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‘We shall find peace.


We shall see the sky


sparkling with diamonds’




Anton Chekhov










PROLOGUE


March, 2013


It feels good to be back by the water, despite the solemnity of the day. She has seen plenty of lakes in her time, but there is something about this one that makes her want to stay, linger for a few moments while the rest of the guests scatter across the deep expanse of parkland, like tiny specks of light bouncing off the spindly branches of the horse chestnut trees.


As she sits she thinks of the lakes of her childhood, the clear, crisp waters of past summers; those fertile depths brimming with salmon and wild trout that had cleansed more than just her body. John the Baptist had cleansed the faithful in one, and those stories of baptism and rebirth that she had loved so much as a child are particularly appropriate today. As she closes her eyes and feels the cool water slip through her fingers it seems there is still a chance, despite her past, that she can be reborn; can start again.


Beyond the lake, across the dense blanket of trees flows the mighty Thames, the river of dreams and heartbreak; reflecting the city’s image like a distorted mirror. Who knows what violence it has witnessed over the ages, what secrets it carries in the depths of its black waters?


She watches as a familiar figure makes its way across the grass. Rising to her feet, she waves her hand and feels a surge of energy go through her – like an electrical current flowing from the lake into her veins. She has been released; she is free from the pain of her past and the tyranny of memory. In Celtic mythology a lake had saved the legendary Fiann MacCumhaill from the jaws of a wild boar by appearing out of nowhere and swallowing up the savage beast. And now, released from her own demon, she can breathe. Seb was right; the lake was a saviour, guarding against evil and despair; a place where lost souls could come and find their way. As the first drops of rain start to fall, bouncing off the glassy surface and sending little spurts of diamond light spluttering into the air, she knows that, this time, she will not have to run for cover. She is safe.
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Paula said she would take the train to London. Stella would go in the car. It would do them good to travel down separately, she said; give them space to think.


‘I’ll miss you,’ says Paula, as she hurriedly kisses Stella’s cheek and throws her pale blue travel bags into the boot of the taxi. ‘But enjoy the drive, and don’t spend the whole journey worrying. I know what you’re like. Oh, and I’ve put the plants in the boot. I’ve padded out the crates but they’re delicate little creatures, so no sharp turns okay?’


Her eyes twinkle in the pale afternoon sun as she climbs into the passenger seat. ‘Don’t look so serious, Stella,’ she says, as she clicks the seatbelt into place. ‘It’s all going to be fine. It’s just a few questions this time, and I’m the one who will have to do the icky bit, but then … then this could be it. This could be the start of our family.’


Those eyes again. So bright with hope Stella can barely look at them. It feels like they are boring into her, like a searchlight, exposing her, making her vulnerable and naked, standing there on the street.


‘I’d better get back inside,’ says Stella, the words coming out rather more brusquely than she intended. ‘I’ve got a long drive ahead …’


Paula looks up at her with an expression Stella recognises immediately. It is a look she has become accustomed to over the years, though it is so subtle that an outsider would never even notice. It is uncertainty mixed with fear; fear of Stella’s unpredictability, of the part of her that will always be an enigma, a strange, exotic creature who will never be tamed no matter how many retreats she is sent on, or cups of camomile tea she is forced to drink. Paula’s eyes, just moments ago so full of hope and longing, stare unblinkingly out of the open window, silently pleading with Stella, willing her not to back out of this.


‘Come on, angel,’ says Stella, gently stroking Paula’s arm. ‘You’re right. It’s all going to be fine.’


She can tell Paula is not convinced by this show of chirpiness; her face looks small and creased as she winds up the window and mouths her goodbye.


As the taxi begins to pull away, Stella turns to go back inside, angry with herself for leaving it like that, for making Paula feel bad, but as she walks up the path, an excited voice, almost childlike, small and distant as though carried on the breeze, calls out thinly above the noise of the street.


‘I love you, Stella,’ it cries. ‘I love you.’


And Stella feels it. She feels it so deeply, she can barely breathe.


*

The solitary man making his way down the aisle draws little attention from the smattering of passengers on the 13:30 to King’s Cross.


Short brown hair, average height, a chunky body in loose-fitting black jeans and a baggy, hooded sweatshirt, his expression is tense, but his red eyes could be those of any man in his late-thirties. He could be a sleep-deprived new father or be battling the after-effects of a heavy night’s drinking with the boys. He is as ordinary as the blank, beige interior of the train as he shuffles through the carriage, his eyes darting from left to right, looking for his seat.


Early afternoon had seemed a good time to travel; empty carriages, silence, space to think. This one, Coach D, the ‘quiet coach’, looks like a good place to spend the next three hours. He will need the silence to order his thoughts, to plan his itinerary, to make sure everything is followed through to the letter.


‘Yes,’ thinks Mark Davis, as he slides into 54A – a forward-facing, window seat – placing his light-coloured rucksack next to him and a long, black canvas bag carefully onto the luggage rack above his head, ‘This will be the perfect place.’


His phone rings in his pocket. He takes it out and sees ‘Mam’ flashing on the screen. He switches it off and puts it back into his pocket. There is nothing more to say now. The talking is over.


He reaches across to his rucksack and pulls out a slim, silver iPod. Placing the headphones in his ears, he scrolls through the playlist, looking for the right piece of music to carry him along; to keep him motivated. He pauses at Track 10 on his list of favourites: the song his father used to play over and over when he was a kid.


‘Look after your Mam and Zoe,’ his dad had said, as he lay hooked up to tubes, dying of cancer at just thirty-eight. ‘You’ll have to be the man of the house now. You’ll have to be my eyes and ears. You won’t let me down, will you son?’ He was only nine when his dad died, but he had taken his responsibility seriously. ‘Don’t trust anyone,’ his dad had always said, so he didn’t.


His father had been a soldier but in the end it was cancer that claimed him – the unseen enemy. His had not been a glorious death on the front line, or the battle field. It had been slow and painful and drawn out, and Mark had sat by his bed and watched as the big strong man faded into nothing.


He leans back into his seat as the slow, haunting opening bars of Lorraine Ellison’s ‘Stay With Me Baby’ seep into his ears like a lullaby.


He closes his eyes as the train pulls out of Darlington Station and heads south. His sister’s face is there. It is as clear and vivid as one of the last times he’d seen her, standing in their mother’s tiny white living room with a fake Burberry suitcase in her hands. Off to London with nothing but her dreams and a few flimsy dresses, what sort of protection was that? She mouths the words of the song to him then throws back her head and laughs; her big, wide smile as warm and dazzling as the sun.


She had died alone, he tells himself. She had died all alone, with no one to help her; no one to hold her hand. He had let her down; let his dad down.


He opens his eyes and clenches his fists, the deep red ink of the George Cross tattoo turning pink as the skin stretches across his knuckles.


He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a newspaper cutting. A handsome blond man smiles out of the page. He sits in an art gallery surrounded by his collection of work: large oil paintings of women; of roses and sunsets; athletes and newspaper sellers; paintings that, according to the article, sell for thousands of pounds. In the interview, he gushes about his expensive flat overlooking Battersea Park, his cute six-year-old daughter and his beautiful wife.


It is a gift, the interview, and when Mark saw it as he sat in a barber’s in Middlesbrough he couldn’t believe his luck. The bastard had handed it to him on a plate. Names, locations, times and dates – it was all there. The man’s wife was launching a restaurant in Soho and there was going to be a grand press night on 29 August; every detail of it was there in the newspaper article. After all this time, Mark had found his war and it would be fought on the streets of Soho. Cheers, he mutters, staring at the face in the picture.


He switches the iPod to its highest volume and sits up straight. The song rises to its crescendo like a serrated knife cutting into his consciousness. If he is to carry out this plan, he will have to be focused, he will have to be cold. He will have to become a warrior.


*

Stella closes the door behind her and breathes in the tranquility of the empty house. Walking through the dark panelled hallway towards the kitchen, she luxuriates in the silence; the only noise, her shoes clicking on the stone floor and the whispery echo of her breath.


It doesn’t seem right, this silence. For the five years they have lived here, from the moment they hauled their belongings through the door and said ‘this is where we are going to be,’ this tiny, honey-coloured cottage has been filled with noise.


The crackle of Radio 4 as it pours out of Paula’s ground floor workroom; the yapping of Pip, their Jack Russell, and the pitter-patter of his feet on the floor; the whistle of the kettle and the ping of the oven as it finishes cooking another of Paula’s delicious lunchtime concoctions. Gentle noises, reassuring noises, the kind that couples and families the world over take for granted: the noises of home.


Stella stands in the kitchen, illuminated in an egg-yolk glow as the afternoon sun begins to wane. She looks out of the window and sees Paula’s pride and joy: a meticulous recreation of an Andalucian herb garden. It feels odd looking at it now, knowing that Paula is not here, that she is hurtling back to a place Stella has only ever returned to in her dreams. She looks impotently at the rows of herbs and notes how strange they look, like a group of orphaned children lost without their mother.


To Stella, the herbs are just a tangled mass, wild and out of control. She has little affinity with gardening and would be at a loss to identify more than a handful of the myriad plants that occupy every last square inch of the small walled garden, let alone point out their healing properties as Paula can.


Nonetheless, herbs, once so alien to Stella, have now become an integral part of her daily life. If she has a headache, Paula will place sprigs of lavender under her pillow; if she is restless there will be a cup of camomile tea waiting for her in the kitchen. In the sticky heat of summer, there are sticks of cinammon hanging from the beams in the kitchen to ward off wasps and flies; in the dark, damp days of January and February there are tinctures of echinacea to soothe their coughs and colds. For every ailment, every problem, there is a plant to soothe it.


The only herb-free area is her study, high up in the eaves of the house, away from all distractions. Just her books and notes, her soft, high-backed reading chair and the spiders webs that cluster outside her window; all the things that bring her peace and calm. The webs have become a kind of talisman for her since she was told by an old lady high in the mountains of Andalucia that the spider helps tejedores de palabras – weavers of words. On misty November days, when the dew and moisture cling to the webs like tiny diamonds, she remembers the lady, the mountains and those words and she thinks about southern Spain with its blistering heat, its hardy people, its white towns and villages spread out like the icing on a wedding cake; the place that gave her nourishment, that brought her back to life.


And now she is to return to the place that almost destroyed her.


She walks up the stairs to the bedroom and sees her packed suitcase sitting on the bed. As she zips it shut, she runs over in her mind all the reasons why she should not go, all the fears and tensions that bubble to the surface whenever the prospect of returning is raised. But did she ever really leave? The monstrous tentacles of London have kept her in their grasp these past few years, tantalising her in dreams and teasing her with strange memories in her waking hours. She can be standing waiting for the kettle to boil or folding towels when, whoosh, she is back at another point in time. It is always Soho and it is always some insignificant moment. Sitting on the Number 19 bus as it crawls up Piccadilly; waiting to cross the road outside the Trocadero; paying for a coffee in Bar Italia. It is as though her brain wants to sort and compute her time in London for a particular purpose; to make sense of it in the light of what happened; what is about to happen.


She lifts her suitcase off the bed and takes one last look out of the window. The pretty street lined with pastel-coloured houses, the great weeping willows and beyond that the grand Regency crescents with their creamy rose façades and elegant occupants; all so civilised and easy on the eye. It will still be the same when she gets back, she tells herself. Everything will be the same.


As she walks down the stairs, she feels an ache in the pit of her stomach, a sudden sense of loss. She is about to drive away from this secure fortress and set about creating a whole new future and all on the hope of a one-paragraph email. If only she could be sure that all will be fine; if only she could reassure herself like she had reassured Paula.


She picks up her keys from the table in the hall and opens the front door. It is mid-afternoon. The sun is dipping in the sky and she can smell the sherbet-sweet scent of honeysuckle as she walks down the path.


Opening the boot of her car, she sees the terracotta pots of Moroccan jasmine plants that Paula has placed there like babies swaddled against a pillow of soft blankets. There is a note on top of the first pot with the words HANDLE WITH CARE in large red letters. She can hear Paula’s voice rise and fall beside her as she wedges her case cautiously by the side of the crates: ‘Drive carefully, Stella, no sharp bends, no sudden brakes. These are precious cargo, you know.’


Taking a deep breath, she closes the boot and tells herself to stay focused on what lies ahead, what she has to do. Any doubt, any stumble, and she will walk back into the house and close the door. Then she will never find out how the story ends.


So she climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine. Back to London, a place so foreign to her now, she will need to learn its language all over again.
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‘Can we go the park first, Daddy?’


Seb Bailey looks down into his daughter’s huge brown eyes and for a moment time pauses. The madness of the restaurant launch, the enormous pile of work still to get through at the gallery, the press releases, the VIP invitations, they all fall away. There is just this moment, this magic time as summer takes its last gasp and all that is demanded of him is to hold his daughter’s hand and be Daddy.


He looks at his watch as they walk down Prince of Wales Drive. It is just after three; still early really. Yasmine will be busy briefing the maître d’; Seb won’t be able to get in to hang the pictures until at least six. And it’s such a beautiful day – fragments of lazy sun peep through the afternoon sky, bathing the pavement in pinky-gold rays – it would be criminal not to have a walk in the park.


‘Okay, Cosima,’ he says, swinging her hand in the air. ‘Let’s cut through and see what’s new. Maybe we’ll see that heron again by the lake, he was a strange old fellow wasn’t he?’


‘He wasn’t a heron, Daddy,’ says Cosima, her happy face wrinkling into a frown. ‘He was a cormorant. Cormorants are stragglier than herons. Mrs Daley says they’re the laughing birds because of their heads.’ She skips alongside him as they cross the road and approach the park gates. ‘The feathers on their heads are shaped like a jester’s hat, you see.’


‘My mistake,’ laughs Seb. ‘You have to remember that I’m not as clever as you when it comes to wildlife spotting. You’ll have to be patient with me.’


‘You can borrow my bird book if you like,’ says Cosima. ‘That will tell you everything you want to know.’


Seb smiles at her serious little face as the vast sweep of Battersea Park opens up before them. ‘Now, we can’t be too long in here. Granny will be expecting us soon and I hear she’s making your favourite for dinner.’


‘Sausage and mash!’ Cosima yells, almost falling over a black Labrador bounding towards them.


‘No,’ says Seb, trying to keep up with his daughter as she runs towards the glinting metal railings of the play park. ‘Guess again.’


She stops and puts her fingers to her mouth, looking up to the sky as though finding the answer to the most difficult question in the world.


‘Let me think …’ she begins, a wisp of a smile appearing at the corner of her mouth. ‘It couldn’t be, could it? Sunshine rice!’ she shouts. She smiles at him, a wide gappy-toothed grin and Seb’s heart hurts.


Still, six years after holding her in his arms as a tiny bundle in St Thomas’s Hospital, he can’t quite believe that this beautiful, clever little being is his own, his flesh and blood, his responsibility. The enormity of being a parent is like nothing he has ever faced before. Sometimes, at three in the morning, he lies awake worrying about what would happen to her if he and Yasmine were to die; then he starts to worry about all manner of things: nuclear war; global warming; food additives, the price of housing … And each worry introduces another, bigger worry, on and on until there is a pile of them all stacked up on top of each other like toxic building blocks hammering against his head, daring him to try to sleep through their din. The concerns that occupy his mind in the early hours of the morning would amaze and baffle his younger self.


But he would not change any of it.


He smiles at Cosima. ‘You guessed it,’ he says. ‘Sunshine rice. Granny’s speciality.’


But his words disappear into the air. Cosima has reached the children’s playground and is busy scrambling up the deck of a giant pirate ship.


He walks over to a bench by the railings and sits to watch his daughter play. Within seconds she has climbed to the top of the ship’s mast, her little legs wrapped around it like a monkey. She waves at Seb then makes a sharp descent down the pole like some miniature firewoman.


Seb smiles at his fearless daughter. There is something about her that will always be a mystery to him; her pioneering spirit, her thirst for adventure, her brown eyes – deep pools of darkness inherited from her North African grandfather. There is something of the wild horse about her, something primordial and raw and free-spirited; a sense that she will one day break away and travel the world, soak up every experience, every piece of knowledge, every spine-tingling view. Though physically more like her mother, there are suggestions of Seb all around her but, like jumbled reflections in a lake, you have to look closely to see the resemblance. She has his pale, blonde hair and the same long, lean body; she shares his attention to detail and his love of beautiful things. He is glad she is feisty though, glad that she hasn’t inherited his melancholy. When he was Cosima’s age, he was just about to start his first year of boarding school. A timid, skinny boy, he had no idea of the horrors that lay ahead at that bleak school on a deserted hilltop on the south-east coast.


He shrugs away the memory and looks around at the great park, the spot that has become something of a place of worship for him these past few years. It seems to understand his changing moods; falls in sync with them and, like an understanding friend, never imposes, never demands anything, just wraps its emerald green cloak around his shoulders and offers him hope and solace.


Seven years ago he had come here with Yasmine. They had sat down next to the pond in the Old English Garden, while deep orange October sunlight cast its glow on their faces. And there, in that idyllic spot, he had asked her to marry him. They had only known each other for six weeks, but he knew from the first moment he met her that she was the person he had always needed to be with. And when she said yes, it was as though everything around them nodded in agreement; the silver fish in the pond, the monkey puzzle tree with its knotty, elephant’s trunk; all of the life of the park seemed to breathe a deep sigh of contentment as they stood up and walked home together.


Two months later, on the shortest day of the year, as the tropical plants stood shivering in their mummy-like shrouds and a thick frost clung to the trees like sugar, turning the lake to ice and the air to vapour; they had returned to the park and said their vows in the little Pump House by the lake. And life had begun there, in that moment.


It was odd to think that Battersea Park had once been his guilty secret, the place he had conducted a secret affair with a married woman. It is eight years now since she died, yet it seems a lifetime ago, it is though he played no part in all that heartache and turmoil. He remembers how they would meet every day at 1 p.m. by the Henry Moore sculpture. She always got there first and he would see her waiting for him as he approached, still and serene, like the unofficial fourth figure of the piece. She loved that sculpture and was always trying to imagine what they were looking at, the three figures all huddled together, their faces held up to the sky. Were they witnesses to a rare comet or a message from heaven? She would never know.


He had almost killed himself drinking in the months after her death, and there was a point at which he thought he would never be able to live again. It had been all he could do just to wake up each day, to put one foot in front of the other, to remember to breathe. In those dark early days of 2005, he could never have imagined that his return to Battersea Park, to life, would be so triumphant.


‘Daddy! I’m hungry, can we go now?’


He looks up and sees his baby skipping towards him. He knows it could all have been over in a whisper, his life. He knows that Yasmine and Cosima are his gift from God, his second chance. He dare not take it for granted, this happiness and love.


‘Come on then,’ he says, standing up and taking hold of Cosima’s hand. ‘Let’s go and find that sunshine rice.’


*

Kerstin Engel sits at her desk staring at her computer, immersed in the series of numbers and words that are scrolling down the screen like tiny black flies glistening in the sun. Just two more pages to go and this section of the report will be complete; then tonight she can give herself a break – no punishing repetitions, no stair climbing, no counting.


The ‘desk’ is a large communal table around which sit six men and four women: traders, analysts and hedge-fund managers all squirreling away in this small, airless office five floors above St James’s Street, the London branch of German asset management company Sircher Capital LLP.


But Kerstin is unaware of the other people sitting around the desk. She has learned to block them out, to focus only on the task in hand; to avoid any unnecessary distractions, any futile talk. She is in her safe place: lost in beautiful numbers which give her a tingle of elation as they reconcile themselves into neat ordered groups. But this feeling of control is as thin and delicate as a thread. If it snaps she will have to start all over again, scramble around in the darkness and try to pick up the loose ends. Still, something about this day makes her feel she can do it, she can keep her head above the water.


‘Come on, lovely lady, time to pay the piper!’


She feels a sharp jab on her shoulder, blinks at the numbers on the screen and feels the thread loosen.


She recognises the sing-song west-country accent of Cal Simpson, Sircher’s Junior Analyst, her assistant and general pain in the arse. Inspired by the buzz that accompanied this year’s Olympic Games, he completed a half marathon in Brighton last weekend. But instead of straight forward sponsorship, Cal had asked his colleagues to guess his finishing time. If they guessed correctly, they would win one hundred pounds. If not, they had to pay ten pounds. It was typical of Cal, who rather resembled a young springer spaniel in both looks and temperament, to turn a simple sponsorship request into a gamble.


Kerstin is aware of him standing behind her but she will not let herself give up on the figures. She is so close, and now this idiot is going to ruin it all. She had got through the ordeal of lunch so seamlessly that she thought this afternoon was going to be okay, she was going to be okay.


Kerstin, along with the others, orders her lunch each morning via email, then at twelve noon on the dot a motorcycle courier arrives at reception with armloads of sushi and pizzas, salads and sandwiches from various outlets around St James’s. At five past twelve Mandy, the loud receptionist with the bright pink lipstick, will burst into the office shouting everyone’s orders like a barmaid in a noisy bierkeller. What follows is a ten-minute dissection, led by Cal, of ‘what’s everyone having for lunch?’, ‘You’ve got sushi today have you, Karen? Is it good?’, ‘Jim’s got a salad! What’s the matter with you mate, you not hungry?’. Kerstin spends those ten minutes hiding behind her computer screen. She lays out her sandwich (always the same sandwich: tuna, no mayonnaise, wholemeal bread) on the paper napkin and begins to eat, starting with the crust and working her way in. Then when she has finished she will eat her fruit salad: grapes first, then the apple slices, then the orange. Once lunch is consumed in the right way, she can get on. And today, after overcoming the tension of the lunchtime banter she had really managed to make some progress on the report. But now as Cal stands behind her clearing his throat, the thread begins to unravel; the numbers flicker across the screen like seeds scattered by the breeze and she can feel the familiar tension rise from the pit of her stomach. Her chest tightens and her head starts to throb.


‘Er, it’s ten squids, when you’re ready, Kerstin.’


She turns and looks at Cal. He is standing with his arms folded across his chest defiantly. He raises his eyebrows at Kerstin and grins at her.


Kerstin tries to hide the contempt from her face as she looks at the young man. So arrogant, she thinks. Look at him grinning at me like that. She looks at the time on her computer screen. It is just nearing 4 p.m. It’s okay, there is still time.


Sighing, she reaches down beside her chair and picks up her bag. It is a neat, grey leather bag with small pockets and compartments. Pockets and compartments are important to Kerstin. They make her feel secure. She opens the front pocket and takes out a small, grey leather purse.


‘You were close, Kerstin,’ says Cal, looking down at his iPhone. ‘I’ve got all the estimates listed here, and according to this you said one minute fifty, just six minutes shy of my time. It was a PB too, I was well proud …’


But Kerstin does not hear what he is saying. She is staring in horror at her purse, at the rip in the leather, a deep slash that has appeared over the course of the morning. It was fine when she last saw it, she thinks, her hands shaking as she turns the purse over and checks the other side. She retraces the morning’s routine in her head as Cal taps his foot impatiently. She had taken the purse out at Tesco on the King’s Road where she bought a packet of mints. Then, after she had been served, she had put the purse back into her bag; in the left-hand pocket on the front. How could it have ripped?


Panic starts to build in her chest as she grips the purse in her hand. She cannot spend the rest of the day sitting at this desk knowing there’s a damaged purse in her bag. She stares at the rip; the fabric of the purse is poking out beneath, little wisps of straw-coloured thread jutting out. It looks ugly, wrong. She must not have ugly, broken things about her. It’s a sign, a test. She has to get things back in order. There must be order and perfection. She hears her father’s voice in her head. She must sort this out or else everything will fall apart.


‘Kerstin,’ says Cal, impatiently. ‘Whenever you’re ready.’


Kerstin jumps at the sound of his voice and with shaking hands, she opens the purse, pulls out a crisp twenty-pound note and thrusts it at him.


‘There,’ she says, brusquely. ‘Well done.’


‘Thanks Kerstin,’ he says, brightly. ‘Now hold on a sec, I’ll get you your change.’ He puts his phone down on Kerstin’s desk and pats his pockets.


Kerstin grabs her bag from under the desk, shoves the ugly purse into the right-hand pocket – she will not let the left-hand pocket be contaminated by it – then pushes past Cal and heads for the door.


‘Kerstin, where you going?’ shouts Cal, holding out a ten-pound note towards her. ‘I’ve got your money.’


But Kerstin doesn’t hear him. She is running down the stairs, counting as she goes. She must not let herself stop counting until she has replaced the purse. As soon as she has the new one, the perfect new purse, then she can stop; then everything will be all right.
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There is a slight jolt as the train slows down. Mark opens his eyes and looks out of the window blearily, trying to focus on the new vista that has opened up since he fell asleep at Doncaster.


The train trundles through deserted little stations, the names of which all appear to begin with ‘H’, then it slowly moves out into open countryside, picking up its pace for the final leg of the journey.


It’s grim this place, Mark thinks, as he looks out at field after field; so tidy and neat and groomed; so claustrophobic. The landscape makes him think of those boxy gardens at the back of suburban semi-detached houses; the ones that are lined with shrubs and plants in faux-stone pots from B&Q, the ones whose owners spend their weekends mowing the lawn and trimming the hedges into uniform slabs of neat fuzz.


The fields rise into hilly mounds and Mark sees, amid the curves of the land, little dots of primary colours, like pinheads on a noticeboard. As the train gets closer he sees that the little dots are groups of sixty-something men and women dressed in red and blue sweaters, long shorts and sun-visors. They stand brandishing their golf clubs like medieval spears.


It’s softer than the north, thinks Mark, as the train leaves the golfers behind and heads back into flatter territory. It’s lighter: the earth, the grass, the sky. There is something intangible about it, something diluted and fragile, like it could all just dissolve in your hands. The north is different, it’s as hard as metal. The north wears its industry like armour, like a soldier always ready to defend himself. His dad used to say that the north-east of England was like the shoulder of the country, carrying its burdens like Atlas carried the world.


It is seven years now since he and his mother travelled to London to identify the body of his sister. On the way down, they had made polite conversation, eaten sandwiches, taken phone calls from the police, from his aunts, from Zoe’s friends; the journey had gone quickly. At King’s Cross they had been met by Detective Inspector Christine Worsley, the woman in charge of the investigation. She had spoken kindly to them, offered her sincerest condolences, promised them that whoever had done this would be brought to justice. Zoe had been found with no belongings; no wallet, no phone, nothing to identify her by. If it hadn’t been for her mother phoning the police after a week of no contact then Zoe would have probably ended up as yet another anonymous dead girl, another secret swallowed up by the dark, labyrinthine streets of Soho.


Mark and his mother were taken to Charing Cross Police Station where they were led deep into the bowels of the building to the morgue. It was freezing down there; he will never forget the cold. It was like the icy breath of the dead blowing down his neck, like every one of the poor, unfortunate souls who had ended up in that bleak, netherworld was suddenly released, swirling about the room like will-o’-the-wisps as he and his mother stood there waiting by a blanket-covered mound. When the detective pulled back the covers, his mother had screamed; it was a raw, gut-wrenching sound that seemed to come from the depths of her soul. ‘Oh, my beautiful girl, my beautiful girl, what have they done to you?’


Mark had watched as his mother took his dead sister’s face in her hands and stroked it, the way she had when they were both young, when they were poorly or upset. She rubbed and rubbed it as though she could somehow bring her back to life. Then she had started talking to her as though they were sitting round the table having a chat: ‘Your hair looks nice, pet,’ she had whispered. ‘It suits you short. You always had lovely hair even when you were a little girl …’ Then she had crumbled, the tears came and she sobbed and wailed, tore at her own hair as the detective covered the body. But Mark had remained silent. He had noticed other things that his mother hadn’t or perhaps she had and was blocking them out. He had seen the red lines around her neck; the purple marks on her shoulders. His father had looked at peace when he died; serene and still, but Zoe was different. The expression on her face was horrific, an anguished, restless grimace.


The journey home had been unbearable. The train crew, noticing the state his mother was in, had upgraded them to a first-class carriage and the two of them had sat there like ghosts, sipping complimentary tea, his mother breaking down into staccato fits of tears which no amount of reassuring words could ever stem.


When they arrested a forty-seven-year-old crack addict, Martin Harris, for Zoe’s murder, Mark and his mother had attended the trial. They had sat through hours of evidence, listened to witness accounts including the poor man who found her body, a street cleaner who had been left so traumatised he had become a virtual recluse, unable to leave his house. Then Sebastian Bailey had taken the stand. He had been the last person to see Zoe alive. He told the court how he had sat with Zoe on a bench in Soho Square for several hours before she was murdered. He said he had met her when she came in to the modelling agency he worked for. She had put together a portfolio of photographs and was looking to be taken on by Becky Woods, the chief model booker. Bailey told how Zoe had organised an appointment with Becky that morning but Becky had forgotten and Zoe had been left in the waiting room all day.


Bit by bit, Bailey had pieced together not just the last day but the last few months of Zoe’s life. He told them about the landlady who had tricked her into going to a party that night, telling her it was a fancy celebrity event when really it was a crackhead wanting a prostitute. Zoe had been in the house of the man who would go on to murder her, she had drunk his wine and when she guessed his intentions, she had fled, taking a wad of money from her landlady’s hands as she went. As each detail was recounted, his mother had put her head in her hands unable to imagine such a sordid series of events for her lovely, sensible daughter who had left for London so excited and hopeful.


When the guilty verdict was returned, his mother had bowed her head and made the sign of the cross. For her, it was closure, she could get on with the grieving process, slowly rebuild her shattered life. But Mark had been unsettled by Sebastian Bailey. There was smugness in his eyes as he gave his evidence; a chilling composure that didn’t seem right.


As the years have gone by Mark has watched his marriage break down, has heard his six-year-old daughter tell him she doesn’t want anything to do with him and suffered the indignity of losing his job and having to move back in with his nervous wreck of a mother. And through it all, he has followed Bailey; he has Googled his name, Googled his wife’s name too, once he found out what it was. He has seen this man grow more and more successful while he himself has gone further and further into the abyss. All the anger he felt in that morgue; all the rage and confusion sitting in the court listening to the harrowing details of his sister’s murder has directed itself into this man. If, for one moment, Bailey can feel the heartache that Mark has felt these last few years, the fear and sorrow that has reduced his family to dust and left his mother a hollow shell, then he can draw a line under it all. Only when Bailey has been punished will Mark find peace.


The train slows down as they enter a more urban patch. Mark reads the name ‘Welwyn Garden City’ as they pass through another deserted station. There’s nothing garden-like about this place, he thinks, as they pass row upon row of grey, decaying buildings, and where are all the people? Even from inside the train, he can feel it; that familiar tightening in his throat. He has convinced himself that the air gets thinner on the approach into London. He starts to cough. Jesus, he hates this place. He always gets like this when he travels south, the breath seems to drain out of him and as they pass the Emirates stadium, home of Arsenal FC, the giant collage of hyper-real footballers bears down upon him like a cage and he starts to wheeze. It’s like being sucked into a deep river’s current, spinning and whirling into its vortex with no oxygen, no hope of release. He takes his asthma inhaler out of his pocket, shakes it and takes a deep breath of salbutamol. He knew he would need it. He feels his lungs gently expand, feels the muscles in his airways relaxing. He breathes slowly, in and out, in and out and the wheezing subsides.


*

They slow down and come to a standstill just outside the station, waiting for the train in front to make a move. Every passenger seems to take an expectant breath as they prepare to enter the city, the dark, dirty city where people disappear, shrink themselves into nothing until all that remains are their voices, disembodied voices like the train announcer telling them to keep their belongings with them, voices that cling to the bricks and mortar, that echo in the tunnels and hidden places, that hide in the shadows waiting for someone to come and listen; to hear their stories; their secrets.


Mark stands up and takes his ticket out of his back pocket as the train starts to crawl towards the station. Outside spindly trees line the track, poisoned black by the belching grime of the trains. They curl towards the window, holding out their emaciated branches like beggars calling for alms.


There is no nature here, thinks Mark, nothing can grow, nothing can live. He coughs again, this time bringing up a thick substance that he tries to swallow but it lodges in his throat and fills his mouth with a sharp, metallic taste. Growing up, he had always preferred the countryside to the town. Zoe had been an urban girl and she would wince when their granddad suggested a nice walk in the hills. But Mark had lived for those outings as a kid and when they reached the summit of Roseberry Topping, that peculiar curved peak that the locals referred to as the ‘Teesside Matterhorn’ he could feel his lungs open up. He could think, he could breathe and for days afterwards he wouldn’t need his inhaler. They used to joke about it, his mates, they used to say he was like those ramblers with the red socks and kagouls trekking out to the hills every weekend. He brushed aside their comments though because he knew it was more important than just having a stroll among pretty scenery; the hills were his oxygen supply, they were the tap he could drink from to clear his head and open his airways. He needed them to live.


When the train finally stops, he lifts the large, long canvas bag from the luggage rack; feels its weight in his hands, the reassuring bulk of what lies hidden in there then he shuffles with the rest of the passengers towards the exit doors. Darkness descends on the narrow corridor as the train passes through its final tunnel, then with a whoosh, shards of bright white artificial light swim in front of his eyes, making him blink. The little button on the door turns from yellow to green; someone in front of him presses it, the door slides open and they step out into the noise and glare of King’s Cross Station.


He looks at his watch. Half past four. And so it begins …


*

Stella sits on a plastic chair cradling a polystyrene cup of tepid, watery coffee. Taking a sip, she looks out of the floor-length window of the motorway services café that hovers precariously above the fast lane of the M4.


Thick wedges of inky-blue sky tussle with the last of the light-tinged clouds as, down below, little red lights on the motorway race sheep in a nearby field.


*

It is 4.30 p.m. In an hour or so she will be in London where Paula is waiting in their hotel room. She has already received four texts from her, updating each stage of her train journey and enquiring in a not too tactless way if ‘the plants are okay’. Stella has not replied to any of the texts. Why does Paula insist on doing that; on filling their time apart with constant updates and reminders and messages?


She takes another sip of coffee. It tastes disgusting but it feels good to be alone; truly alone. Away from the house, away from the street with the chatty neighbours and their unnaturally happy smiles, away from Paula’s endless stream of herb-talk; the phone calls to and from suppliers; the Skype calls to her brother and his children who only live a mile away; the opaque verbal mush that drowns out Stella’s thoughts, stifles her concentration so that she has to take refuge in her attic room like some Victorian hysteric.


She likes the stillness of her own company; likes those moments when hers is the only voice she can hear in her head. She never thought of herself as a solitary person before. In her twenties she had lived in a noisy studio flat in the middle of Soho where every second was filled with noise: the saxophone playing of her jazz musician boyfriend; the banging and crashing of bottles being delivered to the neighbouring restaurants and bars; the shouts and yells of partygoers outside the window. Yet because the noise was so constant, so extreme, it became a sort of white noise, so loud that she stopped hearing it. She had managed to place herself at the heart of the storm where she found her silence; her equilibrium. Still, back then there wasn’t much about herself that she wanted to listen to anyway. She had spent those years in the grip of an eating disorder and Soho was the perfect place to hide it.


Sometimes, she dreams she is lost inside Soho; the streets melting into each other like molten lava, enveloping her; sucking her deep down into their depths. Other times, she dreams of Ade, the man whose heart she broke; she sees the flat they shared, the mess, the CDs scattered across the floor. And then she wakes up in her sumptuous brass bed in her pretty bedroom with its oak floorboards, embroidered rugs and tasteful sage green walls; Georgian elegance, not a hint of anything tacky or vulgar, but the ghosts of Soho, the musty smell of the flat, the warmth of Ade’s body in the bed, stay with her throughout the day, lodged inside her head like an unspoken word.


She reaches down beside the seat and takes out a book from her handbag: Virginia Woolf’s The Years, the subject of her PhD thesis. It is filled with tiny post-it notes with scribbles of ideas written in Stella’s scrawly handwriting. This is part of the reason why she asked Paula to travel down separately. She needs time to prepare, away from Paula’s chatter. Yet still the feeling of guilt won’t leave her; the weight of this deceit hangs heavily as she opens the book.


But as she begins to read she feels herself slow down, feels a warm surge of contentment rise from the pit of her stomach; she is back on familiar terrain:


‘… a rattle of cart-wheel; then a chorus of voices singing – country people going home. This is England, Eleanor thought to herself …’


Stella closes her eyes, allowing the words to whisper into her consciousness; to unravel themselves inside her head like coils of twisted, golden silk. She sees tall, sensible Eleanor sitting out on a terrace at twilight, with bats circling above her head. She sees the Pargiter family rising and falling through the decades like swimmers battling the waves. She takes a deep breath, opens her eyes and looks out of the window.


‘You can do this, Stella,’ she whispers. ‘You’re better now.’


It is getting dark, prematurely so for this time of year, she thinks. Yet, late August always does this, tricks you into thinking that it is autumn already, wraps a deep cloak of purple around the closing days of summer as if preparing itself for cold and decay.


Stella closes her book and as she places it into her bag she feels her phone vibrate in the inside pocket: probably Paula checking on the herbs. She takes the phone and as she sees the name, her cheeks redden.


All set for Wednesday. How does 2 p.m. sound? Dylan.


Stella takes another sip of coffee, still holding the phone in her hand; the open message blinking its unanswered question at her like a warning light.


Paula will be at the Chelsea Physic Garden on Wednesday; she will be lost in her own world among the herbs. Stella had told her she was going to spend the day at the London Library working on the final chapter of her thesis. Phones have to be switched off in the library; as far as Paula is concerned Stella will have stepped out of time for a couple of hours. She won’t suspect a thing.


Yet still this guilt; this feeling that she is betraying her love, that she is being selfish; following her own interests instead of the collective plans that Paula has meticulously set out for them.


The phone’s screen has gone dark, taking the message and all its connotations away into the ether. She will answer it later; when she gets to the hotel. But for now she is happy to stay here; floating in between two worlds, neither in Exeter nor London, but simply inhabiting this moment.


‘This is England.’ The line from The Years rattles round her head. She is disconnected from it all: from Exeter, from London, from England. They say it is Midsummer Eve when the veil between worlds is at its thinnest, but for Stella it is this time of year – the last days of summer, the melancholy drift towards September, to the harvests and clean, empty exercise books – that seems to allow her a glimpse into the next world. The weather changes sometime around now, and then stays in a sort of greyish no-man’s land, trapped between one season and the next. Stella always feels raw in this period, exposed, like she is walking barefoot along a slippery log. Underneath, the water is dark, deep and unknowable and she feels like any moment she could fall in; so she waits, her foot dangling over the edge of the log, unable to let go.


She winces as she drains her cup of coffee which is now ice-cold and grainy. She can’t put it off any longer; her moment of solitude is coming to an end. Contentment is so fleeting she thinks, as she puts The Years back into her handbag, it can be shattered in a heartbeat, like a fragile piece of glass.


As she walks out of the café towards the escalator, she feels her phone vibrate again and her throat closes up as she rummages in her bag. Taking the phone in her hand she watches as the familiar name flashes on and off. She will not answer it. She will allow herself one more hour of solitude before her head is filled again with all things ‘Paula’.


She descends the escalator and steps through the automatic doors into the warm air. She looks up at the sky. It’s a perfect late-afternoon light, and the thin sliver of a crescent moon is just visible above the trees that surround the car park. Everything will be okay, she tells herself, repeating Paula’s mantra, and as she walks over towards her car, she almost believes that it will.










4


Kerstin stands at the traffic lights on Piccadilly and waits for the green man to appear, waits to remove the dark stain of the damaged purse from her bag.


As she stands she counts. She has been counting since she fled Cal and the office; she counted as she ran down the stairs, as she hurried through reception, out of the revolving doors and onto St James’s Street. ‘Six hundred and fifty-three,’ she mutters to herself as the lights change and she rushes into the busy road, towards Bond Street and redemption.


The pavement beneath her feet sparkles like a thousand diamonds have been compressed into the granite. All the money of the city, all the bonuses and trust funds; all the savings and bribes, all the invisible credit, pours into this place like a hundred rivers running into the sea. It’s what keeps the windows gleaming, the flags flying, the goods shining like the specks on the pavement. This is London’s great pleasure-dome; an adult fairy-land where magic and illusion are attainable – at a price.
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