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			One

			‘You wouldn’t think anything bad could happen here,’ says DC Gina Walton of the Norfolk constabulary. ‘It’s gorgeous.’

			‘There was a break-in reported a few weeks ago.’ DS Ian Sullivan switches off the ignition and there’s a slight hiss of pressure equalizing as the air con stops. ‘Nothing taken, apparently, so I suppose they were disturbed. It’s Georgian, at a guess.’ Sullivan takes an interest in architecture. ‘The vicar must have lived here. Originally, I mean.’ To the right of the house, with its perfect proportions, understated grandeur and purple wisteria, is a square-towered church in the middle of a stone-walled graveyard. Aside from this, and the cottage and outbuildings in several well-tended acres of grounds, there are no other structures; except for the odd stand of trees, the view across the fields is uninterrupted.

			It’s early June, almost dusk. It’s been unnaturally hot for the time of year: the weather broke yesterday, a terrific thunderstorm with rain bouncing off the tarmac which made everyone say, ‘There goes the summer,’ but then the weather repaired itself, resealing them in heat.

			Inside the house, a dog barks. ‘Bet it’s a black Labrador,’ Walton says. ‘People who live in houses like this always have black Labradors.’

			There’s a row of dumpsters by the churchyard wall, incongruous primary-coloured plastic. Rubbish from the Summer Fair, Sullivan thinks. He’s seen it advertised on posters and flyers. Crafts and face-painting. Dog show. Pimm’s.

			‘Odd to build a church such a distance from the rest of the village,’ says Walton. ‘You’d have to walk half a mile to go to a service.’

			Sullivan remembers reading something about this once, but not the actual content. ‘I think it might have been to do with the plague. Six bedrooms, would you say?’

			Walton nods, abstracted. Sullivan can see, from the expression on her face, that she is engaged in preparation, as he is – the talk is just cover, while they tune themselves, like radios, to the right level of spontaneity and compassion for the news they are about to deliver. Sullivan hates this part of the job: the split second before you say the words when they guess from your face why you’re there, and how you’d give anything not to have to say it and they’d give anything not to have to hear it; then the bewildered denial, the growing comprehension, the wait for the anguished spasm of the face, the tears . . .

			When Sullivan’s delivered death messages before, it’s been in slab-grey housing estates or grimy streets where mothers with scraped-back hair and bad complexions swear at their toddlers, where junk-food wrappings litter the pavements and half the locals are on drugs. Here, the very air seems prosperous, ordered and calm. But, Sullivan reminds himself, bad things can happen anywhere.

			He opens the car door.

		

	
		
			SIX MONTHS EARLIER

		

	
		
			Two

			Sophie stared at the returned letter. YOU SMUG BITCH in red, furious capitals, right across the paragraph about their trip to New Zealand and the skiing holiday in Zermatt. It was as if the words were shouting at her, drowning out the brisk jollity of ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High’ carolling from her laptop, and spoiling her private pre-Christmas ritual.

			She hadn’t meant to look at the letter, but it had come out of the desk drawer with the list of people who’d sent them cards the previous year. Most of them liked her round robins, she knew. They wrote little notes like ‘We always look forward to hearing all your news’ underneath the signatures and kisses.

			It had happened two years in a row, now. The first letter, visible in the open drawer, had been returned with YOU’RE SO BLOODY PLEASED WITH YOURSELF scrawled over the news about Poppy’s distinction in Grade 5 Violin and Alfie’s better-than-expected mock A-level results. Sophie glanced down apprehensively, as if the thing might levitate by its own malicious agency and come to rest on her lap.

			She wasn’t sure why she’d kept the returned letters. When she’d shown them to Leo, he’d made a joke about an old-fashioned troll, ugly and stupid, who probably lived under an actual bridge. This troll wasn’t that stupid, though – he or she obviously knew where to put an apostrophe.

			Sophie had tried to work out who’d sent the letters back. They’d been sent in new envelopes, the address typed on what seemed to be an old-fashioned typewriter with a thick, serifed font. The first one had come from Harlow in Essex, and they didn’t know anyone who lived there. The second had come from Scunthorpe, and no one they knew lived there, either. In fact, Sophie couldn’t imagine who did live in Scunthorpe. She wasn’t even sure where it was.

			She’d considered having a Hamilton family Facebook page with a Christmas message instead, but the children had vetoed it. Besides, proper Christmas cards, with a letter inside, were so much nicer. Not everyone had email and anyway, you couldn’t put an e-card on your mantelpiece. Of course, their cards weren’t family photos. Sophie drew the line at such narcissism – in any case, she’d never get Leo to cooperate, or the boys, despite the fact that they took selfies and uploaded them on social media all the time – and someone needed to keep up the old traditions, so Highland cattle in the snow, robins, and religious subjects by old masters were the order of the day. It was a good way to keep in touch with people they didn’t see often – or in some cases, it had to be admitted, at all.

			At this time of year, Sophie always reflected on just how fortunate she was. Not in a smug way, though. Never that. Just thankful – although, God knew, she’d worked for it. Even with help from Imanuela (the Romanian au pair) and Mrs Palmer (the twice-weekly cleaner – local, bulky, and of indeterminate age), the sheer level of organization needed to keep the household going – not to mention the shop she’d opened a couple of years ago with her friend Melissa – was exhausting. However, it was undoubtedly true that she and her family didn’t have to worry about money. They lived in a lovely house in a beautiful part of the country, Leo had a good job in the City (it was just a pity that he had to be in London all week), and – more importantly, because it was something money couldn’t buy – everyone was healthy.

			Sophie had always felt that her round-robin letter struck just the right balance. Wanton showing off was out, as was the false modesty of the humblebrag; what she was doing was simply reporting the facts. She had had a new kitchen last year – although not the whole thing as the small room where they kept the freezer still needed redecorating – and they had had a trip to Rwanda to see the mountain gorillas, and the yacht – named Alzapop in a play on the children’s names – had needed a refit. And it hadn’t all been wonderful. The upheaval when the builders were in had been horrendous; an ominous crack had appeared in the lining of the swimming pool; Zac had somehow managed, on his fifteenth birthday, to set fire to his bedroom, and last month Dexter the black Labrador had inexplicably eaten a pair of her knickers, necessitating a visit to the vet.

			She’d definitely put that last one in: if she played down Leo’s rage when the dog had puked all over the hand-knotted Chinese rug she’d just bought for the hall it made quite a funny little story, especially the bit when the vet asked if she wanted her underwear back.

			Stuffing the defaced letter back into the drawer, Sophie resumed typing. We were on tenterhooks waiting for Alfie’s A-level results, but we needn’t have worried – four A*s. He’s got into his father’s alma mater, Cambridge – Economics at Clare, if you please – but he’s having a gap year first, travelling the world. At the moment he’s in America, and he plans to go to Borneo in the new year to work on a marine life conservation project. He’ll also get a British Sub-Aqua Club Sports Diver qualification. Poppy continues to excel at school, passing all her exams with flying colours. She’s doing well with her music too, and is now, aged eleven, the youngest member of the school orchestra . . .

			If only Poppy were not so anxious, Sophie thought. She worried constantly, and regarded anything less than perfection as a failure. Even as a young child she’d become tearful and disconsolate if her colouring had gone over the lines.

			Still, Poppy was both clever and conscientious – unlike Zac. Sophie paused, wondering how to parlay her middle child’s irresponsibility and general lack of attention to anything except World of Warcraft into sensitivity and endearing quirkiness. At least she could write that he enjoyed school, which was true – the problem was that he never seemed to do any work. Each report sent Leo into a fresh paroxysm of fury about money wasted on school fees, with threats to take him out of Oddham’s and send him to the local comprehensive if he didn’t get his act together.

			There’s never a dull moment with Zac around – he continues to entertain and confound us. No. Too easy to read between the lines.

			She deleted the sentence. Perhaps a glass of wine might help. The bottom right-hand corner of the screen said 19:35 – definitely past wine o’clock. Poppy (who could be judgemental about her parents’ drinking) was in her room doing her homework. Zac (who’d probably ask if he could have some) was in his room, too, doing God-knew-what.

			Sophie wandered out of her study and down the hall into the new kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of Domaine Pélaquié Côtes du Rhône (recommended in the Telegraph: ‘like crushed crimson velvet, but also pleasingly fresh’). She drank half of it leaning against the counter, then topped up and returned to her study. She’d start a fresh paragraph and come back to Zac later.

			Leo is . . . What? Leo was Leo. That was what she loved about him. He was there, dependable and calm – well, except when he had a go at her about spending or Zac’s behaviour sent him into a spin. Stolid. That was the word for Leo. It sounded dull and thick – suety, almost – but it was a good word, four-square and reliable. It was the reason she’d married him. What he’d offered had been so utterly different to the rackety bohemianism of her existence with her mother, the desperation dressed up as spontaneity with countless house moves and Margot’s endless different men, chaos presented as fun and excitement and not being like other people. All Sophie had ever wanted was to be like other people, and Leo, with his public-school background, Cambridge degree, good job and traditional parents, was a perfect specimen.

			Leo was security and comfort, a bulwark against loss and calamity. Not only that, but he was funny, too, and tender – and if, after nineteen years, the excitement had rather left the bedroom, that was only to be expected. In any case, Leo had never expected her to swing from a chandelier – he was, and remained, a sweetly conventional lover.

			Not that she was going to write any of that, of course. Perhaps she ought to park Leo, too, for the time being, and say something about Margot. As far as she knew, her mother didn’t have lovers any more, apart from an occasional visit from the old hippie who lived in the next village. Margot’s Suffolk cottage, on the rare occasions Sophie visited, seemed ever more cluttered and untidy, and, judging by her behaviour when she’d come to stay for a few days in the summer, she was growing increasingly vague. She’d kept putting things in odd places: wristwatch down the side of the sofa, keys and coins in the salad drawer of the fridge. She was on three different types of medication but seemed to have no idea about how many tablets she was supposed to take or how often, and had insisted, when Sophie’d tried to get to the bottom of it, that she was making a fuss about nothing. Now, guilty that she’d given in too easily, Sophie decided it would be best to leave Margot out of the letter entirely. After all, nobody wanted to read a list of health problems.

			She drank some more wine and made a note to remind herself to add bits about the Senegalese child they were sponsoring and how Poppy and her friends had raised money for the local animal sanctuary. She’d really been looking forward to writing the letter this evening – it usually went like a breeze once she’d got started – but she couldn’t get into it, somehow, knowing those angry, spiteful scrawls were still in her desk drawer.

			It was no good. Sophie shut down her laptop, drained her glass, and stood up. Reaching inside the drawer, she extracted both letters, and, crumpling them in her fist, went down the hall to the sitting room. The fire wasn’t really necessary – the central heating was perfectly adequate – but Imanuela had laid it anyway, and all Sophie had to do was set a match to the twists of newspaper at the bottom. She waited until the flames were starting to lap at the edges of the logs, then dropped the two balled-up pages onto the top. They were consumed in a few bright seconds, reduced to flakes of ash that drifted out onto the hearth.

			It was what she should have done in the first place – what Leo had suggested she do. She should have listened to him, although it hadn’t seemed to matter so much when she’d thought the letter was just a one-off. Now there were two, and perhaps there would be another after Christmas, and then another the following year, and another . . . But they were nothing, after all. There and gone. The hater, gone up in smoke.

			That was better. Sophie went into the kitchen to fetch another glass of wine. When she returned, she found Dexter stretched out on the rug in front of the blaze. Hearing her, he lifted his head for a moment, then settled back with a happy sigh.

			They couldn’t touch her, whoever they were. Sophie made herself comfortable in the armchair and contemplated the restful, elegant room she’d created.

			Everything was all right, and Christmas would be wonderful.

			She’d carry on with her letter tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Three

			‘Margot’s getting more absent-minded.’ Leo was standing in front of one of the sitting-room windows, staring out at the pond and jingling the change in both his pockets so that his trousers were drawn tight across his buttocks. ‘The day before she left, I found her spooning Mrs Palmer’s instant coffee into a mug with a teabag already in it. I’m starting to wonder how long she’s going to be all right living on her own.’

			‘She keeps telling me not to fuss.’ Sitting on the sofa with her cup of coffee and looking at Leo side-on, Sophie could tell, both from his stance and his semi-detached tone of voice, that he didn’t really want to talk about her mother. Neither did she. Having got through both Christmas and New Year without mishap, she was tired. Some praise, she thought, would have been nice – whether for the artfully arranged swags of beribboned pine up the staircase, the lights and the splendid tree; or for the lavish meals, delivered on time with no help from Imanuela, who’d gone home for a week; or for organizing the annual New Year’s Day buffet lunch for local friends and Leo’s parents; or – better still – for all of it. He’d bought her a lovely bracelet for Christmas, but he hadn’t said anything, and usually, he did. She realized now that this annual speech, short and heartfelt, about how much he appreciated ‘all the things you do for us’, was just as important as the present. He’d told her, the previous evening as they were going to bed, that he wanted to get back to London early, and now, lunch over and the lift to the station beckoning, she had a feeling of incompleteness. ‘Actually,’ she added, trying to keep her voice light, ‘she asked me if you were all right.’

			‘Did she?’ Leo carried on staring at the garden.

			‘Yes, she did. Are you all right?’

			‘Mmm.’ Leo did some more jingling.

			‘You just seem a bit . . . well, distant.’

			‘Do I?’ Still he didn’t turn round. ‘Just tired, I suppose.’

			He did look it, she thought. Although not particularly tall, and certainly not fat, he was solid, with – usually – an upright posture, but now his broad shoulders were slumped and there was a weary look, bruised and pouched, about his eyes. This was no good. They weren’t having a conversation, just saying words as if they were two strangers thrown together by chance and trying to fill the empty space between them. They had, she now realized, spent almost no time alone together (unless you counted time spent asleep), in the past ten days, and pretty much all of their conversation had been purely logistical, the whirl of activity – meals, outings, party-going – masking the lack of intimacy. I love you, she wanted to say now. I love you, and I know how hard you work. Yes, she wanted praise, but more, she realized, she wanted the familiar feeling of time well spent, things well done, of being part of their team of two that made it all possible. Sensing that any display of affection would receive only a perfunctory response, she said, ‘Alfie seems happy, doesn’t he?’

			‘Bigger.’

			‘Well, yes. He’s filling out.’

			‘When’s he off again?’

			‘A couple of weeks. He’s really excited about it.’

			Leo sighed repressively. ‘I suppose I’d better sort out some more funds for him.’

			Sophie searched for something to change the subject. It would be a mistake to mention Zac. The previous day, Leo had left his Porsche in the driveway with the key in the ignition, and finding Zac behind the wheel and about to start the thing up hadn’t done much for father–son relations. Poppy had been a source of annoyance, too, announcing on Christmas Eve that she’d decided to become vegetarian.

			More to break the impasse than anything else, Sophie put down her coffee and went to join him by the window. She watched the rain dripping off the nearest clump of trees for a moment before saying, ‘All a bit soggy, isn’t it?’

			Leo shrugged.

			‘Shame we didn’t get any snow.’

			‘I keep telling you.’ Leo sounded irritated. ‘We’re too near the sea.’ He shifted his weight slightly, leaning away from her, and said, ‘I met that friend of yours when I was out with Dexter.’

			‘Which friend?’

			‘You know . . .’ Leo thought for a moment. ‘Scruffy. Mid-fifties. Got a Border collie.’

			‘Oh, you mean Belinda. The dog’s called Robbie.’

			‘Does she live round here?’

			Sophie nodded. ‘Over towards Brancaster. She told me she used to live somewhere right on the coast, near Cromer, but she had to move because of the erosion.’

			‘Silly place to buy a house.’

			Sophie pictured an asphalt road leading off a precipice as the spray plumed above unstrung and swaying telegraph poles, whole cottages capsizing and bungalows drowning as the waves tore chunks out of the cliffs. She didn’t think Belinda had ever actually described any of that in the two or three years she’d known her, but it was hard to remember – like all conversations between dog walkers, theirs tended to be fitful, the rhythms constantly interrupted by the need to throw balls, pat heads and deploy ‘poo bags’. ‘I don’t know if it was actually hers,’ she said. ‘I mean, I don’t know her that well.’

			‘She was at Miles and Melissa’s party,’ said Leo, as if this meant that Belinda and Sophie must be bosom chums.

			‘Yes, she was. Actually, that was a bit embarrassing. I know she wasn’t wearing a uniform or anything, but I had the impression that she wasn’t a guest – that they’d paid her to hand round the canapés and things. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to talk to her or not.’

			‘Was she? Working, I mean.’

			‘I don’t know. I meant to ask Melissa about it afterwards, but I forgot. But if Belinda’s a bit hard up, I wondered if she’d like a few hours in the shop.’

			She knew, even before she’d finished saying it, that she’d made a mistake. Leo reacted instantly, as though she’d flicked a switch. ‘Jesus, Soph! We are haemorrhaging money. Over forty grand a year in school fees, and we’ll have to go on supporting Alfie for Christ knows how long, and there’s all of this. Every time I set foot in this place, there’s more expense.’

			‘“This place” is your home, Leo.’ Sophie laid a placating hand on his arm. ‘Our home. If things aren’t going well at work . . . You haven’t said anything, so I assumed—’

			‘Yes, you assumed.’ Leo twitched away from her. ‘You take it all for granted.’

			‘No, Leo, I don’t. But if you don’t tell me—’

			‘Tell you what?’

			Bewildered, Sophie fumbled for words. ‘If you’re . . . I don’t know . . . in trouble . . .’

			‘I’m not “in trouble”,’ he mimicked. ‘I’m not one of the children.’

			‘Then what . . . ? Please, Leo, I don’t understand.’

			‘No, I know you don’t. You just stand there all . . . glossy . . . and expect me to deliver.’

			Stung by the injustice of this, Sophie said, ‘Leo, that’s not fair. We agreed that I’d stay at home and bring up the children, and we agreed to move here from London. We both thought it would be better, and it is. And there’s the shop. We’ll soon be—’

			‘What, in profit? No, you won’t. The shop loses money, Sophie. You can’t even cover the overheads, never mind paying yourselves a wage.’

			‘That’s because we’ve only just started.’

			‘It’s been eighteen months, Soph. Be realistic. It’s a hobby. You’ve got that girl doing all the real work. You and Melissa just swan about buying up bits of fancy tat.’

			‘Firstly, we need Megan. Secondly, it isn’t “fancy tat”, it’s good quality; and thirdly, it sells – we did really well in the run-up to Christmas. Those tapestry cushions we got in, and the hand-printed cards, and—’

			‘Yes, fine, but what about after Christmas? Nobody buys anything in January, and now you’re proposing to take somebody else on!’

			‘That’s not fair. You were all for it when we started.’

			‘I didn’t realize how much it was going to cost me. Neither did Miles – and we’re still bankrolling the bloody thing. And there’s Imanuela, as well.’

			‘I can’t do without her, Leo. Not while we’re still getting the shop on its feet.’

			‘Which it’s never going to be, as far as I can see. Imanuela can’t stay forever, Soph. Apart from anything else, we always said we’d turn the cottage into a holiday let.’

			‘I know, but not now!’

			‘Why not now? If you got rid of the shop and concentrated on that, at least we’d have a realistic prospect of more money coming in.’

			‘Yes, but it would cost money to do it up, and that would be more outlay.’ Sophie had never liked the idea of a holiday let. All right, the cottage – currently occupied by Imanuela – was tucked behind the garages and the outhouse, and had its own little patch of garden, but she didn’t like the idea of having to be constantly on hand for demanding strangers. She expected Leo to have an argument for this, but instead – and more disconcertingly – he just stared at her for a long moment before turning back towards the garden. ‘And,’ she continued, ‘there’d be endless fuss from the Historic England people if we started changing things.’

			‘No, there wouldn’t. It’s only the house that’s listed, not the cottage.’

			‘Well, even if it isn’t listed, it’s still going to cost money, isn’t it?’

			Sophie waited for a response. Surely, after all that, he wasn’t going to just give in about the holiday let? And if he was, what had the conversation actually been about?

			‘It’s just . . .’ Leo rubbed a hand across his face. ‘I feel I’m knocking myself out to pay for all this stuff that we don’t really need. How much was Christmas, for example?’

			‘I’m perfectly capable of economizing, Leo. If you’d just said . . . And we don’t have to go away over Easter, and—’

			‘Of course we don’t have to! We don’t have to do or have any of it. I feel like a hamster on a wheel – we’ve got something, now we’ve got to have something else, and something else after that. The goalposts keep moving. I don’t feel . . . I don’t know, connected to myself any more. Not in control. Everything’s got away from me and I can’t see the point of any of it.’ Leo’s face seemed to lose all definition, and, for an awful moment, Sophie thought he was going to cry. ‘I’m sorry, Soph.’

			Sophie didn’t know what to say. She felt terrified. What was he trying to tell her? He patted her clumsily on the shoulder. ‘It’s not that I don’t appreciate you, and Christmas was lovely, but it’s just . . .’ Leo shook his head as if his thoughts had defeated him. ‘Look, I’d better go upstairs and sort a few things out. You must be tired, too, after all that hard work – I can get a taxi to the station, if you like.’

			‘No!’ The word burst out, too loud, too sudden. ‘I mean, it’s fine. I can take you.’

			‘OK, then. Thanks.’ Leo gave her a tight little smile and left the room.

			*

			As she drove home in the dusk, Sophie felt very alone. Getting out of her Mercedes SUV at King’s Lynn station, Leo had said all the right things, but now, for the first time since they’d moved to Norfolk, she felt abandoned, as though the place were an island with life going on somewhere else. Which Leo’s weekday life did, of course. She’d never really known much about his job. At first she’d tried to understand, even read books with titles like How the City Works, but the subject remained stubbornly opaque. She’d always paid attention when Leo talked about the stresses and strains – that was only fair – but she never felt that she had much to contribute beyond a sympathetic ear. Which was all he’d ever seemed to need . . . But what had he wanted from her a couple of hours ago, in the sitting room? That stuff about getting and spending – had he actually meant that, or something entirely different?

			Sophie looked out of the car window at the vast expanse of land, sombre and flat, dotted with gaunt trees, the only sign of habitation the square grey tower of a distant church. At the end of it all was the fraying coastline, with its banded, crumbling cliffs. Sophie imagined Belinda’s house toppling into the waves with her inside, screaming through a broken window into the wind, and accelerated, shuddering. Once she was back in the warmth, light and safety of the Old Rectory, she’d feel better.

			She always told people that she loved the sea. What she didn’t say was that what she loved wasn’t being in the sea, or even on it. The yacht tended to make her seasick, especially if she were down in the cabin. Tablets made no difference, and there were too many things on the deck to trip over. The neatness of the Alzapop’s interior, the varnished wood and the way everything fitted neatly into place, appealed to her – if only it would stay still. What she really enjoyed was watching the ocean from the shore and feeling safe from its immensity and power. As a child, cartoons of desert islands with their single palm trees had upset her. The jaunty captions had never compensated for the image of the lone figure, marooned and ragged, doomed to die in isolation, always supposing that he (and it was always a ‘he’) wasn’t obliterated by a tidal onslaught.

			It hadn’t been a good start to the year. All that stuff Leo had come out with about not being in control . . . It’s all very well for him, she thought irritably. He didn’t understand. Having money meant that you were in control – that was the whole point of it. During her childhood, Margot’s lack of funds and haphazard housekeeping had meant that she’d often come home from school to an empty fridge. There’d been times, too, when they’d had to run away in the middle of the night, leaving half their stuff behind, because they’d owed too much rent. All across north London, the pair of them had camped out in the spare rooms of friends in a jumble of sleeping bags, ashtrays and the debris of meals, with sheets hastily strung across the windows for curtains, hissing gas fires and tussocky, littered gardens – ‘Isn’t this fun, darling?’

			No, it hadn’t been fun. It had been utterly miserable. Happiness was a settled home with a full pantry and the ability to pay bills on time, and Leo could only talk like that because he’d never known anything different.

			Was it only a general dissatisfaction, though, or was there something else? Sophie swatted at the thoughts that buzzed round the edges of her mind. She’d always worked hard on her appearance. Diet, exercise, hairdresser, manicurist, beautician – although her dark-brown hair showed no grey as yet, and her olive skin was smooth. Perhaps she should think about some Botox, as well, and maybe some new lingerie. People often felt a bit low after Christmas, didn’t they?

			Still. New year, new start. She and Melissa needed to have a good chat about the shop, work out how to up their game. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have plenty of ideas. And the dining-room curtains needed cleaning, and Poppy needed some new shoes . . . She’d make a list when she got home. The image of herself sitting in her study, practical and organized, was soothing.

			Everything would be all right, Sophie told herself. Leo was bound to perk up once he was back in the swing of things – he was going shooting with Miles and the others next weekend, and he always enjoyed that. There’d been no returned round-robin letter, either. Perhaps the person who’d sent them back the two previous years had seen the error of their ways – or just grown up a bit. Sophie imagined the nameless, faceless, genderless person clouded in shame, and felt compassion for the unknown individual, and pleasure at herself for feeling it.

			These reactions saw her home, and the sight of ‘their’ church seemed to underline the rightness of them.

		

	
		
			Four

			‘. . . and Dexter went absolutely ballistic – you know how much he hates cats. He shot straight across the road, taking me with him, and if Belinda hadn’t been there, I don’t know what would have happened.’

			Leo, gin and tonic in hand, prodded the recumbent Labrador with his toe. ‘Bad dog. Who’s Belinda?’

			‘You know. Dog walker. The one with the collie. It was a few days ago – we were talking about what Alfie’s been up to in Borneo, and I wasn’t paying attention. Dexter nearly dragged me off my feet.’

			‘What would you do if you actually caught a cat, Dexter?’

			Sophie got up to put another log on the sitting-room fire. ‘He’d probably die of shock.’

			‘Or even a kitten? You’d get scratched . . . or bitten. Bitten by a kitten, you silly old thing.’ Leo rubbed his foot over Dexter’s side so that the dog turned over onto his back, slitty-eyed with pleasure.

			‘Shall I get some nibbles?’ Sophie put down the poker.

			‘What have we got?’

			‘Olives, crisps, wasabi peas . . .’

			‘Yes to everything. Only managed a sandwich for lunch. God knows what was in it – tasted like carpet underlay.’

			‘Poor old you.’ Sophie paused to pat Leo’s shoulder on her way out of the room. To her surprise, he reached round and, taking hold of her hand, planted a kiss on the palm.

			*

			It was late March, the end of the school term. Home early for the Easter weekend, Leo was relaxed and expansive, the mood that had enveloped him after Christmas apparently a distant memory. Sophie had taken great care, in the intervening months, not to irritate him by suggesting anything that would require extra expenditure, so they weren’t going away as they usually did. Although he’d been a bit abstracted recently, the prospect of a quiet few days at home seemed to please him, as did the fact that Zac had, despite never seeming to do any work, managed surprisingly good grades in his mock GCSEs.

			Returning from the kitchen, Sophie deposited the plate of snacks on the small table beside Leo’s chair and took her glass over to one of the windows, where she stood watching the late-afternoon shadows lengthening across the lawn. ‘Reverend Barker came over this afternoon, about the CCTV.’

			‘Is he going ahead with it?’

			‘Yes, on the side of the tower. He says it won’t be intrusive – it’s mainly for inside the graveyard and the bit of the driveway that’s shared.’

			‘Well, that’s OK. More security for us. When’s it going up?’

			‘About six weeks’ time, he said. They wanted it sooner – there’s been a lot of vandalism directed at churches recently – but apparently there’s a bit of a waiting list. You wouldn’t think people would do that to a church, would you?’

			‘Don’t be naive, Soph. They’ll pinch the lead, too, given half a chance.’ Leo hitched one ankle over the opposite knee and brushed an invisible speck off his Timberland deck shoe. ‘We’ll go to the service on Sunday, shall we?’

			‘I thought it might be nice.’

			‘Good. What else is happening?’

			‘Well, Miles and Melissa are coming over for dinner tomorrow – just kitchen sups – Zac’s got a rugby match on Saturday and Poppy’s got a sleepover at Ottilie’s. Imanuela’s going down to London for a few days, and I’ll have to do a couple of stints in the shop over the weekend, but it’s only for a few hours . . . Oh, and we’ve been invited to drinks at the Powells’ on Sunday evening, but I hedged because I wasn’t sure if you’d want to.’

			‘I don’t mind.’

			‘I thought you didn’t like Jeremy.’

			‘I don’t, much. He’s a bully, and he’s always half pissed. Say yes if you want, though.’

			‘It’s just that I feel a bit sorry for her, and . . .’ Sophie saw an expression of wicked hilarity on Leo’s face. ‘What?’

			‘I always think she’s going to try and mate with my leg.’

			‘Leo!’ Penny Powell, small, bright-eyed and almost perman­ently quivering with abject eagerness to compensate for her awful husband, was a lot like a terrier, and the image of her frenziedly humping away at Leo’s calf was too much. ‘You can’t say that,’ she spluttered.

			‘I just have.’ Leo looked pleased with himself.

			‘I suppose it’d be better than mating with him.’

			‘We don’t know, do we?’ said Leo, airily. ‘He might be dynamite in the sack.’

			‘Jeremy? Stop it,’ she added, flapping her free hand at him. ‘You’re making me feel sick.’

			‘What about Monday, then?’

			‘I hadn’t got anything planned. Thought you’d like some downtime.’

			‘Sounds good. Any post?’

			‘I’ll get it. Alfie emailed some photos, too. He’s got a very pretty new girlfriend.’ He’d sent pictures of the two of them standing on a wooden jetty, his arm around her shoulders, and his expression that of a man who’d managed, against the odds, to land an exceptionally large fish.

			Sophie felt happy as she went to her study for the letters and her laptop. She must remember to mention to Leo, while he was in this mood, about the trip she had planned to the trade fair at the Business Design Centre in Islington, for the shop. She’d ask Imanuela to babysit so that she could stay up in London and they could go out to dinner or see a film or something. Both, perhaps. Leo’d be OK about it, she thought: he’d barely said a word about the shop since his outburst at New Year – and in any case, they were doing rather well now that business had picked up again after the post-Christmas slump. There was also the matter of their summer holiday – surely, as they’d saved money by not going away for Easter, a couple of weeks in the summer wouldn’t be an issue? She’d been wondering about Costa Rica, or possibly Nicaragua.

			*

			Leo admired the photographs Alfie had sent – ‘I see what you mean, Soph. Good for him’ – then began riffling through the small pile of letters, picking out those that interested him and dropping the rest on the floor beside his armchair.

			‘Fancy a refill?’

			‘Thanks. God, all these charities . . . Ah.’ He shucked a bank statement and scanned its contents. ‘That seems about right . . . And there should be a quarterly report from the financial services lot somewhere . . . Here it is . . . Oh, and there’s a letter for you, Soph.’

			‘Is there?’ Sophie held out the gin and tonic and, at the same moment, caught sight of the typewritten name and address, heavy letters pecked into the paper.

			‘Look out, you’ll spill it! There you go.’

			Holding the envelope in her fingertips as though it might burn her, Sophie retreated to the other end of the room.

			‘Aren’t you going to sit down?’

			‘Yes, in a minute. Just getting myself another drink.’ Sophie found her empty glass and, putting it down on the drinks tray, stared at the letter. Surely the old-fashioned typewriting was just coincidence? The other letters had been returned straight after Christmas. Besides, this one was postmarked Norfolk, and the two other letters had come from further afield. Get a grip, she told herself. Stop being absurd.

			All the same, she was glad she wasn’t on her own. Taking her drink, she went back to sit opposite Leo in front of the fire, where she took a deep breath and ripped open the envelope. Released, the folded piece of paper seemed to spring open almost before she’d touched it – and, spewed across her neatly typed Christmas letter in frenzied red capitals, was: LEO AND I HAVE BEEN HAVING AN AFFAIR FOR OVER TWO YEARS AND NOW HE’S GOING TO LEAVE YOU. LET’S SEE HOW SMUG YOU ARE THEN, YOU STUPID BITCH.

		

	
		
			Five

			Sophie recoiled as if she’d been hit in the face. LET’S SEE HOW SMUG YOU ARE THEN, YOU STUPID BITCH.

			Shock made her gasp. The words seemed to be rising off the page towards her. She closed her eyes to keep them at bay, but as soon as she looked again, they leapt back up into her face. LEO AND I HAVE BEEN HAVING AN AFFAIR. She felt rooted to the chair, as if her entire body had solidified, like cement. HE’S GOING TO LEAVE YOU.

			‘Soph? Are you all right?’ Leo had raised his head from his investment report and was staring at her.

			‘Yes, fine,’ she gabbled. ‘Just remembered something.’ Struggling to her feet, she fled the room.

			It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. She stood in the downstairs loo, holding the sides of the basin with the letter still grasped in her right hand, staring down at the plughole, gagging at the bile that had risen in her throat.

			It was a lie. It had to be. Leo would never leave her and the children.

			He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

			Oh, God. She was going to be sick.

			‘Soph? Soph! Where are you?’

			‘Coming!’ Sophie rinsed her mouth and splashed water on her face. Snatching up the now water-spotted letter from the side of the basin, she went out into the hall to find Leo standing at the bottom of the stairs, drink in hand.

			‘Oh, there you are. What’s for supper?’

			Sophie felt as though she were in a dream. The hall seemed to tip and lurch around her, so that she reached for the newel post to steady herself. Could it be true? He wasn’t . . . different. Stop it, she told herself. It’s nonsense. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Supper . . . I hadn’t really thought . . .’

			‘Never mind. Why don’t I go and get a takeaway?’

			Sophie looked at him, and then up the staircase. As her eye followed its elegant curve, she experienced the same precarious sensation, and, for a wild, helpless moment, felt as if the whole house might be plucked away into the air by an enormous invisible hand, leaving her cowering, alone in empty darkness.

			‘Soph?’

			‘Yes, fine. Whatever you like. I’ll just . . .’ Sophie made for the safety of her study, leaving Leo bellowing up the stairs to Zac and Poppy about whether they wanted Chinese or fish and chips.

			She closed the door and sat down at her desk, smoothing the treacherous paper out on the flat surface. LEO AND I HAVE BEEN HAVING AN AFFAIR FOR OVER TWO YEARS. That would mean – if Leo were having an affair, which he wasn’t – that it had started sometime before March 2014 . . . and the first returned Christmas letter had been at the beginning of January 2014. So – if it were true, which it wasn’t – the dates would fit. If it’s not true, muttered a little voice at the back of her mind, why did you react like that? Why didn’t you just show the letter to Leo, as you did with the other two? Why are you even thinking like this?

			Perhaps whoever it was just fancied Leo – well, they were obviously jealous. Not to mention vindictive. Someone with a grudge? The closest she’d come to an argument recently was having to tell off Megan about the state of the Hamilton De Witt stockroom, but it couldn’t be her because she’d only known her since the shop opened in June 2014, and the first letter had arrived six months before that . . . In any case, Megan wasn’t on her main Christmas card list – and the idea of her having an affair with Leo was so absurd as to be actually funny. A salty, lippy seaside girl, never without a hangover at the weekend, dive-bombing the boys in the pub and the chippy, squawking like a seagull, knowing everyone, and everyone knowing her.

			‘Mum?’ An arm with several plaited wristbands appeared round the door, followed by Zac’s tousled head. ‘Dad says what fish do you want?’

			‘Oh . . . Anything. Cod. I don’t mind.’

			‘OK.’

			The door slammed. Sophie heard Zac running down the hall and crashing out of the back door, and then a car engine.

			The list. She’d get it out and have a look. Perhaps the Norfolk postmark on this letter meant that the person might live nearby . . . Unless they’d posted it here deliberately, to show her that they were close to home – closing in on Leo, and her, and their life. Except that Leo wasn’t having an affair, was he?

			HE’S GOING TO LEAVE YOU.

			‘He isn’t going to leave me.’

			Sophie retrieved the list from her ‘Christmas’ drawer and then, stuffing the letter and its envelope inside, slammed it shut. She must be able to narrow it down. Pushing aside the thought that she’d already attempted this on two occasions in the last two years, and failed, she decided to start by crossing off the names of the people it couldn’t possibly be – Leo’s sister Charlotte, for example, who lived in Seattle; his cousin in Brisbane; his old secretary, long retired . . .

			That got rid of eighteen names, but there were still over a hundred and fifty – and some of them, she now realized, didn’t actually ring a bell. Who the hell were Colin and Marjorie Asher and Mr and Mrs Ben Shapcott? And who were Catriona Bickworth, Rowan Ireson and Isabel Melling? Come to think of it, there had seemed to be quite a few more cards to write than usual . . . Perhaps her list had somehow got mixed up with the one on the shop’s database, when Megan was updating it.

			Shit. She’d just have to leave it until she could ask her about it. I should have put some sort of code on the letters, she thought – pencil marks, or filled the ‘O’s in. Something different on each one, so she could tell who was sending them back. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? Because she wasn’t that paranoid, that’s why. But now . . .

			Was she being naive? She and Leo only spent two nights a week together. The rest of the time he was in London, so there was no lack of opportunity. But there’d have been signs – names mentioned too often, presents given to assuage guilt, evidence of extra care taken with his appearance . . . Surely she’d have known that something was up?

			Or would she?

			That thing Leo had said after Christmas about her taking things for granted . . . She’d thought that he was talking about money, but perhaps he’d meant himself.

			SMUG BITCH.

			She wasn’t! She loved Leo. She’d been faithful to him and had his children and worked tirelessly to create this beautiful home for them all. Had he mentioned anyone’s name a lot recently? She cast her mind back to the conversation they’d just had. Penny Powell didn’t seem very likely, and she’d brought up the subject of the Powells herself, hadn’t she, asking if he wanted to go over there for drinks. She’d mentioned Belinda, too, but Leo hadn’t even remembered who she was, and anyway, she wasn’t on the Christmas card list. There was Melissa, of course – but that was ridiculous. Melissa was her best friend, and, in any case, her name often came up in conversation because of the shop. Leo’d talked about some woman at work several times in the last few months, but that was because she’d been giving him a hard time. And it couldn’t be her, because she wasn’t on the Christmas card list.

			Leo hadn’t bought any new clothes recently, or not as far as she knew. There might be a whole rail of stuff in the flat in London, of course – although she hadn’t noticed anything when she’d been there just before Christmas for La Traviata at Covent Garden. He’d belonged to a gym for a long time, and he was always well groomed, so no conclusions could be drawn there. The last time he’d bought her flowers was Valentine’s Day, but that was normal. As for sex . . . Sophie winced. The expensive new lingerie she’d purchased in January had misfired badly. She’d forgotten to remove the wrappings from the bedroom wastepaper basket, and Leo, spotting the name on the boxes, had grilled her about how much it had all cost. It was true that they’d made love a few times since then, but it was more friendly and comfortable than actually passionate – but if he’d suddenly started prancing about the bedroom like a stallion, wouldn’t that have been more suspicious? She was sure she’d read somewhere that people could get so turned on by a new lover that they started having more sex with their regular partner.

			Was Leo fucking someone in London, and coming back here for weekends, treating her as though she were some sort of housekeeper-with-benefits? How fucking dare he?

			A current of pure rage filled Sophie’s body, making her hands shake and drumming in her ears, and she leapt up, bashing her knee hard against the underside of the desk. She’d get herself another drink, and she’d have it out with him as soon as they’d finished eating and Zac and Poppy had gone up to their rooms. Wincing, she hobbled down the hall to the sitting room, where she splashed a large measure of gin and a slosh of tonic into a fresh glass. A thudding noise made her turn, and she saw that Dexter was stretched out on his side in front of the fire, tail thumping lazily on the rug.

			There was something about the way the animal fixed his big brown eyes on her, the look of absolute trust and devotion, which made her pause. She stood beside him for several minutes, drinking, feeling the voltage of her anger earthed by her contemplation of his solid, black-furred form.

			She was playing right into the unknown sender’s hands, reacting exactly how this vile woman hoped she would – which, even if she couldn’t see the effect she was having, still meant that she had won.

			Leo wasn’t having an affair. Of course he wasn’t. He was like Dexter, faithful and true. What was it Melissa had said to her, once? If you two ever broke up, then I’d know there was no hope for the rest of us.

			She downed the rest of her gin and tonic. ‘I do love you, Dex,’ she told the dog, in a cross between a laugh and a sob. The Labrador thumped his tail again, and then, at the sound of the car coming up the drive, scrambled to his feet and trotted into the hall. Sophie put her empty glass on the tray and followed him. I’m not the stupid bitch, she thought. I’ve got all of this, and you – whoever you are – have nothing but spite.

		

	
		
			Six

			Giving up on sleep at half past two, Sophie switched on the bedside lamp and, turning, leant over to stare at Leo’s sleeping face. His eyelids twitched, but she knew he wouldn’t wake up – Leo could sleep through anything. He looked peaceful, and also rather vulnerable, with his mouth slightly open and his jaw relaxed.
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