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England 1912

Night noises are the worst. They are the ones that come at you out of the darkness and seize you by the throat. They are the ones that slither under the door of your bedroom.

Stop it. Don’t do that. Jessica rapped her knuckles against her forehead.

Don’t. You’re too old to be frightened by nothing. Too grown up. Seven years and eight months. Not like little Georgie, her younger brother, who was tucked away by her parents in a tiny bedroom at the far end of the corridor. Like something dirty.

Still the noises came at her. Voices soft and secretive. A whisper cut short. Her mother’s quick and urgent footsteps on the landing. Other sounds that didn’t belong, that crept like thieves in the shadows. Jessica didn’t like the dark, and she could never understand how the air could become so solid at night or why its weight was sometimes so heavy on her chest that she had to pummel her lungs to make them work. She drew her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her shins, hugging her winceyette nightdress – the one with blue ribbons – tight against her skin. Even under her eiderdown she was cold.

Suddenly it came again, the sound that had woken her, a whimpering that made the blonde hairs rise on the back of her neck. She threw off the eiderdown and leapt out of bed. Her heart was juddering against her bony ribs as she pushed her way through the darkness, parting it with her hands like a curtain until she reached her bedroom door. She gripped its brass knob and quickly turned it. Nothing happened. Her fingers tried again. Nothing. It was locked. Jessica’s skin crawled, the way it did when a spider dropped on her arm.

Why would her father lock her in?

Why would her mother agree?

Fear, sharp and brittle, poked at her chest. She crouched on the floor and wriggled onto her side on the cold linoleum until her eye was pressed to the ribbon of light between door and floor, but she could make out nothing except a blur of carpet on the other side. Again the whimper fluttered along the landing, followed by a high-pitched frightened squeal. Rage seized her and she leapt to her feet, pounding her fist on the door, shaking it on its hinges.

‘Georgie!’ she screamed.

Abruptly the light on the landing flicked off. Silence, thick and oily, flooded the house.

‘Georgie!’ Jessica shrieked. ‘Georgie!’

She banged on the wooden panels of the door.

‘Let me out!’

Nothing but silence.

‘Mummy!’

Nothing but darkness.

She held her breath, listening so hard her ears hurt. Suddenly she heard a distant click. It was the front door closing.

Georgie liked the park. He liked to stand next to the big round pond, the one with the fountain and the stone lion in the centre. Around it the railing was a frill of knee-high metal loops to keep children and dogs from falling in. Water lily pads spread out like green stepping stones and, if they were lucky, a dragonfly would dart in and out of them, bright as a rainbow.

Georgie would gaze silently for hours at the big slippery shapes of the goldfish that moved like ghosts through the water. His favourite was Watson, the one with the silver stripe down its back, but there were Watson’s friends as well: Farintosh, Armitage and Hatherley. The smallest one with the bite out of its dorsal fin was Mrs Hudson. Jessica had let Georgie name them all.

When he watched them, he calmed down. That’s what had happened today. She had stood beside him, not holding his hand exactly, but her fingers close to his at his side, and he had started humming. She knew then that he was happy. Happy in a way he couldn’t be in the house with people too close to him. But then Mummy had spoilt it.

‘Come along, children, time to play ball.’

‘Not today, thank you, Mummy,’ Jessica said politely.

Her mother frowned and sat down on the bench to read her magazine but her lips were tight and her ankles kept crossing and uncrossing. When she could stand no more, she said, ‘It’s getting late, time to go home.’

Georgie shook his head, his blond curls defiant.

‘For heaven’s sake, George,’ his mother snapped, exasperated. ‘Enough staring like an idiot at fish all day. You’re five years old and should know better.’

Jessica grew nervous. She murmured to Georgie that Watson wanted to be alone now. She tried to coax her brother away, gently, one step at a time, but as always Mummy lost patience and seized his wrist to drag him from the railing.

Don’t touch him. He doesn’t like to be t—

Georgie had started to scream. Not like other children scream. He screamed as if he was dying, as if someone had taken an axe to him and sliced him right down the middle.

Jessica thought about it now, as she lay jammed against the door, clutching the blue ribbon of her nightdress. She blinked fiercely on the floor in the darkness of her room, remembering her mother’s white lips. It was Georgie’s scream in the park that had slithered under her door and was now writhing inside her head.

The morning sun prodded her awake. She lifted her head from the hard floor and regarded the door with hostility. She scrambled to her feet, cold and shaky, and there was a greyness inside her head, like dust behind her eyes. It was without much hope that she grasped the knob and turned it. To her surprise the door opened easily, just as the grandfather clock in the hall downstairs struck eight. For a moment she panicked, because every morning she always got to Georgie first, to wake him and persuade him to wash and dress. Before Mummy.

She ran on tiptoe down the corridor to the door at the end and held her breath as she gently eased it open. She didn’t know what she expected to find, but her young mind was certain it would be something bad, something chaotic, something that would hurt her for the rest of her life. But a huge smile of relief nudged the fear from her face because everything was absolutely normal.

Her blue eyes grew round with pleasure as she inspected the small bedroom with its dark green curtains, its chest of drawers stacked high with books, the never-used cricket bat leaning against the wall. It was a gift from their father to push Georgie into a sport he hated. To be honest, Georgie hated all sports without exception, but to please her father Jessica had taught him to catch and throw a ball. It had taken infinite patience.

Nothing had changed. In the narrow bed lay Georgie. He was still asleep, his face buried in his pillow, but his glorious golden curls shone with life and one leg was thrown out from under his quilt. Jessica noticed he was wearing his red tartan pyjamas and she felt a tiny thorn of alarm prick at her throat. She knew that last night she had put him in his favourite blue ones. Georgie adored blue. Whenever he wore blue, he was better. Jessica had tried to explain this to her mother but she had said, ‘What nonsense!’ and bought him a red coat. Red was the worst, the very worst colour. He was impossible in red.

‘Georgie,’ she said softly. ‘It’s me.’

He murmured into the pillow.

She approached the bed. With a laugh she tugged at his quilt but was careful not to touch him. ‘Wake up, sleepyhead.’

He turned to her and smiled.

It wasn’t Georgie.

‘Who are you?’ Jessica demanded.

‘I’m Timothy.’

‘You’re not Georgie! Get out! Get out of his bed.’

She took hold of the front of his pyjamas – of Georgie’s pyjamas – and yanked this impostor out of her brother’s bed. She shook him hard, her face furious. What did she care if this small boy cried? Or if his stupid shoulders trembled? Still gripping the pyjamas in her fists, she thrust her face right down to his.

‘Where …’

She shook him.

‘Is …’

She almost lifted him off his bare feet.

‘… Georgie? What have you done with my brother? Where have you come from?’

His blue eyes were swimming with tears but they glared at her defiantly. ‘I am Timothy.’ His small hand pointed at the bed. ‘That’s my bed. I live here.’

‘No, you don’t,’ Jessica shouted in his face.

Her own hands were shaking, her mouth so dry that words stuck to her tongue. But he nodded, his teeth clamped on his trembling lip. He nodded and nodded at her.

‘Who are you?’ she yelled at him.

‘I am your new brother.’

His words were merciless. They reverberated in Jessica’s ears as she flew downstairs and burst into the kitchen. Her mother was seated at the table with a cup of tea in front of her, spooning sugar into it. She never took sugar in tea. Her face looked grey and slack, and she was wearing the same fawn dress as yesterday. Usually her appearance was elegant and crisp and she was always nagging her daughter to be tidier or to brush her hair more, but today she had the unkempt appearance of Mrs Rushton – their cleaning lady who came on Mondays – and it dawned on Jessica that maybe her mother hadn’t been to bed.

She recalled the footsteps on the landing, the furtive whispers, and suddenly she knew what they’d done. The thought swelled, terrifying, in her head and she sucked in her breath.

‘Where is he? What have you done with him?’ she demanded.

Her mother looked at her oddly. There was anger around her mouth and Jessica felt the weight of her scrutiny.

‘Jessica, don’t make trouble.’

‘Where have you sent him?’

Don’t shout, don’t shout at Mummy or … She didn’t let herself think of what came after the or.

She made her voice small. ‘Where is Georgie?’

‘He’s gone. You have a new brother now called Timothy. I want you to love him just as much as …’ A pause. Her mother’s slender fingers wrapped around the cup for warmth. ‘… as much as your father and I will.’

No, Jessica wanted to shout across the kitchen but she hid the word behind her lips. ‘Where did you find him?’

‘We didn’t find him. We chose Timothy from among many other children in an orphanage.’

‘Where is my Georgie?’

‘He’s not your Georgie. He’s gone. We will never speak of him again.’

‘No!’ This time the word escaped. Jessica gripped the back of the wooden chair in front of her to stop her hands clawing at her mother’s face. ‘No, Mummy, please, please. Bring him back.’ Tears were flowing down her cheeks and she was ashamed of them because she knew her mother despised what she called histrionics. ‘I’ll look after him better, Mummy. I’ll teach him to behave, please, please, please …’ Her voice was beseeching.

She saw her mother look away.

‘Mummy, I promise I can make Georgie stop annoying you so much and—’

‘Stop it, Jessica.’

‘But I love him. And he loves me. He needs me to …’

Her mother’s beautiful blue eyes turned on her, flat and weary, dulled by sadness. ‘Don’t fool yourself, Jessica.’ She shook her head. ‘That boy is incapable of love.’

‘No, no, when I read him stories, he loves me, I know he does.’

‘He’s sick. Sick in the head.’

‘No!’

‘Yes. He’s gone to a place where he will be properly cared for by people who know what’s best for him. He will be happier there, I assure you, and will forget about us before the week is over.’

‘No!’

‘Yes. He’s selfish like that.’ For a brief moment she leaned forward across the table, her gaze fixed on her daughter’s face, and her tone became unexpectedly gentle. ‘In your heart you know it’s true. I’m sorry, very sorry, because I know you care for him even though he is impossible to live with, but now we must accept that he has gone from our lives for ever.’ She sat upright once more, pulling back her shoulders and printing a smile on her mouth. ‘From now on we will all love your new little brother.’

‘Can I visit him?’

‘Who?’

‘Georgie.’

Her mother rose to her feet. ‘No.’ She expelled the word in a harsh gust. ‘Forget that boy. He doesn’t want you. He no longer exists for us.’

The silence stretched for ever. Jessica’s breath was racing in and out of her throat. She wanted to howl Georgie’s name but instead she stood rigid, fists clenched tight at her sides, in bleak isolation.

‘Mummy,’ she whispered, ‘if I am good and love my new brother, will you let Georgie come home?’

Her mother sighed. ‘Oh, Jessica, you’re so stubborn. You’re not listening to me.’

*

Jessica hid behind the door. The moment her father’s key pushed into the lock she swung it open and stood in front of him.

‘Papa, I must talk to you.’

He had not even stepped over the threshold. He took one look at her and his expression seemed to retreat from her, though his body didn’t move. He was an average-looking man, of average build in an average grey suit, with light brown hair parted neatly on one side. He wore spectacles which he hated because he saw them as a weakness, and her father was not a man to tolerate weakness. Only his intense blue eyes gave any sign of the fierce intelligence that drove him to seek out perfection – in himself and in others. Jessica always found him daunting.

She moved back into the hall, took his hat and placed it carefully on the hall table. He shut the door behind him but didn’t hurry to remove his overcoat.

‘Well?’ he asked. ‘How is your mother?’

‘She’s in the drawing room. With my new brother.’

‘How is Timothy?’

‘Playing with Georgie’s train set.’

Her father’s eyes lit up. ‘Is he, indeed?’

Georgie never played with it. He just took the engines apart.

‘Papa, I have written a letter.’ She pulled a small blue envelope from her skirt pocket. ‘To say goodbye to Georgie.’

Her father jabbed his spectacles further up the bridge of his nose and quickly hung his coat on the coat-stand. She could tell he wanted to move away from her, but she placed herself between him and the drawing room door and smiled.

‘I like my new brother.’ She couldn’t bring herself to say his name.

‘Excellent.’

‘But I need Georgie’s new address to write on the envelope.’ She kept smiling. ‘Then I can forget about Georgie.’

He sighed. A long sour sound.

‘Oh, Jessica, I know how clever you are.’ He held his hand out for the letter. ‘I will address and post it for you.’

She didn’t argue. Just handed it over. Knowing it would burn on the fire.

‘Papa, Georgie is clever too. He can read almost as well as I can. Ask Miss Miller.’ Miss Miller was the most recent in a long line of nannies who had come and gone.

Her father lifted her chin, tilting her head back, and studied her keenly, examining the lines and contours of her face. She felt like one of the spaniels that her Uncle Gus judged at dog shows.

‘Jessica, the ugly truth is that George is an extremely difficult human being who cannot live with normal people. Hush, don’t start denying it. You know it is true and you have to accept it.’

‘Papa, if I am bad will you send me to the same place?’

He released her chin. ‘No. So don’t try that.’

‘Would you send me somewhere else?’

For a moment he didn’t speak and a nerve twitched at the side of his mouth. She realised he was struggling not to shout at her, so she put her smile back on.

‘Don’t be foolish, Jessica,’ he said briskly. ‘The past is over and done with. It’s finished. Forget about it. This is a brave new start for us all, including young Timothy.’

He stepped around her, avoiding her, and opened the drawing-room door with a wide smile spreading across his face as he looked inside. ‘So how is my fine boy?’ He vanished into the warmth.

Jessica remained in the empty hall, struck dumb with sorrow.
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London, England 1932

Twenty years later

A fox barked. The eerie sound of a feral creature wandering the streets of London in the middle of the night made Jessie Kenton’s hand pause as she checked that the window catch was securely closed. The animal barked again, its voice echoing as lonely as a lunatic’s across the gardens of Putney.

Jessie backed away from the window. The flat was on the first floor and her bedroom looked out onto the street where a lamp-post further up the road stood patiently, watching out for her like a friend. Its yellow light pushed its way every night through the wide gap between her curtains, so that she could move from room to room without turning on the lights. It was better that way. She didn’t want to give any sign that she couldn’t sleep. That she might be nervous.

Anyway, she didn’t want to disturb Tabitha.

She moved on silent feet into the living room. It was darker here, the curtains drawn fully closed, and she felt her heart-rate pick up a notch. But she could steer her way around each chair and table even with her eyes closed, so reached the broad bay window with no mishap. There were three catches. She slipped her hand behind the curtain and tested each one. All locked. Her heart rewarded her by climbing back down the scale, and she smiled, shaking her head at herself. She was tucking the curtains back into place when the yellow light outside wavered and her breath stalled in her throat. She made herself look again.

Nothing moved. The light had settled, but something – or someone – had crossed its path. From behind the swathe of curtain she examined the quiet residential road with care, inspected each solid pouch of darkness and scoured the black outlines of the shadows.

I can wait.

I can wait longer than you can.

‘Oh, Jessie, what on earth are you doing up at this hour?’

Tabitha flipped the switch and Jessie blinked in the sudden flood of light that swept through the room. She stepped quickly away from the window.

‘Just restless,’ she shrugged. ‘Can’t sleep. Too much wine last night.’

‘I love it when you come to the club to hear us. I always play better.’

Jessie laughed.

Tabitha Mornay had shared the flat with her for the past three years. She possessed straight black hair that hung halfway down her back, and very white skin. That may have been because she lived her life the wrong way round – she slept much of the day and emerged only when the sun went down, full of energy and passionate about her music. She was a saxophonist in a jazz band called The Jack Rabbits, which played a smoky London club every night. Though nearly thirty years old, she looked no more than nineteen.

Tabitha twined her hair into a sleek snake over one shoulder. ‘Who was that good-looking man you were dancing with at the end of the evening?’

‘No one particular.’

‘Hah! I wish I had a “no one” like that.’

‘I didn’t like his skinny moustache. Like a bootlace.’

‘His moustache was elegant. He had style. You’re too picky for your own good, my girl.’

Jessie rolled her blue eyes. ‘Next time I’ll stick his head down your saxophone and you can play his moustache your tune.’

Tabitha chuckled, yawned, wrapped her horrible pink satin robe more tightly around her waist and slunk off into the kitchen. Immediately Jessie darted into Tabitha’s bedroom and checked the window catch. This side of the house faced out onto the back garden and she peered closely but nothing was moving in the blackness, except the branches of the lilac tree. For the room of a smoke-hardened jazz player, it was eerily neat and tidy. She returned to her own bedroom but paced back and forth across the yellow slash of light until she heard Tabitha’s door close, and only then did she emerge again. She quietly tested the window catch in the kitchen and although it was definitely locked, she tightened it further. Then in the dark she stood with her cheek pressed against the front door, listening.

I can wait.

I can wait longer than you.

Timothy Kenton inspected his companions at the round table with an interest that he kept carefully veiled. But his quick eyes spotted the small movements of their fingers where they lay splayed out on the gold cloth in front of them, tiny twitches of tension. He heard their breath, rising and falling in unison. He saw hope staring blatantly out of their eyes and he wondered if they saw the same in his. The room into which they had been ushered was high-ceilinged and ornate, with its tall windows covered in heavy purple drapes that failed miserably to keep out the piercing draughts. He wished he’d kept his overcoat on. It was as cold as a blasted sepulchre in here and it gave off a distinct odour of bad drains that the scented candles did little to disguise.

Timothy counted six clients at the table, including himself: four other men and a woman of about forty who had wisely chosen to wear a fur coat. Obviously she had been before. She wore heavy make-up but her lips were pale, almost bloodless, and she chewed on them incessantly. Six clients or sometimes nine – that was the usual number, always divisible by three. Only two of the men did he recognise: Fabian Rawlings and the Right Honourable Phillip Hyde-Mason. Like himself they were both in their twenties and both old hands at this game. He nodded a brief greeting to them across the table but no one spoke. You only spoke when Madame Anastasia invited you to do so.

She was seated on Timothy’s right, magnificent in a purple and gold feathered headdress that made her dramatically taller than anyone else in the room. She was a middle-aged woman with strong hawkish features and tonight she was encased in a stiff purple gown, a figure as intimidating to her clients as she must be to her spirit guide. She sat now with her hands flat on the table in front of her, palms down, eyes closed, murmuring strange words under her breath while her clients waited. Timothy always found the waiting hard, impatient for the action to start. Spittle gathered in his mouth and each time he swallowed, it took an effort. He always had the odd sensation at these sessions that one of the spirits was hovering behind him, its fingers around his throat. But that was something he kept firmly to himself. Didn’t want to sound a complete dunce. What would Rawlings and Hyde-Mason make of such nonsense?

Such nonsense?

Was the need to get in touch with those who have passed over nothing more than pathetic human frailty? Superstition? Just nonsense?

He frowned, irritated by his sceptical mood, and stared down at Madame Anastasia’s hands. Her fingers were stretched out wide on the table next to his own. She had good hands, elegant and expressive. Free of all rings and without that odd grasping hunch to them that afflicted many of the mediums he had encountered, as though they were readying themselves to snatch the spirits from the air around them, as well as the money from his pocket before either had time to blink.

A chill wind suddenly whistled through the gloom. It seemed to swirl around the ceiling cornices and made the hairs rise on the back of Timothy’s neck. However many times it happened and however many times he told himself it was trickery, it still set his guts churning. The candles near the windows flickered and died, steeping much of the room into darkness, except for the three candles that formed a triangle at the centre of the table. They cast shadows on the eager faces, turning them into skulls.

‘They are here,’ Madame Anastasia intoned and opened her eyes.

Timothy felt the familiar tug in his chest. Always it was the same. Something seemed to shift position inside him, realigning itself, edging itself forward. Elbowing its slippery way to the surface. Something that cried out for a voice.

‘We welcome you, Beloved Ones.’

Madame Anastasia spoke with a solemn voice that Timothy had come to expect of mediums, but there was a quality underlying it that made his nerve ends tingle, a sweetness as enticing as barley-sugar to a child. What spirit could resist such beguiling tones?

‘We welcome you, Beloved Ones,’ she declared again, ‘with gifts from Life unto Death.’

All eyes focused on the simple offering of bread and soup that stood in the centre of the triangle of candles to attract spirits, who still yearned for physical nourishment and who still craved warmth and light.

‘Come with us and move among us.’

The air grew thicker in Timothy’s lungs. Madame Anastasia tipped her head back, the weight of the headdress resting on her chair, and closed her eyes once more, her purple-swathed bosom moving heavily. This was the moment when Timothy watched for any sleight of hand. A tug on a cord, the push of a button with the knee to create a moment of magic when the spirit makes its presence felt. It was what they were here for.

On the table her clients’ hands lay flat, each person’s last finger touching that of the person next to them, forming a symbolic circle, a necklace of hands. It intensified the energy in the room. Timothy could feel the tension rising in the older man on his left. He wore a calm benevolent expression above a neat goatee beard that gleamed white in the shadows, but his fingers were trembling. They sent ripples into Timothy’s flesh. On the other side of the man, the fur-coat woman’s eyes were open wide and fixed on a spot directly above the feathered headdress.

‘I see them,’ she whispered.

Timothy’s gaze jumped to the blank space above Madame Anastasia’s head, his heart thumping.

‘Where?’ He could see nothing.

Abruptly Madame Anastasia’s chin dipped forward onto her chest and her voice became that of a child’s, one who was clearly excited to be standing with one foot on each side of the divide between worlds.

‘I am Daisy.’ Her young voice was high and pure as a choir boy’s. ‘I have a man with me. He is a gentleman who is seeking his child. He is nervous of coming forward … in case his child does not want contact.’ The last words were added in a whisper, so that they all had to lean closer to hear.

‘Father!’ The fur-coat woman’s voice quivered. ‘Is that you? Stephen Howe?’

Instantly a strange anger seemed to flicker around the table. Timothy felt its heat rise through the cloth, penetrating his fingertips. His eyes darted from face to face in the shadows and saw the anguish on each one. How many here had lost their fathers? On the other side of Madame Anastasia a middle-aged man was seated, a small figure in an expensive suit and with a birthmark reaching across his neck. He was looking closely at the slumped medium, squeezing her fingers, but she didn’t respond.

‘Well?’ he demanded. ‘Tell us, little girl, is he the spirit of this woman’s father?’

‘Many of us have lost fathers,’ the woman sobbed. ‘The Great War robbed a whole generation of them.’

The little girl told them sharply to hush while she spoke further with the gentleman. In the silence that followed the tension in the room rose and all eyes focused in silence on the medium’s lips. Finally the client with the goatee beard lost patience and asked, ‘Daisy, my dear, can you tell us the name of the child that the spirit seeks?’

A knock on the table made them jump.

A trick, Timothy told himself, a trick. But his heart was racing. Suddenly he wanted to break the circle of darkness, to leap to his feet and walk away from whatever it was they had conjured into their midst. He was a fool to believe that the world this side of the veil could tinker with those on the other side with impunity. Seconds ticked past and foreboding bunched in his chest, still and cold as stone.

‘Daisy,’ the man tried again, ‘we thank you for the sign. What name does your gentleman seek?’

‘He is sad. He says his heart is heavy.’ The girl’s voice did not sound remotely like Madame Anastasia’s own.

‘Will it help him to speak with his child?’ the man asked.

Again came the sharp knock on the table. Timothy saw the candles quiver and the air in the room grew heavier.

‘Daisy,’ the fur-coated woman spoke slowly, struggling for words, ‘tell us, dear. We’ve all gathered here to speak to someone who has passed to spirit. I badly need to communicate with my mother, Audrey Howe, who passed over four years ago. I would like you to ask your gentleman if he is my father, Stephen?’

‘No,’ the girl answered immediately in a sing-song voice. ‘He is not Stephen.’

‘Oh.’

‘Who is he?’ Rawlings asked.

‘His voice is fading.’

‘Quickly, then,’ Rawlings urged. ‘Ask him now.’

‘So many voices, all chattering in my ears. They are restless and they all want to speak out at once.’

Timothy’s hands pressed down hard on the table. ‘Is it the letter K? Tell me! Does the child’s name start with K?’

A definite knock rapped on the table, louder than before, as he knew it would. Yes. ‘It’s Kingsley, isn’t it?’ he called out. ‘The child is Kingsley. You always said you would communicate, you were always a missionary for the cause.’ The words were tumbling out now. ‘You promised and I never stopped believing you. Do you—’

Two sharp knocks. Curt. Dismissive.

‘He says no,’ the child’s voice whispered. ‘Not Kingsley. But he says yes, it is the letter K.’

‘Kenton starts with the letter K,’ Hyde-Mason pointed out. ‘Maybe it’s you – Timothy Kenton. You could be the one the spirit is seeking. It could be your father here tonight.’

Timothy’s heart stopped. This wasn’t what he’d come for. Not this. He snatched his hands from the table, breaking the circle, and stumbled to his feet. The goatee man shouted something but Timothy’s ears seem to have disconnected from his brain because it didn’t make sense of the words. He hurried across to the door, pulled it open and rushed outside into the hall, slamming the door behind him to block off the spirits that were calling to him. His brain buzzed, as if insects were trapped inside, fluttering their wings. He breathed deeply, dragging in the ice-cold air, but none of it seemed to clear his head.

The hall was huge, a great marble entrance area with an ancient coat of arms above a columned fireplace, half hidden in the gloom. It was a dim and sombre place. The only light came from a solitary candelabra on a window ledge and its flame swayed in and out of focus.

His coat. Where the hell was his coat? He was freezing.

He moved unsteadily towards an armoire table at the far end of the hall where a pile of garments lay, but when he bent over them to search for his navy overcoat, his mind seemed to stutter and forget why it was there. His hands rummaged aimlessly among the coats and clutched at a dark sleeve. He pulled. But instead of the sleeve coming towards him, he came towards the sleeve. It swayed and undulated in front of him. The darkness of it seemed to flow up into his head and he closed his eyes, thankful for the peace as he slid to the floor.
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Jessie Kenton was walking up Putney Hill in the rain. It was a dank and soulless evening, and an ambulance raced past, its bell clanging. It sent a shudder through her, and made her walk faster, head ducked to fend off the wind that charged down from Putney Heath.

It was the end of October. Cold, wet and dark. Winter had sneaked in early this year. Jessie hated October with an intensity that even she recognised was out of all proportion, but there was no doubt in her mind that she functioned at her worst at this time of year. Her drawings became flat and unoriginal, reluctant to take shape. Pens and pencils lay sluggish in her fingers while she tried to cudgel her brain into activity. Bad things always happened to her in October. That was why her heart jumped prematurely at the noise of the ambulance and she lengthened her stride as she hurried to reach home.

Around her, London growled its nightly chorus. The engines of cars and cabs, trams and trucks belched out their black breath as the workforce of the city spilled out of offices and factories to fight their way onto trains, trams and buses. Jessie worked in a design studio in the Fulham area of west London and she usually cycled home the few miles along Fulham Palace Road and over Putney Bridge, enjoying both the exercise and the sight of the River Thames. It slid under the bridge like a dark thread of history – King Henry VIII himself had skated on its surface four hundred years ago in the days when it used to freeze. Prime Minister Gladstone had escaped from under the eagle-eyed gaze of Queen Victoria to prowl its muddy banks in search of prostitutes to save. Sherlock Holmes had slunk through the foul mists that coiled from its polluted depths.

The last thought made Jessie smile and she reminded herself sternly that the inimitable Sherlock was nothing more than a figment of Arthur Conan Doyle’s imagination. But today she had walked home. A furniture removal cart had clipped her front wheel and buckled it this morning. She had sat in the gutter nursing a grazed shin and cursed all carts. Cursed October. Cursed her luck. When a passing car had offered her a lift, she had glared at the driver, rejected his undoubted kindness and hobbled the last half mile to the studio pushing a wonky bicycle. She had deposited it in the oily but capable hands of a bicycle shop mechanic on the corner of Fielding Road and at the end of the day she’d headed home on foot.

She quickened her pace now. On each side of the road perched rows of discreetly respectable houses, the kind of houses where librarians and undertakers lived, curtains already drawn like armour against the outside world, the smoke of coal fires gusting down from the chimneys into Jessie’s nostrils along with the rain. As she reached the turning to her street, she glanced over her shoulder. It was automatic. This need to check.

Behind her, Putney Hill fell away, gleaming wet and secretive in the dark, its pavements lit by an occasional street lamp or car headlight. There was no one in sight. Hardly surprising, as it wasn’t a night for an evening stroll. A dog with long yellow ears and sodden flanks was mooching around dustbins, but otherwise the street lay lifeless. That suited Jessie just fine. She felt her heart steady to no more than a dull thump. All week this had been going on, this need to search behind her.

All right, tonight she was mistaken. Tonight there was no one. But other nights, footfalls echoed behind her so clearly that she would swing round to confront, face to face, whoever it was who was following her all over London. Yet there was never anyone she could pick out of the shadows by night, and by day there was only the usual flow of pedestrians going about their business, no one’s eyes meeting hers, just the stolid indifference of city-dwellers to those around them. Some nights she hesitated to turn, afraid that she’d see behind her a lean and hungry figure with blue eyes.

‘Jabez!’

No answer. Her flat felt cold as a tomb as she closed the curtains. October was seeping through the cracks in the plaster.

‘Jabez!’ she called again, switching on the overhead light, but there was no sign of activity.

She dropped her coat and scarf on the sofa and unwrapped a newspaper packet of sprats. Instantly the stink of raw fish permeated the air, thick and salty, and Jessie was thankful that Tabitha was out at work, so there would be no complaints. Jessie headed towards her bedroom, frowning slightly at the sight of the door ajar, because she distinctly recalled making a point of shutting it before leaving for work this morning. There was mud on her eiderdown.

‘Jabez,’ she said sternly.

No answer.

‘Where are you hiding?’

She wafted a sprat by its tail through the air and her pillow trembled. A small heart-shaped face and two pointed ears emerged from under it. A pair of vivid green eyes blinked at her and a loud purr shook the bedding.

‘Jabez, you are not allowed in here when I’m out. You know that.’

The cat stretched one coal-black front leg and pretended to ignore the silvery offering that dangled from her hand. Instead he rolled onto his back, wriggling all four feet in the air, inviting her to admire his sleek black belly. But she wasn’t fooled. She stepped forward quickly and whisked the pillow from her bed.

‘Jabez! You are a brute.’

On the spot where her pillow had lain curled the corpse of a squirrel, its mottled fur as dull and flat as its eyes. She prodded it with the sprat. The animal was already cold and stiff. It saddened Jessie. It takes so little for life to be snatched from your grasp: scampering around Putney Heath and leaping from branches one moment but dead as a butcher’s bone the next. She stroked the tiny creature with one finger, then picked it up and carried it out to the kitchen, ignoring Jabez’s cries of protest. She wrapped the squirrel in an old tea towel, rummaged round for the small trowel that lived under the sink and went downstairs, out into the rain, where she buried the corpse in the back garden under the forsythia bush.

It was while she was standing invisible in the darkness, with hands all muddy and hair flattened by rain, that Jessie had an unsettling sense of doing this before. Burying something. But the memory wouldn’t quite come to her, what it was she’d buried or where. She stared up at the window of her flat and saw the curtains move and Jabez’s small face peer down at her with what she kidded herself was remorse. She had found him as a kitten shut in a Huntley & Palmers biscuit tin up on the heath on Christmas Eve, a tiny starving handful of fluff, and she had taken him with her, nursed him back to health and given him a home. Now he was family. No matter what his unseemly habits.

To have abandoned one member of her family was bad enough. To lose another would be unbearable.

The telephone jangled, startling Jessie. She let it ring unheeded. Jabez opened one eye, stretched out a paw from the stack of paper on top of which he was curled and sank his claws into the woolly sleeve of her jumper. Don’t move. Stay here. She trailed a finger between his ears, matching him stare for stare, and let the telephone ring.

She was working. Spread around her on the table and littering the floor like discarded underwear, sheets of paper rustled against each other, creating that sound she loved. It meant that her drawing was going well. When the flow of ideas stopped, there was nothing but cold silence. It froze her, paralysed her pen. But this evening the designs were dancing into her fingers as she sketched images for a series of posters for a new soap product.

The telephone rang again.

With a sigh she walked over and picked it up. ‘Hello, Alistair.’

‘Hello, Jessie. How did you know it was me?’

‘I’m psychic.’

He laughed, uncertain whether she was serious or not.

‘It’s a dismal night,’ he commented cheerfully.

He was going to ask if he could come over.

‘Can I come over?’

She released a convincing yawn. ‘It’s miserable out. How was your day?’

But he sidestepped her delaying tactic. ‘I thought you might fancy some company?’

‘Sorry, Alistair. I’m working.’

There was a brief, meaningful silence. Like drips of cold water in her ear.

‘You’re always working, Jessie.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘True enough.’

She didn’t argue. She had been seeing Alistair on and off for a few months on a casual basis, and at the start she had enjoyed his company. He ran his father’s car-construction business which made delicious little open-topped two-seaters and had introduced her to the thrills of sports car racing at Brooklands. He was a considerate and amusing companion. So why did she do this? Push him away. It was always the same in every relationship she embarked on. Don’t crowd me. Don’t come too close. Don’t reach in and squeeze my heart. If you do, I might … She shook her head. Might what? Might explode? Might turn into a frog? Might commit murder? She never stayed around long enough to find out.

She listened to Alistair’s tight breathing at the other end of the line and relented.

‘How about Sunday afternoon instead?’ she offered. ‘We could go to Kew Gardens. The hothouses will warm us up.’

‘Or we could go for a meal after you’ve finished your work tonight.’ Alistair was stubborn as granite. He inherited it from his Scottish father.

‘No.’ A pause. ‘Sorry. Too tired.’

‘I could bring over a steak and cook it for you?’

‘Thanks, but no thanks. See you on Sunday afternoon.’

She hung up, irritated with herself for being cross with this man who so generously offered to cook a meal for her. She was damn sure nobody barged in on Beethoven with an Apfelstrudel when he was hard at work on his Heroica symphony.

Jabez yawned and treated her to a cool stare.

‘I know, you greedy creature, you want steak instead of sprats.’ She ran a hand along his sleek back, triggering a purr, aware that she could easily have done the same for Alistair. Get it right, Jessie, she told herself. You are no Beethoven and this is no symphony.

She inspected the sheet of sketches in front of her. With a sigh she drew a thick black line across the page and flicked it to join the others on the floor. It was never good enough. Was that what Beethoven said to himself? Was the music ever good enough? Always there was this chasm between what was in her head and what was on the page. She pulled a fresh sheet of paper towards her. She would go on all night, until she got it right.

The telephone leapt into life once more and this time she answered it with alacrity.

‘Hello, Alistair,’ she said. ‘That steak sounds—’

‘Hello, Jessica.’

‘Pa!’

‘I need you to come over straight away.’ Her father was not a person who believed in small talk.

‘I haven’t finished the designs for you yet, so—’

‘Right now, Jessica.’

Even for her father, this was abrupt. The evening was dark and wet outside and Beckenham was an hour’s drive away.

‘Can’t it wait?’ she asked.

‘No.’

One word. That’s all. But she heard the fear encased within it, and it set the hairs on her neck on end. Her father was afraid of nothing.

‘What is it, Pa? What has happened?’

There was a silence. She had a sense of something growing under her ribs and felt a thump deep in her chest.

‘Your brother has gone missing.’
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There were some things Jessie wasn’t willing to lie about. Not even to herself. But the whereabouts of her brother wasn’t one of them. She had spent an absurd amount of her life lying through her teeth for Timothy. It was amazing that her tongue hadn’t turned blue from all the cold-hearted lies that had slid off it. Her words were finely honed ice-picks to the soft centre of the girls and, later, of the young women who came knocking on the door in search of her brother with their sweet smiles and insistent pleas. Jessica possessed a whole arsenal of excuses.

‘I’m sorry, Isabella, but Tim is playing cricket.’

‘He’s in bed with the ’flu.’

‘He’s caring for his aunt in Peterborough.’

‘Thanks for the Sobranie cigarettes, Amanda. Tim will love them. But he’s working late tonight.’

‘No, absolutely no more cigarettes, Amanda. He’s given up.’

As the years went by, the excuses became increasingly bizarre.

‘Don’t you know that he’s in training to be a monk?’ or, ‘Sorry, but he’s having dinner with Noel Coward.’

It wasn’t Timothy’s fault. The girls fussed over him like bees on a honeycomb, fluttering their pretty wings at him. All his life his golden good looks and his effortless charm had been his undoing. They thwarted the attempts of his first-class brain to be taken seriously and undermined his own resolve to make full use of it. Whenever he bewailed his harem-shadow, Jessie would narrow her eyes at him and say nothing. What was the point? Her brother knew his own weaknesses even better than she did. Nevertheless she carried on lying for him because even she was not as immune to his sunny smile as she liked to pretend.

Even though she was only seven when he first invaded her life, she had kept to her word. She had made herself love her new brother. In the first year it had felt like chewing on needles every time she smiled at him or touched her lips dutifully to his skin. But that was what did for her. The kissing of his cheek. Cuddling him on her lap, brushing his shining curls, and tickling his chubby little body until it was boneless in her embrace. His arms would wrap around her neck, imprisoning her, and his kisses landed on her face whether she wanted them or not.

To be able to hold her brother’s hand was unheard of before. It captivated her young heart. His skin was peach-warm against hers. It made something inside her ache, and alone in her own bed she would cry with relief as it filled up a cold empty place hidden inside her chest. Sometimes she would creep into Timothy’s bed at night, snuggle under the blankets and read Sherlock Holmes adventures to him by torchlight, just for the pleasure of feeling his head on her shoulder. She would sniff his hair and twirl a curl of it between her fingers and let herself imagine it was Georgie’s.

Georgie. As she drove south of London through the rain to her parents’ house in Kent, she allowed his name to enter her mind for once. She had learned eventually to lock it out. She had banned it. Refused to let it rampage through her thoughts and bring her to tears at all the wrong moments. She had never seen or heard of Georgie again after that terrible night, yet now echoes of his voice sounded in her head. The windscreen wipers of her Austin Swallow squeaked on the windshield glass and she peered out into the darkness ahead.

She had passed the cricket club of Dulwich Village on her left and was on the A234 when she felt her spirits sink, and her foot – with a mind all of its own – eased off the pedal. Her speed dropped to little more than a crawl, as if the car itself were reluctant to enter Beckenham. It was always the same when she drove to her parents’ house.

Your brother has disappeared. Those were her father’s words on the telephone tonight. We must find him.

Twenty years too late.

‘Good evening, Jessica. You took your time.’

‘It’s raining, Pa.’

‘Of course.’

Of course it’s raining? Or of course she took her time? Which did he mean? It didn’t matter. Either way, he would find fault. She had entered the house through a side door which led straight into her father’s printing workshop because she’d seen light spilling from its barred window, painting the raindrops butter-yellow. She would prefer to speak to him first. Before facing her mother.

‘I drove as fast as I could in this filthy weather,’ she pointed out and could hear the annoyance she had meant to banish from her voice.

‘Don’t get snippy with me, my girl.’

He put down the container of black ink in his hand. He was wearing his brown work-apron to protect his clothes from splashes, but as usual his hair was immaculate, each dark thread Brylcreemed in place, and his beautiful brogue shoes gleamed like black ice. As he approached her, she regretted her words because his eyes were tense behind his spectacles and a telltale looseness at one side of his mouth betrayed that his emotions were bubbling only just beneath the surface.

‘Tell me, Pa, what has happened?’

‘Timothy has vanished.’ He flicked a hand towards the window, as if her brother might have crawled out that way. ‘We haven’t heard from him.’

‘How long?’

‘Seven days.’

‘Oh, Pa, only a week! He’s a grown man,’ she said with a gentle smile. ‘He’s twenty-five, not fifteen. He’s probably off enjoying himself with friends somewhere.’

‘Jessica, don’t underestimate your brother. You know as well as I do that he always telephones your mother if he is going to be away from home overnight. So that she won’t worry.’

‘Yes, I know.’

Kind. Considerate. Thoughtful. A loving son. Timothy was all these things. She was not. She was wary of love because she knew it could damage you. That’s what she’d learned one cold October night when she was seven. She had moved out of the family home the day that she reached eighteen, trying to outrun the long shadow cast by her childhood. She had worked her way through St Martin’s School of Art and Design, drawing by day, waitressing by night in her black dress and dainty white cap in the Lyons Corner House on Tottenham Court Road. Each Saturday she had set up a stall to sell her paintings in the market in Porto-bello Road.

Only recently had she and her father managed to work together on occasional projects with her designs and his printing presses. In the last year they had begun to make allowance for each other. She glanced around the neat workroom and inhaled the familiar tang of ink and hot metal from the small printing press in the corner, a smell she always associated with her father. It followed him around like a dog. Just as she associated the perfume of freesias with her mother.

The substantial printing company, Kenton Print Works, which her father owned and ran with fierce dedication, had its main presses on the outskirts of Sydenham. But he liked to keep his hand in with small, private jobs here in his workshop. She was the same herself, doing much of her design work at home in her flat, away from the bustle of the studio. The difference was that her father’s workshop was clean and orderly, everything rigidly in its place, whereas hers was a wanton mess. Here the books and files were arranged in alphabetical order. Disciplined stacks of pamphlets. Neat towers of brochures and leaflets.

A large pile of posters caught Jessica’s eye. From the top one the face of a handsome man stared out at her, immensely pleased with himself, and she recognised it immediately. It was Oswald Mosley. The charismatic founder of the newly formed British Union of Fascists was a wealthy baronet who had tried his hand as a Member of Parliament in both the Conservative Party and the Labour Party. But he was an impatient and arrogant man, and he had parted from them acrimoniously. Instead he’d set up his own political party – the British Union of Fascists.

Jessie frowned. She felt a ripple of distaste and turned away. She walked over to her father’s desk, perched on the high stool, folded her arms and said, ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

‘Nothing.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing happened. That’s what I can’t understand.’

He started to pace. Back and forth across the centre of the room, his face creased in a scowl. Jessie noticed his hands fingering a pen as he talked, the same way hers did when her mind was fretting at something. But her father’s hands were refined and elegant, the hands of a thinker, whereas hers were short and spatular.

‘When did you last see Timothy?’ she asked.

‘Last Friday morning. He came home for a clean shirt before going to work. He spent Thursday night with you, remember?’

That was news to Jessie.

Something in her face must have raised doubts in his mind because he asked abruptly, ‘He did, didn’t he?’

‘Of course.’

Lying about her brother’s whereabouts came naturally.

‘I thought he might have said something to you, Jessica. Especially as he has been spending so much time at your place in recent weeks.’

Jessie hadn’t seen Timothy for at least a fortnight.

‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘He said nothing. Have you contacted the museum to see if he’s been to work?’

‘Yes. They haven’t seen him since last Friday.’

Jessie felt her stomach give a shaky lurch. Timothy loved his job at the British Museum, where he was employed to catalogue their Egyptian antiquities. For him to be missing from work was a bad sign. Bad enough to make her rise to her feet.

‘Have you contacted the police?’ she asked suddenly.

‘Yes.’

That surprised her.

‘What did they say?’

‘They didn’t want to know.’ Her father’s shoulders lost their stiff line. ‘They implied that I was making a fuss about nothing. They said, as you did, that Timothy is an adult and will turn up when he’s ready.’ He looked embarrassed for a moment and his grey eyes glanced away from her. ‘The sergeant suggested he had taken off with a girl. Is that true? Is there a girl, do you think?’

‘Not that I know of.’

She stood there feeling stupid. Timothy did stay at her flat sometimes but not often, and when he did he told her little about his life. They usually talked about each other’s work and ended up going out to the cinema or dropping in on Tabitha at the jazz club. Timothy liked Tabitha almost as much as he liked a glass of scotch whisky in his hand.

‘I’m relying on you, Jessica.’

‘Oh, Pa.’

‘Don’t let me down.’

She looked at the stern expression on his face, so familiar that she could draw every line and crease of it. He had always spent hours analysing, interpreting and weighing up the world around him, earnest and critical. Self-absorbed. But she heard the desperation in his voice and saw the exhaustion seeping down the hollows of his cheeks from sleepless nights spent listening for Timothy’s key in the lock. She knew she should go to this man whose beloved son had vanished from his home and put her arms round him. But she couldn’t. She would rather pluck her eyes out.

‘I’ll go and speak to Ma.’

She turned quickly, jerking herself away from the grip of his eyes. He said nothing more.

The drawing room felt chill. There was a fire in the elaborate Victorian marble grate but it was a reflection of her mother – bright and energetic but small. Jessie’s mother believed in keeping the body warm by constant activity, not by lazing in front of a blazing coal fire with feet up and a book in hand. The blood must always pump hard, the heart beat fast. She was knitting blanket squares, but not as other people knit. Not only did her fingers and metal needles flash in and out with a speed that defied gravity, but she strode up and down the room while doing so, the ball of white wool chasing behind her on the carpet like a pet mouse.

‘Jessica!’

Catherine Kenton’s stride froze when her daughter walked into the room and for a brief moment Jessie could hear them both breathing heavily.

‘Hello, Ma. What’s all this I hear about Tim going missing? Are you all right?’

‘Of course I’m all right.’ Her mother’s fine blonde hair was pinned into an elegant knot at the back of her head and she was wearing a blue wool dress, its colour just a shade too bright and its skirt a fraction too full, as if she had something to prove. She resumed her march across the room. ‘It’s your father who is worried. It’s really too bad of the boy not to get in touch.’

There were flecks of scarlet high on her cheeks but otherwise her skin was pale and her lips pressed tight together. For a woman in her late forties her figure was still slight and lithe, forever in motion, as though running from its own shadow.

‘I was supposed to be at a meeting this evening,’ she added with a sigh. ‘Not here.’ She glared at the heavy stiff armchairs with their starched antimacassars, at the cabinet of antique snuffboxes that Jessie loathed, at the huge ornate mirror that dominated the mantelpiece. ‘Not here,’ she repeated. ‘Not waiting here like a …’

Her voice trailed away. Waiting like a what, Ma? Like a proper mother? Instead of one who has always spent all her time at meetings. Political meetings, charitable meetings, social meetings, community meetings. It didn’t matter what they were for, as long as they had a cause she could espouse. As someone who had marched alongside Emmeline Pankhurst for female emancipation, the greatest sins in Catherine Kenton’s world were idleness and indifference. As children, Jessie and Timothy had quickly learned that in order to read their favourite Sherlock Holmes stories in old copies of their father’s Strand magazine, they had to polish their shoes at the same time. Hands had to be never still when their mother was around.

‘I’m sure he’s just with friends,’ Jessie said easily. ‘He probably got a bit drunk and is sleeping off a hangover. No real harm done.’ She tried a laugh.

Her mother gave her a look.

Jessie sighed, unbuttoned her wet coat and sank into an armchair near the fire. As she held her hands out to the flames, steam rose from her sleeves.

‘All right, Ma. Tell me what happened. Did he have a quarrel with Pa?’

‘Of course not. Your brother and father never quarrel.’

That put her firmly in her place.

‘Did Tim mention anywhere that he was going? How did he seem?’

‘You should know. He’d been at your place for the night, hadn’t he?’

Jessie didn’t even hesitate. ‘Yes.’

‘Did the pair of you discuss anything he was planning to do?’

‘No, nothing special.’ Her eyes followed the imprint of her mother’s footsteps on the Persian rug, small and neat, but the gaps between them were irregular, the pace uneven. ‘Tell me,’ she said softly, ‘what happened when he came home that morning for a clean shirt.’

‘Nothing.’

Her mother’s tone was sharp. The tip of one smart patent shoe scuffed momentarily against the heel of the other. Jessie rose to her feet, scooped up the ball of white wool from the carpet and wound the soft thread around her own wrist, anchoring her mother to her. Slowly she reeled her in; forced her mother’s hands to cease their activity. The overhead light shone down on her pale skin, leeching the life out of it.

‘What happened, Ma? What did you say to Tim?’

‘Nothing.’

But her fingers gave her away. They pushed the stitches along the needle, pressing them hard right down to the bottom, crushing whatever pictures had reared up in her head.

‘Ma, how can I find Tim if you won’t tell me the truth?’

The words deepened the chill in the room, the same words she had uttered to her mother a thousand times while she was growing up. Except for the name. That was different.

Ma, how can I find Georgie if you won’t tell me the truth?

The answer never varied. Don’t ask me again.

Don’t ask.

Don’t.

The unspoken name resonated in the small space between mother and daughter until Catherine Kenton’s blue eyes faltered and her lips parted as she dragged in a deep breath. She turned her gaze to the photograph on the mantelpiece, the one in the silver frame, the one of the young man with the wide laughing mouth and the eagerness for life brimming in his eyes. The one that was Timothy Kenton.

‘We had words.’

Words. So deceptive a syllable. It stuck like a moth in Jessie’s mind. Tim never had words with his parents.

‘What about?’ she asked.

Silence.

‘Ma?’

Her mother’s eyes remained on the photograph, as though it too might disappear if she stopped looking at it. The thread of wool between her fingers was tightening, cutting into Jessie’s wrist.

‘About his girlfriend,’ Catherine Kenton said at last and straightened her back, rising to her full height. She was still shorter than Jessie, even in her patent heels.

‘I didn’t know he had a girlfriend,’ Jessie said.

‘She’s a colleague at work. One of the staff at the museum, he told me. She came with him here to the house that morning and waited for him. On the doorstep.’

‘On the doorstep? Why not in the drawing room?’

‘She is Egyptian.’

That took Jessie by surprise. Egyptian? Her curiosity was instantly roused and she could not suppress a smile. Good for Tim. She didn’t think he had it in him to be so unconventional.

‘What’s her name?’ she asked.

‘I have no idea.’

One look at her mother’s face and Jessie became aware of a sick feeling tight under her ribcage. She could imagine only too well the words her mother had had with poor Tim.

‘Does Pa know?’

‘No.’ Suddenly her mother’s eyes abandoned the laughing face and swung back to Jessie. ‘You mustn’t tell him,’ she said fiercely.

Jessie felt a flicker of anger but curbed it. ‘I’ll do what I can to find him,’ she promised. She waited for a thank you or even a faint smile, but none came. ‘I’ll take a look in his room first.’

‘What for? He’s not there.’

‘For clues.’

‘For God’s sake, Jessica, be serious! This isn’t one of your silly Sherlock Holmes games. This is real. This is …’ Her voice broke and she looked desperately back at the photograph. ‘This is my son,’ she whispered.

‘I know, Ma.’ Jessie muttered. ‘I know.’

The bedroom felt chill and unloved. Jessie intended to give it a quick once-over, nothing more, because she didn’t really expect to find clues, though something with the name of Tim’s new girlfriend would be useful. A scribbled note or a telephone number.

She skimmed through the bedside drawer, rummaging cursorily. Handkerchiefs, cufflinks, a passport, a jumble of bus tickets and a secret stash of Fry’s chocolate bars. Inside the wardrobe she checked his jacket pockets but found nothing more interesting than a pack of French letters. She felt like an intruder, uncomfortable and disloyal, spying on her brother like this. It was obvious that he had taken himself off in a huff – quite rightly in Jessie’s opinion – after his mother’s words. The thing that worried her most was the museum, the fact that he hadn’t gone into work. That nagged at her.

It was when, as an afterthought, she knelt and peered under the bed that she felt the atmosphere change. Down here the air was warmer, thicker, and it brushed her cheek. Like the touch of a finger. Down here, lying on the bedside rug, Georgie came to her and made her cry.

‘Georgie,’ she whispered, and stretched out an arm into the dark empty space.

His breath seemed to trickle over her fingers, his humming caressed her ears, and her cheeks ached with a sudden rush of need for him. They used to hide under his bed or under hers, concealed from the critical eyes of their mother or one of the nannies. Jessie would make up stories about a dog called Toby who had wild and breathless adventures, and Georgie would lay out two whole packs of one hundred and four playing cards face down in a jumble and would proceed to tell her what each card was when she pointed to it. He never got it wrong. It was if he possessed X-ray eyes.

It’s easy, Jessie. Why can’t you do it?

Now, with her forehead pressed against the rug, breathing in the musty, dusty under-bed smell, she fought back the tears and made herself sit up, his chortle of delight still alive in her head. She became angry with herself because this wasn’t even Georgie’s old room – his room was the small one at the end of the corridor that was now relegated to a boxroom full of suitcases and unwanted furniture. She jumped to her feet

‘This is stupid.’ She snapped the words out loud for the space under the bed to hear. ‘First you imagine he’s following you around London, out for revenge. Now you think he’s lying in wait under Tim’s bed.’ Colour rose to her cheeks. ‘You’re the one who is sick in the head, girl.’

She strode towards the door, eager to be out of this room and to sweep the cobwebs of the past from her mind, but as her hand seized the brass doorknob, her eyes settled on the long shelf of books on the end wall and she hesitated. She walked over to the shelf, inspecting the titles and the state of the books. Some of them were old, the edges of their pages mustard-yellow and their spines dog-eared and cracked.

‘Oh, Tim. You kept them.’

It was years since she’d been inside Tim’s bedroom. She put out a hand and brushed it along the books, relishing the brittle well-read feel of them, listening to their voices, remembering. Whispers in the darkness, the forbidden candle late into the night. The tremors of excitement as Sherlock tracked down his prey, a delicious fear of what the next page would bring.

‘You kept them,’ she smiled.

She wanted to leave but the memories coiled through her head, holding her there. The books were copies of the adventures of Sherlock Holmes by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, though now she noticed that Tim had added several volumes to them – Conan Doyle’s autobiography, Memories and Adventures, and right at the end of the shelf stood Conan Doyle’s final books – The History of Spiritualism and The Edge of the Unknown, the ones he wrote after the death of his beloved son Kingsley during the Great War. The great writer had died two years earlier in 1930 but his stories were still immensely popular.

Her hand suddenly reached up and took down one of the early books. She studied its title: The Hound of the Baskervilles. She lifted it to her face and inhaled. Its well-remembered scent made her head spin and her hands were no longer steady as she turned the front cover. She stared down at what she knew she would find on the frontispiece.

This book belongs to George Ambrose Kenton. If you steal it from me, I will track you down.

Jessie turned abruptly and left the bedroom, the book thrust deep inside her coat pocket.
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Georgie

England 1932

‘Where are you?’

The words lie like dust in my room.

I shout them. Hot pokers in my chest. It’s Saturday, I know it’s Saturday, I know it is. I have counted back the days and ticked off each one with a pea-green pen on the calendar that I made and which lives under my mattress for safety.

Saturday. Unless I missed a day. Sometimes it happens if I have a bad week and the needles come for me. They seek out my thigh, my buttocks, my arm, the way hunting dogs sniff out badgers with their sharp vicious wet noses. Sinking in their teeth.

It’s afternoon. I can tell by the sunlight outside the window, even though today they have drawn a blind across the glass to try to fool me into thinking there is no sun out there, just a gloomy soul-stealing twilight. But I know better. I flick the light switch on and off and on again, on and off and on again. Brightness, blackness, brightness. If you’re outside, in the garden, striding over the finicky gardener’s weed-free lawn, you’ll know it’s me. You’ll come.

Nothing.

No footsteps outside my door. The rattle of a metal trolley further down the corridor makes me shout louder.

‘Where is he? Where is he? What have you done with him?’

No answer. Not even a Stop that noise, George. I feel the straight lines inside my head starting to twist and buckle and I crash a fist against the door, against the panel that is already cracked in places because my fist and the wood are old friends. I press my head against the moulding around the panel, so hard it carves dents in my forehead, but still the straight lines are buckling. I whisper to the door. I feel my panic seep into the cracks.

‘Please,’ I beg. ‘Please. It’s Saturday. Let Timothy come and I promise I will eat that foul slop you call food.’

They give me paper. Clean white sheets of it, quarto size, no lines, just as I asked. Dr Churchward pushed it across his desk at me and did that odd thing with his mouth that I used to think was a snarl but you explained to me that it is what is called a nervous tic. What has he got to be nervous about? Does he still think I will jump on his desk and kick my bare foot in his face the way I did when I was twelve and he told me that none of my letters to Jessie had ever been allowed to reach her? I broke two toes but I broke his nose too. I didn’t like his blood on my skin.

Sometimes during our interviews I stare hard at the bump on the bridge of Dr Churchward’s nose where it is not straight even now, thirteen years later, and I watch the veins in his neck thicken and the colour of his cheeks change to plum red. He doesn’t like me. That’s all right, I don’t like him. But I say ‘thank you’ when he gives me the paper I asked for, the way Jessie taught me and which for years I forgot until you reminded me.

I sit at my desk. It’s not really a desk, it’s a wobbly bentwood chair that I like and a small mahogany table, but to me it is a desk. The paper waits in front of me. Alongside it sits the ink, a squat fat bottle of Quink. Royal-washable blue, not permanent blue, I was adamant about that. Permanent blue is an ugly colour, neither blue nor black, like the colour of sin, but washable blue is the colour of your eyes. No. I won’t think it. It will make the ache in my chest grow too fierce and I need to think clearly today. It is not always easy because of the drugs they put in my food. This morning I refused to eat breakfast, so I can think with precision, and I remember everything with perfect clarity.

I pick up my Swan fountain pen, dip its nib in the wishing-pool of blue ink and work the tiny metal lever to make the rubber tube inside fill with ink. I find it pleases me, this small simple action. I like the efficiency of it. The cleverness. I make a mental note to discover who invented the fountain pen.

I have decided to start at the beginning. It is the only way to discover why you have not come. At first I planned to start at the end and work my way backwards but no, that would be a mistake. During the night while I sat on my chair by the window, waiting to see if you would flash a signal from your torch in the garden, I realised that I was going about it the wrong way, that I need to study everything in the correct order. In a straight line. Logically. That way, I will not miss any clues.

Sherlock Holmes never missed any clues. If I follow his methods, I will, as Dr Watson says of his brilliant friend, ‘see deeply into the manifold wickedness of the human heart’.

The first time. It was as sharp and unexpected as a stamp on the foot. Two fourteen-year-old boys taking bites out of each other with their words. It was July 25th 1921. I am eating breakfast, the same one I’ve eaten for the last twenty years. Two fried eggs on toast, three fried tomatoes and three fried mushrooms. I always eat my food in an anti-clockwise spiral around the plate leaving the bright yellow heart of the eggs till last.

There are twelve of us in the room – twelve people, I mean. I don’t count the staff as people. Their faces are false. Behind their masks they are guard-dogs and their teeth are needle-sharp, spilling poison into my blood. The twelve of us look towards the doorway where you materialise unexpectedly, all windblown blond curls and legs too long for you and a way of holding yourself that has the scent of freedom about it. It makes me want to howl with fury.

The skin of my neck prickles, tiny spiky points of pain, which I know means the start of an episode. That’s what they call them – when I lose control. Episodes. Like part of a story. Episodic. The story of my life. I look away and concentrate on my egg, adding salt and cutting the toast into small triangles. I sit alone at the small square table, it’s how I like it, no one too close. When I hear you place a chair opposite me and see your blazer-clad elbows on my table, I have to fight back the words that charge onto my tongue and clamp my hands between my knees to stop them hitting you. If I have an episode in the dining room in front of everyone, it will be more than just the needles coming for me.

‘Good morning, Georgie. I’m Timothy.’

Georgie. Georgie. Georgie. Only one person ever called me Georgie.

‘Go away.’ I don’t look at you.

‘I’d like to talk to you.’

‘No.’ I back away to the limits of my chair, as far from you as I can get.
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