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        To ALL my family – every single last one of you, however step you may be!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Mirror, Mirror, here I stand

        Who is the fairest in the land?

        

        Wilhelm Grimm, Grimm’s Fairy Tales

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time there was a king who married a lady, and so she became his queen. Soon after their wedding the new queen gave birth to a beautiful daughter. The queen looked at her baby and saw that her hair was black as ebony, her skin as white as snow and her lips as red as the roses climbing around the window. The queen liked the pure and pristine snow best, so she named her baby Snow White.

      Not long after the baby’s christening, the queen died of a mysterious ailment.

      I wonder what that was.

      (Though isn’t it true that some women – many women perhaps – don’t like other beautiful women – especially younger ones? Or is that a fairy tale too, probably made up by men?)

      Anyway. I digress…

      The king was sad and lonely on his own, as men of a certain age tend to be, and so, sometime not so long after the queen’s death, he married a most beautiful woman, who seemed quite nice. She became the new queen – and, of course, the young Snow White’s stepmother.

      And we all know about stepmothers, eh?

      Oh yes. We know all about them.

      Don’t we?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          One

        

        
          Marlena

        

      

    

    
      This is not the story, is it?

      It’s not meant to be the story – for either of us.

      

      My breath sobs out of me as I run off the train and down the platform, up the footbridge stairs, past people going calmly about their daily business: travellers who glance away like I am deranged.

      I am a little deranged, in my desperation.

      Down the other side, I stumble through the barriers, out into this unknown city.

      Where the fuck is the taxi rank?

      I bundle myself into the first yellow cab I see, praying the whole time as it drives out of the city, so slowly – torturously slowly –

      and into the countryside.

      Who made all this countryside? I hate the countryside.

      Out across the fields, into the small town, through the orchards, up to the hill. It’s the longest drive I’ve ever been on, it seems – it goes on and on…

      And all the time I’m praying this is a dream.

      All the time, I can’t quite catch my breath: it stops all jagged in my throat. I can’t believe it. I can’t, I won’t, I can’t.

      They still have no answers when I get there, and so I put my head back and I do something I’ve never done before. I scream to the sky, to the heavens, to the world. I have always kept it in, my fear and rage, but now I scream it out.

      And it doesn’t even touch the sides; not even remotely, not even a tiny little bit.

      

      And later, when more becomes clear, I vow to sort this whole sorry mess out – to find the truth. Oh yes, I will. They can’t hide from me, oh no.

      There is nowhere for this wickedness to hide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Two

        

        
          Jeanie

        

        28 November 2014

      

    

    
      The old house is like a living thing. I felt it the first time I came here: as if the very cracks between the bricks were breathing quietly, as if the building were actually sentient. As I stand now before the great front door with its sturdy old locks, the keys for which I hold for the very first time, I struggle to believe it’s my home.

      Grey bricked, square and squat, mullion windowed, the first parts of the house were built in Elizabethan times. It has been added to along the centuries and modernised: a new drive curving before it, wrought-iron gates to keep outsiders firmly out. But still its age seeps from the walls. Old creepers twine around the sills, climbing up the old brickwork; red and white roses round the thick wooden door. Built onto one side, a single pointed turret reaches desperately to the darkening sky, as thick cloud scuds across a shadowed new moon.

      I will never forget my first sight of it. I remember most distinctly the first time I crossed the threshold, following nervously in Matthew’s wake. How in awe I was, and how my heart thumped.

      Now, apparently, I am home.

      

      Yesterday afternoon, at the estate agents squeezed between the old arcade and the chippie on the seafront corner, I detached my battered old ‘Virgo’ key ring – proudly presented to me by Frank on his tenth Christmas – and handed back the keys to 9 Marine Buildings with an almost-lump in my throat. Almost, but not quite.

      Despite my nerves about what was coming next, I can’t say I was entirely sorry to say goodbye to the dingy hallway that always smelt of cat wee, despite my best attempts with air fresheners or potpourri. (Last year Frank was so desperate to mask the smell from a new girlfriend, his joss sticks almost burnt the whole place down.)

      I definitely wouldn’t miss the patch of mould shaped like a polar bear above the bedroom window, or the shower that inevitably turned icy halfway through a hair wash – but for all its faults, it had been home for a long time. It was what we were used to, Frankie and I.

      Sure, the second bedroom wasn’t big enough to swing a mouse. The balcony was small and never chic, despite valiant efforts with greenery and two stripy deckchairs – but just having it enabled me to sit and watch the sea, sometimes for hours that slipped by unmarked; the sea that I both feared and loved in equal measure.

      But in my heart I’d left already. I closed the flat door more resolutely than I felt and knocked on Elsie’s. When she didn’t answer, I left the yucca and the peace lily on the landing, unsure if she’d gone to her niece’s – or if she found the idea of goodbye as painful as I did.

      I shoved the last bits of mail in my bag – the redirection would kick in tomorrow – and closed the street door behind me for the final time.

      The speed at which my life was changing felt surreal and astonishing – only this time in a good way. I just couldn’t quite believe it was true.

      After I’d dropped the keys off at the estate agents, I drove towards Shoreham for my last night on the south coast. In Judy’s dingy first-floor flat we sat below a curling print of someone French’s lilies, toasting new beginnings with warm Sauvignon Blanc. It took quite a bit of ‘jokey’ sniping that wasn’t very jokey for me to gather I’d upset her. Hanging in the cramped hallway, my wedding dress had apparently become a red rag to a bull. I wished I’d left it in the car – but I’d been scared it was too tempting for light-fingered locals.

      ‘Fantastic pulling grounds, weddings.’ Judy sloshed wine into her half-full glass, topping up mine with the end of the bottle. ‘I could be meeting my own Mr Right if you’d asked me.’

      ‘But there won’t be any Mr Rights there.’ I covered my glass with my hand so the dregs trickled between my fingers. Only Frankie and Marlena were coming – and the twins of course. ‘There’s no party or anything, Jude, really. It’s not like that.’

      It was the truth. It was going to be tiny – and private. Just our immediate families – of which there wasn’t much, for either of us; the families that we were going to integrate, bring together, in my imagination, like the Brady Bunch – only considerably smaller.

      ‘Your prince has come then, eh? Let’s just hope he’s a bit more charming than the last one,’ Judy slurred, draining her glass too quickly. ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t sell anything to the press. Or that he hasn’t got a mad wife in the attic. God, imagine that!’

      ‘I don’t think it’s like that.’ My smile was becoming fixed. Matthew did have an ex-wife – that much was true – but as far as I knew, she wasn’t mad or living in the attic.

      I’d been teaching Jane Eyre again for A level this term, covering for a teacher on maternity leave at a comprehensive out by Stenning, only slinking beneath the wire because my old head of department was there now and, desperate to fill the post at the last minute, took pity and hired me.

      No, there were no parallels between the fiery little governess and my life. None at all.

      It was definitely time to hit the saggy sofa bed before Judy got started on all men being bastards and the bottle of mouldering dessert wine she’d produced from somewhere. She didn’t need me to rub my good fortune in – or to remind her of all the trauma I’d already been through that made this new adventure all the more special and extraordinary.

      And I definitely didn’t need to start thinking about what I hadn’t quite told Matthew yet. I could deal with that later.

      Couldn’t I?

      

      I woke early, sore and stiff from the cheap sofa bed, and crept out of Judy’s with indecent haste, leaving a thank-you note and a rather sour taste in my mouth about our friendship.

      I’m not sure it’s one that will withstand the move. It’s been floundering since my sudden, forced departure from Seaborne last year. I suppose I was just grateful Judy didn’t turn her back like many of my other colleagues. (Let’s just say there was definitely no whip-round when I left.)

      Frankly I took friendship where I could get it during those awful months. Judy had cleaved to me a few years before at Seaborne, after I’d taken pity on her isolation when the staffroom hadn’t warmed to her Tory views. We shared an occasional warm cider after I left, although I suspected it was largely because the depths to which I’d fallen made her feel better about her own life.

      I pulled the door quietly behind me.

      Outside I felt the air, damp and salty, on my face. I paused for a moment, savouring it, listening to the seagulls cry like kittens. The sea was only at the end of the road, and I contemplated the walk down to the beach for a last look – but the day was grey, and glancing at my watch, I thought, I’ve got somewhere new to be. Frankie’s train was getting in at 11 a.m.

      I turned away from the sea and got into the car, and despite my resolution, it felt very final.

      To a soundtrack of Joplin and Joni, I took the M23, my tummy rolling with nerves and excitement. Still, there was more than a tinge of sadness, despite what happened here eighteen months ago. Brighton had been our sanctuary for the past twelve years, ever since Simon meted out his punishment. I’d miss it badly.

      But it was time to push those thoughts away; it was time to start afresh. Not everyone gets this second chance at happiness, I reminded myself firmly and cranked up Janis’s top notes.

      At Berkhamsted Frank’s train was delayed, so I sat outside the station, nursing a coffee and contemplating this new place we were coming to. Such a neat and tidy town compared to the tangy sprawl of the south-coast town that burst with gay bars and hen parties, the busy little Lanes and the neon fairground on the Pier. Berkhamsted, on the other hand, is not Bohemian, cool or chavvy in any way: it is proper, grown-up suburbia.

      As I watched from my seat, neat little families poured out of 4 x 4s and a clutch of affluent older couples in beige headed to Waitrose. Across the street, yummy mummies ran in and out of the coffee shops in Uggs and fake fur, glued to smartphones. It was all so nice: we might just end up being the sore thumb, my son and I.

      The truth was I didn’t want attention any more; no more whispers and sniggers, no more covert looks across the street.

      But what is nice anyway? Nice is so often only on the surface in my experience. The debris usually lies beneath.

      Frank’s arrival curtailed my musings. He didn’t see me as he loped out of the station in his skinny jeans and scuffed Converse, an old parka falling off his narrow shoulders, and I watched him with joy.

      ‘Oh gosh, I’ve missed you.’ I hugged my son hard, shocked at how tall he was – taller even than when he’d left for Hull three months earlier, breaking my heart as he left the nest entirely empty: only me left.

      ‘Don’t say it, Mum,’ he grinned.

      ‘What?’

      ‘All grown up!’

      So I didn’t – I just grinned at him. But it did cross my mind that day, yet again: would I have given into Matthew with such abandon if Frankie hadn’t packed and gone north?

      Now he released himself from my hold and swung his rucksack up, and I noticed a new tattoo poking from his jacket sleeve. ‘New ink?’ I teased, and he swiped my hair.

      ‘Yeah, something like that.’

      In the car he told me about his new mates, about his halls and then finally that he wasn’t convinced he was doing the right course. ‘I’m thinking of changing to music production,’ he said. ‘More me.’

      And despite his chatter, as we neared Malum House, my stomach turned over again. I was looking forward to showing Frankie his new home. The prospect of giving him something more than we’d ever dreamt of was tantalising – but I was suddenly terrified.

      What if they didn’t get on?

      Sure, they’d been all right the few times Matthew visited Brighton; they got on fine, that was true. They chatted about football, and a bit about music, though their tastes differ vastly. But – what if…

      Matthew flung the door open wide before I even knocked, soothing my nerves, all smiles, damp dark hair and faded old jeans. He’d been waiting for us with fresh coffee and croissants in the big white kitchen. Leading us in, it was obvious he wanted us to both feel at home, kissing me and giving Frankie a jovial back slap.

      ‘Welcome to Malum House,’ he said, his hazel gaze on me. My stomach flipped over – with excitement this time.

      ‘Nice.’ Frank took his cup to the French windows. ‘Cool view. What’s Malum when it’s at home?’

      ‘The house was built on the site of Malum Farm’s old orchards, in the seventeenth century.’

      ‘Oh right; well old, then.’ Frankie nodded sagely.

      It was Matthew’s turn to grin. ‘Malum’s the old Latin for “apple”.’

      ‘I see,’ said Frank. Then he grinned and admitted, ‘I never did Latin actually. One year of Spanish just about did me.’

      ‘Well I don’t think many of us did Latin.’ Matthew was kind.

      Whilst Frank was in the bathroom, Matthew scooped me to him, kissing me with vigour. When I came up for air, I felt oddly shy, and I pushed my head into the neck of his cashmere jumper. He wrapped his arms tightly around me.

      ‘I can’t believe I’m actually here,’ I whispered. ‘It feels like a dream.’

      ‘I can believe it,’ he murmured into my hair, ‘and I thank God you’re not going anywhere again.’

      ‘Really?’ It was like I needed to pinch myself. No man had ever made me feel like this before. Not even…

      Not even the devil still haunting me now.

      ‘Really, hon.’ Matthew kissed the top of my head. ‘You are so good, Jeanie. You are going to be the saving of me – I know it.’

      And I revelled in it for now. For now, I would let myself revel in this unusual, addictive and exotic feeling. Because I knew, for all my high hopes, I knew it probably couldn’t be sustained. But I wouldn’t think of that now…

      When Frankie slouched back into the room and swallowed a croissant practically whole, Matthew released me and suggested a tour of the house. ‘We ought to show Frank his new home, eh, Jeanie?’

      ‘Cool.’ Frankie eyed another croissant, and I propelled him gently towards his rucksack.

      ‘Do you want to see your room?’ I asked.

      ‘I’ve given you the end bedroom on the first floor, looks out onto this—’ Matthew gestured at the great sweep of lawn that led down to woodland on the other side of the high wall. There was no way over that wall.

      I was surprised by a sharp feeling, like a weight on my chest. Come on, Jeanie! I couldn’t crave the openness and enormity of the sea already, less than two hours in. Could I?

      Don’t fuck this one up, for Christ’s sake! Marlena’s voice was in my ear. This is your big chance.

      ‘Sounds good to me.’ Frank hitched up his jeans as we watched Matthew open the ‘secret’ kitchen door with a flourish, showing off the twisty hidden stairwell.

      ‘The Cavaliers hid their allies in this stairwell during the Civil War.’ Matthew was ahead of us. ‘I saved it from Kaye’s terrible architect when we did the extension. There’s a priest hole behind it from Elizabeth I’s reign – when the Catholics were persecuted. They’d have torn it all out if Kaye had had her way.’ I couldn’t see his face, but I sensed the roll of his eyes. ‘It’s listed now, so it’s safe.’

      ‘Awesome, man.’ Frankie loped behind his stepfather-to-be. ‘Can you get in the priest hole?’

      ‘No, it’s bricked up now – but it’s there behind the wall.’

      And they were up and out of the stairwell.

      Alone, I paused in the dimness. I ran my hand across the cold, bumpy wall, salvaged from the demanding ex-wife who was so rarely mentioned. I wondered whom exactly it was who hid behind the bricks. Did they listen in terror to Elizabeth’s soldiers or Cromwell’s Roundheads tramping through the house, ready to pull them apart? They must have feared for their lives.

      The wall was very cold beneath my fingers, and I realised I was holding my breath, my ears straining for sound.

      

      It sounds silly, but once or twice, I’m sure I’ve heard voices, late at night, whispering in the hallways and on the landings, when there’s been no one here but Matthew and I.

      And it’s strange, because I don’t feel like the house is hostile – but it has unnerved me.

      Matthew always assures me the odd noise is quite normal; just the creaks and groans of old timber – but I’m not so sure. It makes me horribly uneasy.

      It makes me feel someone else is here. And it’s too soon for that.

      Isn’t it?

      

      About six weeks ago I was woken from a deep sleep in the early hours by a noise I couldn’t distinguish. The twins weren’t staying that night. They’d been here earlier in the day, and we’d gone to the cinema to see The Maze Runner before taking them back to their mother’s after tea.

      Lying awake in the dark, my heart pattering, something moved near me. The swish of material against wood – a skirt, a petticoat, a curtain, I wasn’t sure – but it was enough to force me bolt upright in bed.

      ‘Listen!’ I clutched Matthew’s arm. ‘I can hear someone…’

      ‘It’s just the wind,’ he muttered, without opening his eyes. ‘Lie down, hon.’ He threw a protective arm over me and fell straight back to sleep.

      I lay awake for at least an hour that night.

      And are there voices here too, I wondered now, in the stairwell? Today? Behind these cold walls…

      ‘Jeanie? Are you coming?’

      I jumped slightly, despite myself. Then I went on up to marvel along with Frank at his new bedroom, which was complete with a sound system beyond his wildest dreams, speakers attached to the walls.

      ‘Is this a Sonos?’ he was crowing. ‘Linked to the whole house? God, that’s amazing!’

      

      There was only one tiny blip during the ‘tour’ – and probably it was only my imagination again anyway; what Marlena would call my ‘over-thinking’ – and what I might just term slight anxiety. Frankie had put his hand in mine as we climbed the turret stairs, and as Matthew turned at the top, a slight frown crossed his face, his eyes flicking towards my son’s hold on me. I felt it like a dart.

      My eighteen-year-old son, it has to be said. The thing was we were used to having to hold onto one another, Frankie and I, but maybe now, maybe it had to change a bit – and that wasn’t a bad thing, given what we’d been through in the past few years. Frankie was growing up and away from me, and it was time for a new time.

      I slipped my hand out of Frank’s and moved up the last few stairs to join Matthew in the circular room.

      It was his daughter’s bedroom: girly in the extreme, frilly and pink. The sickly smell of rose and vanilla pervaded the air – from cheap candles on the windowsills, I thought. Carefully, I avoided looking at the display of family photos on the ledge. I looked out of the other window, towards the town.

      ‘Blimey.’ Frank opened a casement and leaned out. ‘It’s like Sleeping Beauty’s castle or something. You wouldn’t want to get an attack of vertigo up here.’

      ‘Careful,’ I couldn’t help myself saying.

      ‘It’s quite something, isn’t it?’ Matthew clapped his hand onto Frank’s shoulder, leaning out too to survey the view with a trace of pride. I was glad Frankie had shown his approval, and I was sure it would be all right between them; this might even be the beginning of a bond. ‘Makes all the long hours at the office worth it.’

      The creepers creep-creep-creeped around the windows – the red roses didn’t make it this high – and peering through the window behind them, down at the street, where a small figure was running towards the fields, onto the Chiltern Hills, I thought Matthew and Frank were quite right. It was magnificent: the views were immense.

      I looked at my son and my lover standing together, gazing out, and then Matthew turned and smiled at me – a smile full of what I could only read as love, and I felt my skin tingle.

      Or was it tingling because of the figure I’d seen scurrying away down the road?

      I turned to Matthew.

      My husband-to-be.

      This time on Saturday, I would be Mrs King.

      My home.

      If you’d told me six months ago I’d end up here, the day before I met Matthew at Jill’s terrible office party, I’d have said you were a fantasist. I’d have said the same the week after. Two weeks after.

      But here I was.

      In the distance a motorbike revved, and then it sped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Three

        

        
          Marlena

        

      

    

    
      I meant to make the wedding. I did, really.

      Oh come on! I bet you’ve had to miss an important occasion for work; we all have, haven’t we?

      What?

      All right, it wasn’t entirely work. I mean, it was, but it was kind of more like a hunch, and I was hoping it would lead to bigger, better things, as I inched my way out of the wilderness I’d found myself in four years ago. I had a lot of ground to make up, a lot of apologising to do, a lot of proving myself journalistically, all over again.

      The wedding photos looked lovely, really. She looked gorgeous, so gorgeous, my Jeanie, and I could see why exactly, despite all his money and his posh house and flash car, Matthew would’ve fallen for her.

      The most pure of heart, my dear Jeanie. Wouldn’t hurt anyone; really, truly, wouldn’t refuse anyone. Would always manage to be kind, even when times were hard.

      As she learnt to her huge cost.

      But she’s paid for that shit, hasn’t she? More than once.

      This was her once upon a time all over again. This was the happy ending she’d been longing for since Simon’s worst betrayal had lacerated her. Since the days of Uncle Rog and his pissed-up paedo mates at the Star & Garter off Peckham High Street. Since the subsequent inflicted damage. Jesus.

      Let’s leave that for another time, yeah? It sours everything.

      Happy endings? In my book, they’re what you get down the massage parlour on the Old Kent Road. They are not real life.

      

      I stared at the wedding picture my big sister had just emailed me.

      Jeanie in her white velvet dress and big fur hood, eyes shiny and huge with hope; Matthew very debonair in an undoubtedly expensive dark suit, looking down at her with – I couldn’t dispute it – something definitely akin to love. Not that I’m an expert though.

      Still, there was something about the picture I didn’t like: something I couldn’t quite put my finger on immediately.

      Something about the look on his daughter’s face, perhaps – a teenager whose name escaped me, whom I hadn’t met yet. Slinky, skinny little thing: too much black eyeliner, wearing a long, tight purple dress and wedge-heeled boots.

      Pudding brother, not nearly so handsome as his twin, but at least his smile was benign.

      And lanky Frank, freckled and mop haired, in his borrowed suit and old black Converse, grinning lopsidedly. Probably dying for a roll-up if I knew anything about the boy.

      I looked at the twins, these kids that Jeanie had met only a few months ago, who were taking a while to warm up, apparently, despite all her best efforts. Well the girl was, by all accounts. The boy was quite chilled, at least. But they weren’t ready for a stepmum, it seemed.

      Jeanie had even bought a book, bless her, when we met in London in September for a lunch soon interrupted by a call from my new editor. (I dare not leave work calls unanswered these days.)

      After I’d hung up, I’d accompanied my sister to the self-help section in Piccadilly’s Waterstones and watched her root the book out from the bottom shelf.

      How to be the Best Step-parent or some crap – that’s what she chose. ‘Confront the challenges head-on,’ read the tag line.

      She’d been worried about Frank too. Worried he’d feel left out and not the ‘only one’ any more. Worried that the twins wouldn’t accept her; worried they would compare her to their mother. Hoping to make a ‘new family’.

      What did we know about family though?

      I’d told her to stop over-thinking – as usual.

      ‘Just get on with it,’ I’d instructed again, a fortnight ago, over Jeanie’s hen-night cocktails in the Covent Garden Hotel, when she said it was still ‘a bit sticky’ with the girl. ‘How can anyone not like you, Jean?’

      ‘Quite easily.’ She ate her olive morosely. ‘I can’t get Scarlett to smile at me at all. I offered to take her clothes shopping last week, and she just left the room without speaking.’

      ‘Horrible age, babe,’ I reminded her, licking the salt from my hand and downing my tequila. ‘Think what we were like at fourteen.’

      Not helpful, actually, that last comment. We were hardly today’s typical teens, my sister and I. Too busy fending for ourselves to have hissy fits about potential step-parents.

      Too busy with the business of survival.

      

      Matthew came to meet Jeanie after our cocktails. They were going to stay the night in the hotel – and when I saw him scoop her off her feet outside the main doors, her cheeks flushing with pleasure and excitement as she disappeared into his embrace, at least I could relax a bit.

      This man was besotted by my sister – that much was obvious.

      Strange match they might seem, but then stranger things have happened. He treated her like she was made of glass; he seemed to see her as precious.

      And she is. Infinitely precious.

      

      When I couldn’t make the wedding at the weekend, when I texted to say I had to follow up a lead on a story about corruption in the back benches – Cameron’s lot and their sense of entitlement – that if I didn’t, my job would be on the line – Jeanie insisted it was fine. But I knew it wasn’t really. I sent the biggest bouquet of flowers Interflora did, but I still felt shit about it.

      Especially when my ‘big story’ turned out to be a complete dud. Maybe I should have examined my own motives for not attending the wedding more closely. Maybe.

      Now I closed the wedding photo down to read the directions to the sixth-form college I was visiting this afternoon. I was giving a talk on social media, responsibility and digital journalism. I was trying to do my bit; trying to make amends.

      I also had to tell Jeanie I wasn’t going to their New Year’s Eve party. Matthew might be good for my sister, but wild dogs wouldn’t have dragged me to mingle with his money-market mates. I was a little hazy on what exactly his job was, but bankers really didn’t do it for me. Bankers had nearly been my own professional downfall.

      Maybe, though, maybe I’d leave telling Jeanie that till tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Four

        

        
          Jeanie

        

        31 December 2014

      

    

    
      
        3 p.m.

      

      

      The party is starting in less than four hours. I’m behind already and horribly anxious as I arrive back to find an elderly lady hovering just outside the drive. Our drive, I should say.

      Except nothing feels like ‘ours’ to me yet, whatever Matthew says.

      The lady ignores my polite beep, refusing to move more than an inch, but eventually I manage to squeeze carefully around her, parking my old car behind the phalanx of shiny, far grander vehicles.

      Trying to avoid her eye, I drag Matthew’s dry cleaning out, along with a big box of wine glasses I bought this morning, before my cursed trip to the hairdresser’s.

      My hairdo, as my Nan would have called it, is truly awful. I don’t know why I let the girl keep going when I could see the disaster it was becoming – but I just grinned at her manically in the mirror as she turned me into a bouffant Miss Piggy.

      Or rather, I do know why I let her carry on. It’s because I didn’t want to upset her. Can’t say boo to a goose me.

      And it was because I was distracted.

      Whilst the girl cut and curled, I had a cup of tea and scanned a copy of something glossy – maybe it was OK! magazine; I’m not sure. Mid-read about Kylie’s love life, I sensed eyes on me – but it was just a couple glancing at the price list in the window. They walked on.

      I finished the magazine and looked for something else to read. I avoided the newspaper rack – I don’t like newspapers any more – but I did catch the Daily Mail’s front-page story – about that girl who’d disappeared from London on Christmas Eve. Apparently they thought she’d quite likely flown to Turkey, planning to travel on to Syria in what they call ‘hijrah’: jihad by emigration.

      Then I opened yesterday’s post that I’d stuck in my bag earlier.

      At first I thought the hard-backed envelope was a late Christmas card, and I studied my name written in swirly black writing across the front, wondering which friend had tracked me down so soon.

      But of course I was wrong.

      After I saw what was inside the envelope, I couldn’t move for a bit. The hairdresser’s that had seemed so noisy a moment ago suddenly seemed very quiet, and everyone in my peripheral vision seemed to be moving in slow motion.

      I sat staring at the picture. It wasn’t a good picture of me anyway, and it had been doctored with black biro: the artist had had to go over his ‘work’ a few times, by the looks of things, to make the noose really stand out.

      The noose around my neck.

      When I’d calmed myself a little and put the horrible picture away, I realised what I had to do.

      Something I should have done weeks ago. Something I should have done before the wedding.

      

      Now, on the driveway, all I want is to get inside and make sure the scary caterer’s doing all right on her own before I take Matthew aside.

      I need to talk to him quietly and tell him the truth. Before all his smart friends – I imagine they’re smart anyway – before they all turn up and see me for the fraud I am.

      Before it all implodes.

      But before I reach the front door, the elderly lady, who I recognise now as Miss Turnbull from next door, bears down on me like a Rottweiler on a squirrel in the park.

      ‘Hello there.’ My jolly smile’s meant to say: please let me go; I’m sorry, but I’m pushed right now. ‘Just dashing inside to see—’

      ‘I think these are yours.’ The stolid lady is already halfway up the path. She extends a woolly-gloved hand; she’s holding something.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘The postman must have gotten the house numbers confused.’

      Or maybe it’s because Miss Turnbull lives in a bungalow called ‘Heaven’s Gate’, and the postman doesn’t recognise that celestial address as being located in suburban Hertfordshire.

      She waves a wodge of envelopes held by an elastic band. My redirected mail. I see the handwriting on the top one.

      I don’t want the letters, but I don’t want her to have them either. I stick my hand out as best I can, given I’m holding a box of glasses under one arm and trailing a man’s suit from the other.

      Reluctantly Miss Turnbull relinquishes her cargo.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say as I move off. I refuse to look at them this time. Later. Later will do.

      She’s still hovering. I realise she’s waiting, her whiskered chin quivering with some sort of emotion I can’t quite make out.

      ‘It’s odd, you know.’

      ‘What is?’ I am bright, fumbling for the key.

      ‘I thought I recognised your name…’

      ‘Oh it’s a common-enough name,’ I say, trying for breezy. ‘Well thanks so much. I’d better get inside before I drop this lot.’

      It’s not enough apparently.

      ‘Where exactly did you say you moved from?’ the old woman asks.

      Nowhere. I moved from nowhere, I want to shout.

      But she knows already, if she’s looked at the forwarded mail. And I’d bet my last pound she has.

      ‘Sussex,’ I mumble.

      Please go away now, I think fervently. God, I wish I was more like Marlena. I’d just turn my back, forthright and assertive with my boundaries.

      But I am not like my sister. I am the least assertive person I know – except with my students. The only place I ever came into my own was in front of my class.

      Back then.

      Pushing the thoughts down, finding the key, I move to the door – but she’s still there.

      ‘Thanks again,’ I say.

      ‘Having a do?’ Miss Turnbull glares at the catering van parked next to the bashed-up old Fiesta Marlena bought Frankie for his eighteenth. The only other rubbish car parked on the curved drive.

      I couldn’t afford to get Frankie anything much last year – but at least Marlena saw him proud.

      This year I can do better.

      ‘I don’t know why people bother seeing New Year’s in,’ Miss Turnbull sniffs. ‘I do hope it won’t be too loud.’

      ‘I’ll make sure we keep a lid on it.’ The key’s in the door now, thank God. ‘It won’t be too noisy, I promise.’

      A rash promise to make, if my Frankie has anything to do with it – but we’re so detached in this big old house, I doubt The xx will reach Heaven’s Gate.

      The New Year’s Eve bash was definitely not my idea. I don’t know anyone locally, not yet, and I’ve invited no one apart from Marlena and Jill. Honestly I’d be happier nodding my head along to Jools Holland with my new husband, accompanied by a glass of Cava and a tube of Pringles – but my new husband (God, how odd that still sounds!) has different ideas.

      ‘I want to show you off,’ Matthew said when he first mentioned the idea, ever the gallant – and secretly, despite my innate shyness, I’m bursting with happiness. Despite knowing that, at the grand old age of forty-two and a half, I’m hardly a young bride worthy of being flaunted.

      Second time round the block for him, and a lot of water under bridges. Whole oceans full, in my case.

      And of course, I’m slightly ashamed to say, Miss Turnbull’s not invited – not as far as I know anyway. Matthew said something like, ‘That old bat will never darken my door again,’ when we saw her outside one day, sweeping up non-existent litter.

      I vaguely remember a story about her complaints to the RSPCA, saying Scarlett’s puppy barked excessively; so much so that the RSPCA had come round and checked on the Kings.

      What is that expression on her saggy face as she looks at me now?

      Concern?

      No – it’s worse than that. It’s disapproval.

      ‘I mean we don’t want any more shenanigans, do we?’ Miss Turnbull says. ‘I really don’t want to be calling the police again.’

      ‘Again?’ I stop, key in door. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Less said.’ She purses bloodless lips now as I gaze at her.

      ‘Please do say,’ I prompt. ‘What police? When?’

      The old lady glances up at the house and then away. She’s not going to tell me anything else; she’s decided apparently.

      ‘Well I don’t want to be out here in the dark,’ she harrumphs, although it’s a pleasant, if cold, afternoon: there’s even a glimmer of sun in the washed-out sky. ‘You never know who might be around.’ She shoots a look down the road, as if we were in downtown LA, the Bronx – or even central Peckham, where I was hauled up. Here I’d hazard a guess a couple of dog walkers are the worst she might encounter.

      ‘Thanks so much, Miss Trunchbull—’ Horrified I stop, thinking of Roald Dahl’s horrid old headmistress – and my last boss.

      ‘Turnbull,’ she corrects crossly. ‘I must say’—she gives me a final once-over—‘you’re quite different to the last one.’

      Last round to her then.

      I watch her sensible lace-ups squelch through the last leaves, not cleared from the foot of the drive, disintegrating in all the rain we’ve had recently.

      Glancing down at the mail, I feel a familiar squeeze of fear.

      I shove the lot into my coat pocket and lug the wine glasses and the suit into the house.

      My tentative ‘I’m home!’ rings false in my ears, and although I want to see Matthew – I always want to see Matthew – I feel a surge of overwhelming relief when silence greets me.

      Dumping my wares in the hallway, I stick my head round the kitchen door. The scary, super-efficient caterer waves from the central island where she’s counting something called smoked salmon blinis, and I’m just wondering where Matthew is when full-blast techno pumps through the house: The Prodigy’s ‘Firestarter’, I think.

      Frankie’s got the sound system up and running then.f

      ’Back soon, I ♥️ you’ says the note stuck on the front of the fridge with an Aston Villa magnet. Matthew’s gone to fetch the twins.

      It’s not his weekend, but as far as I can tell their mother – ‘the last one’ as Miss Turnbull would have it – or the only other one, in fact, plays hard and fast with the rota.

      ‘It’s our gain,’ I’d reassured Matthew last night after his phone had started to ping with texts. Feeling flushed and giddy with the romance of my new life, when he’d announced that she’d asked us to have the twins for New Year’s Eve, I’d been quite happy to agree. ‘It’ll be fun to party with them.’ I’d dolloped more chicken chow mein onto his plate and topped up his glass of red. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing them.’

      But actually that was a lie.

      I am only looking forward to seeing one of them this weekend. Frankly the other one alarms me quite badly.

      Despite my best efforts, Scarlett’s proving a tough nut to crack. I’d met the twins about six weeks in, against my slightly better judgement, but I’d never anticipated such hostility from her. And I can’t help feeling partly responsible: the speed at which Matthew and I married, almost six months to the day we met, hasn’t helped, I guess.

      But I couldn’t wait. ‘Do you need help?’ I shout over the music to Julie, who shouts back that she’s fine and it’s all underway (I think, though it’s hard to tell as Keith Flint is still yelling something about a bitch someone hated), and I think how strange this is, to be in this smart, large house whose inside doesn’t match its outside at all.

      Inside it’s all ultra-modern and blank, neutral tones; matching three-pieces and plush rugs and every electronic mod con I could wish for – and a few more I’d never heard of before.

      How very different to where I was this time last year – entirely different, in fact. I’d never have dreamt I’d be this happy; a year ago I thought I’d never see the light of day again. I’d certainly never dreamt I’d be paying a lady to make canapés for guests I don’t even know.

      All right, correction: I’m not paying her. Matthew is.

      Everything’s happened so fast. The issue of my finding a job now that I live in his house, in this town, hasn’t arisen yet, and it’s another subject we need to discuss soon.

      There are a few things that have been overlooked – the most important of which I know I need to rectify immediately.

      The letters crackle in my pocket as I push by the kitchen counter.

      But I’ve missed my chance today. When Matthew returns, it’ll be with his kids – and I can’t tell him when they’re here.

      I just need to get through tonight – to pass the initiation test, I suppose…

      What if I don’t pass though?

      What if…

      I head upstairs. When I get to the master bedroom – our bedroom – I close the door firmly and sit on the bed.

      I stare out into the huge back garden, past the bare old apple trees, their lichened branches sprawling towards the bedroom window, down to the great lawn sloping into a cluster of old trees at the end: big oaks that provide a canopy of dark and dappled light I’ve not explored yet and other naked, December trees. Beyond them is the high wall that keeps us in.

      Someone’s strung up fairy lights around the terrace this end, planted outdoor candles along the path. Silver lanterns adorn the lawn’s edges. It’s very pretty – magical almost – perfect for the theme of tonight’s party.

      It’s my home – and yet I feel like a fish out of water still, and I fear my days might be numbered if I’m discovered before my confession.

      Pulling the new mail from my pocket, I feel sick with fear.

      One’s from the bank. One’s from the TV-licensing people. One’s a mail-order catalogue for clothes I’d never wear.

      And then, in a rush, I tear the last one open.

      It’s even worse than I feared.

      

      
        7 p.m.

      

      

      From the percussive thump, thump through the floor, it is apparent that the countdown to the party has officially begun.

      I need to hurry, or I’ll be late for our guests – but I’m dawdling. I can’t bear to leave the sanctuary of the room.

      I’m terrified that Matthew’s friends will see I’m not worthy of him, that I’m not what I purported to be. Terrified of people seeing through me, thinking I’m not good enough. Terrified that I don’t match up to the great Kaye, she of the long legs and tumbling blonde mane and the hard body, honed whilst her husband was away making money – money she was very good at spending.

      I haven’t met Kaye yet, but I know what she looks like.

      Forget that now.

      I take a huge breath down into my diaphragm, and I check my reflection in the mirror one final, anxious time, my clammy hands smoothing the sparkly skirts of my dress.

      The mirror says I look nothing like normal. I look odd, outlandish even, my feathery headdress so tall I have to bend to see the top of it.

      Do I dare walk out of this room? What if they laugh?

      Worse, the gremlin taunts, what if someone recognises you? There’s always a chance…

      They won’t laugh surely? Luke helped me choose the costume last weekend. He was looking for his own on a fancy-dress website, and when I saw the dress, he positively encouraged me – unlike his sister, who didn’t want to look at all.

      I imagine she’ll be in her usual denim hot pants and holey tights.

      Just get on with it, Jeanie.

      I remember Matthew’s assurances, murmured into my hair early today – before he slipped out of our rumpled bed to play a round of golf. My fears were forgotten; always forgotten during the times I am in his arms, when I’m warm and sated.

      Still, the thing lurks in the corners of my mind, that squat little beast called memory, its sticky fingers covering everything with a thin layer of slime.

      And it seems strange I’ve been found out so soon, doesn’t it?

      After I opened Miss Turnbull’s bundle earlier and pulled out the contents of that first envelope, hands trembling and head spinning, I studied the front as I had on the other envelope in the hairdresser’s.

      My ‘old’ name typed above the address; postmark London, Central.

      Why now? I thought.

      But I know really.

      Looking around the room now, I feel that I always knew it wasn’t right anyway. We don’t belong here, Frankie and I: we are proper misfits.

      We belong in our old rented place, with damp patches and mould and mismatched furniture; gaudy cheap curtains and plastic bath suites; Elsie knocking on the wall when Frankie played his music too loud. Not here, in this opulence. It’s all pretend.

      I ought to go back before I’m found out…

      It’s been so stupid to have not told Matthew, extremely stupid – a far bigger risk than I’d normally ever take doing anything.

      I fear I’m going to pay the price.

      But – I do have some hope still. No man has ever made me feel like he does. Not even the devil. So my hope resides there: in our feelings for each other, our new passion, that might make it all right.

      Please. Let it be all right.

      Banging dance music fills Matthew’s house again, the floors shaking with the huge bass beat. I imagine the old house’s disdain at the intrusion, the things it has seen. Now the invaders are all too evident, it sighs…

      The knock at the door makes me jump.

      ‘Are you ready, hon?’

      I glance at the dresser drawer where I shoved the envelope when Matthew arrived back with the kids – one of whom was loudly truculent and rude.

      ‘Just coming.’ I lock the drawer, hide the tiny key in my make-up bag, and open the door. All the little things I’ve been worrying about – the glitter with which I’ve liberally powdered my cleavage, the brilliant shade of my emerald eyeshadow – are forgotten again in the light of my recent fears.

      But, stepping out to be judged, the way Matt looks at me calms me.

      ‘Wow, Jeanie! You look beautiful,’ he says wonderingly.

      It’s like warm water washing over me, like sinking into a bath that’s the perfect temperature. A soup of love, almost.

      ‘Come on, hon.’ Matt holds out a hand, and the expression on his face is one I can’t read. No, maybe I can. It’s one of pride, I think.

      Cheeks flaming, I’m proud to inspire this reaction. ‘You…’ I look down at myself shyly. ‘You don’t think it’s too much?’

      ‘You’re beautiful,’ he murmurs. ‘Lovely girl.’

      ‘God, Mum!’ Frankie bounds up the stairs. ‘Are you wearing that? You look—’

      ‘What?’ I’m nervous all over again. ‘Ridiculous?’

      ‘Like you’re about twenty-five!’ His freckly face breaks into a grin.

      ‘Ah, get away with you,’ I scoff, sounding like my Great Aunt Margaret from Enniskerry – but inside I’m glowing. How could this not be addictive – approbation from my two favourite people in the world?

      ‘Yeah, right.’

      Another imaginary whisper?

      Halfway down the attic stairs stands Scarlett, wearing the tiniest dress I think I’ve ever seen: yellow shiny skirt just skimming her thighs, sequined blue bodice glittering in the low lights, long slim legs in fishnets, chunky silver and black heels higher than my headdress.

      My stupid awkward headdress that hit the top of the bedroom door as I came out to be ‘observed’.

      And who on earth am I kidding? Mutton dressed as lamb.

      ‘Blimey,’ Frankie mutters, the air between Scarlett and him crackling uncomfortably. Slowly she blinks.

      ‘You look very pretty.’ I smile at her, feeling the heat creep up my chest. I’ll be all blotchy within the minute.

      ‘You look very – silver.’ Scarlett is blithe. ‘Like a big piece of tinfoil.’

      ‘Scarlett Bianca King!’ Her father’s solidarity warms me. ‘That’s bloody short.’

      I realise the reprimand is for the outfit, not for the way she spoke to me.

      ‘It’s a fairy-tale dress, Daddy,’ she pouts, giving a twirl. ‘Just like you ordered.’

      The look on Frank’s face is one I recognise from days gone by: days of forcing him to eat his greens. It is almost mutinous.

      ‘Really?’ Matthew’s sigh is hearty.

      ‘I’m Snow White, Dad. You can hardly object. It’s your theme – fairy tales.’ The whine creeps into Scarlett’s voice. ‘You said…’

      I hear Marlena: I’ll give you tinker, you little…

      I glance at Frankie. I wouldn’t like to guess what’s going through his head right now.

      ‘Oh, but I can object.’ Matthew really frowns now. ‘And I do. Go and put a proper dress on immediately. People are about to arrive.’

      Scarlett flicks me a look. One chance…

      ‘Leave her.’ I put my hand on his arm. ‘She looks gorgeous. And it’s a special occasion.’

      She steps towards us, and I see our reflections in the great gilt mirror. Scarlett and I held together like a photograph in the curling frame.

      Who is the fairest of them all? I think wryly.

      Of course it’s Scarlett, without any doubt. She does look gorgeous – and far, far older than her fourteen years. Matthew’s right – it’s entirely inappropriate. The whole look is almost pornographic: shiny red lips glistening above a low-cut Snow White bodice, laced to within an inch of its life; face young and wide-eyed as a fawn’s; a creamy cleavage most would die for.

      She’s about as innocent as Hannah Montana in her reincarnation as Miley Cyrus.

      Before anyone can move, Luke canters down the stairs, almost shoving his twin sister over as he skids to a halt.

      ‘I can’t get my stupid quiver to stay on.’ He leans over his shoulder awkwardly. ‘It keeps slipping down.’

      ‘Robin Hood, Robin Hood, riding through the glen!’ Frankie winks at the boy.

      Luke. Slightly overweight and solid where his sister is svelte, not so handsome – but amiable where she is spiky. Always worried whether everyone is all right, used to soothing the neuroses of the female egos around him, I’d imagine.

      ‘Here.’ Frank adjusts the strap for him. ‘There you go, Mr Hood. Nice costume, mate. Very cool!’

      Luke beams. I think he rather reveres Frankie. ‘Thanks a lot.’ No edge to him. ‘I like your costume, Jeanie!’

      ‘Thank you.’ I smile at the boy fast becoming my favourite stepchild, and he tips his pointy green hat to me. A most gallant Robin Hood.

      It goes without saying that Frankie hasn’t bothered with a costume, but he’s scrubbed up well, my boy, in a white shirt, his freckly face open beneath artfully tousled hair. But he’s less than friendly again now, still mutinous, refusing to look at Scarlett at all.

      ‘Dancing Queen’ suddenly belts out of the conservatory.

      ‘Jesus! Abba? I told George not to let anyone tinker with the system!’ Frankie is incensed. ‘For God’s sake…’ He thunders down the stairs. ‘ “Royal Blood” is our first track.’

      Scarlett tries to slink down after him as the doorbell rings.

      ‘Hey!’ Matthew barks at her. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

      ‘Please, Daddy.’ She drops her head, lower lip trembling. ‘I’ll make it up to you…’

      ‘Matthew,’ I say, gently.

      For a moment Matthew looks at me as if he doesn’t know me – and then he smiles, the kind of smile that still makes my tummy flutter.

      ‘Ah, Jeanie, all right, you win,’ he sighs. ‘You’ve got your stepmum to thank, Scarlett. Just don’t tuck into the mulled wine, okay?’

      ‘Course not.’ She smiles prettily, tugging her skirt over her neat little bottom. ‘Thanks, Daddy. Thanks, Jeanie.’

      But I’m sure the look I catch in the mirror as her father guides her downstairs isn’t gratitude.

      Plodding behind them, Luke’s look of sympathy doesn’t entirely placate me either.

      ‘Is Mum coming?’ is the last thing I hear from Scarlett as they disappear round the staircase’s bend.

      Mum? Oh God. I really, really hope not.

      

      
        7.15 p.m.

      

      

      Alone on the landing, outside the room that’s always locked, I hoick my corset up in the ostentatious mirror. My cleavage certainly doesn’t look so eye-catching now I’ve seen Scarlett’s.

      But is anything ever what it seems at first sight? Isn’t there always more beneath the surface than we are capable of first imagining?

      The big mirror is out of place here, fitting so badly with Matthew’s minimalist style I don’t know why Kaye didn’t take it – especially as she seems to have fought for so much else.

      Perhaps it didn’t match her new décor.

      Décor that’s cost Matthew at least one limb, in a two-floor penthouse apartment in a gated estate on the other side of town.

      But we don’t dwell on the past much, he and I. Matthew is all about fresh starts. Which has suited me, of course – up to a point. Sometimes though it’s bewildering to live with someone I know so little about. I’m learning on the job.

      A new wave of fear washes over me, and I struggle against it. I’ll sort this all out in the next twenty-four hours – then we’ll be safe again.

      Still, I wish passionately that Marlena was coming tonight. But why would my little sister, no doubt seeing the New Year in with the great and good – or, more likely, the malign and glamorous – eschew swigging Cristal in the capital’s most fashionable haunts to drag herself out to the sticks for curling canapés – even if they are made by a top-notch firm called Classy Catering (yes, really).

      No, I realise Marlena won’t abandon the bright lights to dance with a sweaty accountant who’ll get too close after one glass too many; to sing a tuneless ‘Auld Lang Syne’ at midnight with a load of drunk suburbanites she’ll never see again.

      And if Marlena isn’t in high society tonight, she’ll be on the trail of someone from low society, pursuing her next story.

      Perhaps I could have been more honest about why I need her now…

      ‘Jeanie!’

      I jump again.

      Matthew’s waiting at the foot of the stairs. Quickly I switch on my smile and walk down to meet him.

      ‘Come on, Mrs King.’ He holds a hand out.

      I greet the first arrivals awkwardly in the doorway: the Thompsons from number 52 whom I met over Christmas drinks – he a jovial solicitor, she a dowdy housewife. They hover in their coats, uncomfortable with their gaudy costumes – too early, they’ve just realised, too late.

      Are they comparing me to Kaye?

      Don’t be such a drip, Jean, Marlena’s voice resonates in my head.

      I am a drip though. The good girl: always the staid, boring one, that’s me.

      This is your home now! Don’t be scared, for Christ’s sake.

      I draw myself up to my inconsiderable height, push my shoulders back and slip my hand into my new husband’s.

      ‘Hello.’ I smile at Anne Thompson. ‘Can I take your coat? Oh you do look nice.’ She looks entirely ridiculous as a crêpe-chested Cinderella in pink satin, wearing so much foundation it’s collected in her wrinkles. But I see trepidation in her eyes, and I feel sorry for her. ‘That shade of pink really suits you. And where did you get your lovely cape?’
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