar but slightly off-key.


Picking up my pen, I spun it a few times between my fingers and doodled on my jotter. I’d spent hours just sorting through and boxing up my dad’s possessions. Some things I’d thrown out, some I’d donated to the local charity shop and some I’d boxed up and brought back to London with me. But all the furniture I’d just left in situ. I was reluctant to clear the house completely because there was still the family business to get to grips with and I didn’t fancy staying in an empty house while I did that.


Thankfully the cottage itself hadn’t required too much attention: the two-up two-down was a little tired and the decor needed some updating but it was structurally sound. I’d given it a thorough clean from top to bottom, brightened up the kitchen and bedrooms with a few fresh coats of paint, had the chimney swept, and repaired the guttering. From an estate agent’s point of view Southwood Cottage was characterful, comfortable and situated in an attractive rural location, just minutes from the small town of Wildham and the A1. If necessary it could be marketed as a doer-upper and sold entirely separately from the business. It would be snapped up by a developer easily enough. The nursery and garden centre, on the other hand, might take longer to sort out.


Despite the picturesque setting, Southwood’s was an inhospitable place in which to work out of season. Ever since Dad’s death the team of permanent staff, zipped up in layers of thermal and waterproof clothing, had continued to risk chapped lips, chilblains, and frostbite on a daily basis to keep the place running – even as their employment prospects hung in the balance. With the help of Dad’s life insurance money I was managing to keep paying their wages, for now. But probate could take several more weeks and getting the place ready for sale would be another matter.


I glanced at the clock on the wall above the door. Two more hours to go and the working week would be over. Tomorrow was Valentine’s Day but Jasmine didn’t seem fussed about celebrating it this year. Obviously I’d bought her the handbag she wanted – she’d helpfully emailed me the link so I could order it online and have it delivered straight to her – but I had no idea what, if anything, she might get me in return. A tie maybe? Picking up my mobile again I re-read her text. It wasn’t unusual for her to be off doing her own thing with her friends on a Friday night but it used to be that I would be out having a few drinks with my colleagues at the same time. When had that fizzled out?


My fingers hovered over my contacts list as I considered texting a couple of workmates and suggesting a post-work pint but there was no point. They were both family men now – they preferred to be home in time to read bedtime stories to their kids and help their wives make dinner. I briefly contemplated taking a walk down to the floor below and asking some of the juniors if they were free but instinct stopped me; I’d been promoted and they hadn’t. I was confident there were no hard feelings between us – I’d been careful not to rub their faces in it – but I was effectively their superior now and, in this corporation at least, you didn’t socialise with your boss unless you absolutely had to. In fact, not one of my friends or colleagues from the city had attended my dad’s funeral or sent so much as a condolence card. But I guess that was OK – I can’t honestly say I’d missed them at the time. Relinquishing my phone I sighed. Maybe I would just get in the car and drive straight into the countryside; get a head start on the weekend – Valentine’s Day be damned. I’d arranged a meeting with the nursery and garden centre staff for tomorrow morning and, if possible, I wanted to make a good impression. I wasn’t sure if their loyalty to my father would extend to me for much longer but I needed to find out because, if I was going to get the place smartened up and sold off, I definitely needed the staff onside to help make it happen.


An emotion I couldn’t quite identify intensified in my gut and I turned back to the window, once again craning my neck for a reassuring glimpse of tree without understanding why.




Chapter Five


‘What can I get you Mags?’ I said, raising my voice above the general cacophony of sound.


‘I’ll have a baked spud please, love; I’m trying to be healthy – lose a few pounds before the big day.’


‘Of course! The wedding’s at the end of this month isn’t it?’


‘February twenty eighth – just two weeks now!’ Mags helped herself to cutlery from the pot-full on the counter, while I tapped her order into the till. ‘I was gonna skip lunch entirely but I’m starvin’ and it’s bloody perishin’ out there.’ I glanced through the condensation-streaked windows at all the people bustling past, heads down and chins tucked in as they negotiated sleety puddles. ‘And Sal says I oughta wear a hat since I’m mother of the bride an’ all but I ask you, Rina, can you see me in a hat?’ I smiled as I tried to picture short, stocky Mags in anything other than the jeans and the grey fleecy body warmer she routinely wore. ‘I mean it’s only a registry office after all and she’s already got me wearing this hideous pinky-beige colour that she swears is all the rage. With a hat I’ll look like a sodding mushroom!’ Her face creasing like worn leather and her eyes sparkling, her throaty laugh temporarily triumphed over the hiss of frying food, the roar of the coffee machine and the chattering of the radio and my other customers.


‘You’ll look bloody gorgeous and you know it – just make sure you don’t upstage your own daughter,’ I said.


She chuckled. ‘Fat chance! Anyway, my future son-in-law is taking her out for a romantic dinner tonight – y’know for Valentine’s – so at least that should stop her fussing for a bit.’


I smiled. I was aware it was Valentine’s Day but only because they kept mentioning it on the radio. It didn’t mean anything to me personally – it never had. ‘Do you want beans on your potato?’


‘Bless you, love, yes please. And plenty of cheese and real butter if you’ve got it – none of that bland, spreadable crap.’


‘No problem. Anything to drink?’ Along the counter a guy in a baseball cap was banging a salt shaker on the counter top to dislodge a blockage in the nozzle. I slid another one towards him and he accepted it with a grunt of approval before sprinkling salt liberally onto his meal.


‘A Coke. But better make it a Diet,’ Mags added.


Travis, Vic’s right-hand man, cut in over her shoulder. ‘All right, Rina, Vic around?’


‘Yeah, he should be down soon,’ I said, glancing at the digital clock on the microwave and mentally bracing myself for whatever frame of mind he might be in today.


Vic ran a small empire in this corner of London. Aside from owning the cafe and part-managing the minicab firm near the station, he also loaned money to people and recruited muscle-bound security for pubs and clubs – he had a nicotine-stained finger in every pie. But Vic most liked to think of himself as a ‘Business Facilitator’, taking advantage of various ‘opportunities’ as and when they arose – by connecting the right people. He was popular and, most crucially, trusted, in local circles, wielding a certain amount of power and respect. I was never made privy to any details but over the years he’d introduced thieves to buyers, drug dealers to suppliers and prostitutes to pimps – always securing a cut of the dirty profits without any serious risk to himself.


Having emptied a can of beans into a saucepan on the hob, I served another customer two teas and a ham sandwich while Mags’s jacket potato was cooking in the microwave. Once the large spud had softened up I rubbed it with a little salt and oil before transferring it to the oven to crisp up the skin. I was busy grating cheese with my back to the cafe when Vic, whistling cheerfully, made his entrance. Without turning around I listened intently for any change in his mood as he greeted the regulars by name and casually helped himself to coffee – and cash from the till. It was only as he disappeared upstairs again, with Travis in tow, that I realised, with a start, that I had been grating my own fingers and bleeding into the cheese. Hastily scraping it all into the bin, I wrapped my sore fingertips in blue plasters, cleaned the grater and the chopping board and started again.


Of course I knew Vic was no angel when I married him at eighteen. I was desperate at the time and flattered by Vic’s attention. He wasn’t particularly good-looking – he’d always been a bit short with a lean, hard, wiry sort of body and ginger hair which he bleached white and spiky on top. But he had charisma – a swagger to his step, a twinkle in his eye, and tough-guy confidence with the tattoos to match. Marrying him would provide me with the safety and security I longed for, or so I’d thought at the time. In reality I’d swapped one nightmare for another – trading a perilous life on the street for a prison of a marriage.


Retrieving the potato from the oven I set it on a plate, slashed it open in the shape of a cross, slathered the insides with butter, ladled baked beans inside and deposited a generous handful of cheese on top. Mags was at the counter before I could call to her, cutlery in hand.


‘Thanks, love,’ she said as I set a can of Diet Coke next to her plate.


‘Would you like a glass?’


‘No thanks, this is great.’ Tucking the can into her armpit, she picked up her lunch and set off towards the table she’d secured.


‘What can I get you?’ I said, smiling at the next customer as I washed my hands.


For the next two hours I tried to forget about the men in the flat upstairs, and whatever business they might be conducting, and simply focused on feeding customers. It was busy, with several orders for cooked breakfasts, toasted sandwiches and hot chips – fuel to stave off the cold outside. But the lunchtime rush had eased by the time Cherry turned up, wearing a thin jacket over a plunging top, a short, gold lamé skirt and very high heels.


‘Ta, Rina,’ she said distractedly as I poured her a cup of tea. Cherry rarely ate at the cafe but often drank copious amounts of tea in between clients. She was currently flicking through a newspaper colour supplement, only glancing at each page long enough to check out the pictures. ‘Hey, you heard about that local actress? Jasmine Reed? Says here she might be doing a movie.’


‘Oh yeah?’ I said. I had no idea who she was talking about. I watched some TV from time to time and leafed through the magazines that customers occasionally left lying around but the entertainment industry, in fact the rest of the world as a whole, seemed so far removed from my own experience that mostly I let it all wash over me. Books though – books were another matter entirely. I hadn’t many – just four dog-eared paperbacks that had been left behind over the years and not reclaimed by their owners – but I’d read each one countless times. In a book I could really lose myself, be someone else for a while – escape. Leaving Cherry to her celebrity gossip I rinsed a cloth out in the sink and started clearing tables.


‘You’ve missed a bit, Rina,’ Vic said behind me, a menacing edge to his voice.


I stiffened and my blood cooled, the cloth in my hand suspended over the table I was wiping. I’d been half listening to the radio and hadn’t heard him and Travis come back downstairs. I was fairly confident Vic wouldn’t cause trouble in front of customers but I couldn’t help being on my guard. The men having a late lunch at the next table glanced up with interest and Cherry gave half a laugh over by the counter. Her false nails tapped out a tune on her mug of tea as I straightened and turned towards him.


He chuckled. ‘For fuck’s sake smile, babe – it’s just a joke. It’s a wonder you ain’t scared all the customers away with a face like that,’ Vic added, his teeth bared in a grin.


‘You made me jump,’ I said, relaxing my shoulders and smiling.


‘Yeah, I got you good din’t I?’ Vic winked playfully at two women sitting in the window, who blushed and smiled in response. Travis disappeared out of the door with a nod goodbye as Vic picked up a discarded newspaper and sauntered back towards the counter. ‘I’ll have another coffee and a bacon butty when you’re ready, babe.’


Despite Vic’s good mood I knew better than to keep him waiting. While I poured his coffee, Cherry relinquished her seat, slithering off the stool and squeezing her feet back into her shiny high heels. She always sat there – in Vic’s favourite spot – as if she was keeping it warm for him. I set his coffee before him and Cherry smiled and rolled her eyes at me in token camaraderie. The bacon spat and sizzled in the frying pan and I buttered some white bread while Vic calmly perused the sports section. Cherry, now settled on the stool next to him, crossed her legs deliberately revealing more thigh from beneath her skirt but he didn’t seem to notice.


I was well aware my husband fucked Cherry occasionally – they weren’t exactly discreet – but it was an arrangement that worked for all three of us. Vic wasn’t one of her paying customers; on the contrary she usually owed him money and, from my point of view, as long as Cherry kept my husband satisfied, it meant I didn’t have to. It wasn’t that Vic had a big sexual appetite – the amount of booze he consumed flattened his libido anyway – but I simply loathed sex. Based on experiences in the past I found it painful and humiliating so I was grateful to Cherry for removing the necessity – so much so that she and I were almost friends, up to a point.


‘Do you have a busy afternoon planned?’ Cherry asked, smiling up at Vic through thick eyelashes.


‘Yes,’ Vic said, without elaboration.


I set his sandwich down before him, sliced into two neat triangles the way he liked it, and accompanied by a bottle of tomato sauce. Setting his paper aside and eyeing his plate, he picked up the bottle and gave it a shake.


Cherry, realising that Vic wasn’t about to offer any distraction, paid for her tea and tottered out the door with a wave goodbye – which I returned and Vic ignored.


Having messily wolfed down his bacon butty, Vic abruptly switched off the radio, drove the last stragglers out into the market, flipped the sign to ‘closed’ and locked the door. As I commenced my usual clean up routine, Vic quietly attended to the contents of the till, his head bowed and eyes narrowed, the sinews in his forearms twisting under his tattoos as he counted. I suppose to a casual passer-by it looked like he was helping, by cashing up the day’s takings, but it was only because he enjoyed fingering his money and scrutinising the till roll for discrepancies. I rarely made a mistake nowadays. Any shortfall not covered by the tips dish I would have to pay for in bruises.


By the time I’d wiped down the Formica tables, laminated menus and moulded plastic chairs, refilled the condiment jars and sauce dispensers, and swept the linoleum floor, most of the market stallholders had packed up and left for the day. Vic had gone too, disappearing out through the back door without farewell or comment.


Allowing myself a brief moment to relax I put the radio back on before tackling the kitchen. Tidying the food away, I loaded and started up the dishwasher, cleaned the kitchen surfaces, scrubbed the grease from the wall tiles, de-scaled the sink, and mopped the floors. Finally I carried two sacks of rubbish out to the large bin by the back door and cleaned the downstairs toilet with bleach before heading upstairs to make Vic’s dinner. He was unlikely to be back before midnight and he usually ate out but he liked to have a meal waiting for him just in case he did turn up hungry. Sometimes Vic disappeared for days at a time without warning or explanation, like an alley cat, but there was always the threat of his return.
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