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Chapter One


The university sat tall and dark above the town: three towers looking across the roofs and out over a grey estuary. Perhaps Rose Hill had been wild once and covered with a pink-petalled tangle of briar roses but now it was groomed to smoothness, cropped lawn and concrete in the shadow of the towers.


It could have been a woman’s name – and there had been an incident, far back, decades ago, not long after the towers went up and regrettable, when a young woman from the town gained entrance to the towers, took the lift to the fourteenth floor and smashed her way through the security glass. Apparently an impossibility but there are circumstances – the psychotropic drugs popular then, or the more common or garden misery, or rage, or madness – under which the unfeasible can be accomplished. Her name wasn’t Rose and besides, the hill had been named long before but her death was now wound into the story, part of the name that was too soft and pretty for the way it looked.


The only relic of a former landscape was an older building that sat at the foot of the hill behind dense hedging, grey brick and something like the Victorian gatehouse to a grander structure long vanished. Perhaps it had once had a rose garden, but there was no longer any sign of that, either.


Bridget stood at the shop window and looked out, down the cobbled curve, watching the light leave the narrow sloping street.


November wasn’t always a quiet month, but this one had been, for whatever reason – the papers said it was uncertainty, by which they meant everyone worrying about money, and the world turned upside down. The short days and the light dimming to grey so early gave the lane a melancholy look too, in spite of the strings of lights, their mirrored gleam on the cobbles and the tinny sound of Christmas music – but Bridget liked Christmas. She’d learned to love Christmas: kids did that for you, just one kid did that for you. Even if he was sixteen now, and a foot taller than her.


Finn, Finn, Finn. Matt, bringing tea this morning, had lowered his voice and said he had a few ideas about what to get him, before sliding back in beside her for those nice five minutes before work. It would involve something for his bike and a lot of stuff for his computer. Bridget would get him clothes: gone were the days when she could work him out, but he didn’t seem to hold it against her. Still planted a kiss, absent-minded, on her cheek shuffling down to breakfast with his hair sticking up and his eyebrow grown thick and dark as caterpillars overnight. Clothes she could do: she knew what logos he liked, nothing bright, warm stuff, practical stuff. Socks. Her mind wandered, down the little cobbled hill, into town.


There was a music shop on the corner, further down and out of sight but if it had been there when she was considering the premises, she would have looked elsewhere. The sight of the instrument, the curve of varnished maple, the inlays, the snail curl of the scroll and something happened in her head, a buzz, white noise. Notes on a page, an orchestra tuning up, did the same thing.


She was on her own in the shop. Her shop.


Four thirty on a November Tuesday. So quiet she’d sent Laura out to the post office. One of Bridget’s regulars from across the county had phoned for a specific dress and – though Bridget hadn’t really got into selling online because she was wary and stood resolute in the face of Laura’s hints and pleas – they’d boxed it up between them as a favour and off Laura had gone, sailing down the darkening street bearing the box high. Close on a grand’s worth of dress: Bridget didn’t want that kind of stock out for two weeks to someone she didn’t know only to come back again, never mind getting lost in the post.


That was the wariness she expressed to Laura, anyway. Just like when she got up at two a.m. and did her stretches in the living room because she couldn’t sleep: she told Matt she was fretting over the VAT. Who didn’t wake in the middle of the night, these days? If it wasn’t recession it was people out rioting. Matt would reach out a hand to her when she climbed back in, resting it on her until eventually she would get back to sleep. It wasn’t the VAT, though, it wasn’t fretting about stock getting lost in the post. She couldn’t say to Laura, after all, I don’t want people to find me on the internet. She couldn’t say, I don’t want people looking at pictures of me. It’s not worrying, either. It’s terror. Laura would think there was something wrong with her.


It was a relief, sometimes, to have Laura out of the shop. Ten years younger, so certain of everything, so pink and white, so blonde and pretty. So pregnant it set Bridget’s nerves jangling, though Laura had told her, babies were always late in her family and she wanted to work. Needed the money: didn’t we all. Perhaps they could close up early: perhaps Bridget could send Laura straight home when she got back from the post. She would take her time anyway, she’d dawdle and look in baby shops and buy herself a chocolate flapjack and pat her belly, anxious and satisfied at once. Bridget remembered that feeling: she’d like to jump to a month ahead and Laura sitting up in hospital with the baby safely in her arms and Nick the sainted husband at her shoulder. She turned her back to the window and surveyed the shop.


Home early, why not? Last night had been a late one, after all. Monday the shop was closed but she’d been in anyway, on her hands and knees repainting the old wooden floor, another layer of cream eggshell and all the stock swathed in dustsheets, along with the velvet chair, the sofa for husbands, the mirrored cube for the newspaper to sit on perfectly centred. Laura had once called her OCD in an unguarded moment, for her straightening of rails and scrupulous repainting of the floor once every six months, if it needed it or not. How many layers must there be, by now? Bridget had laughed. She didn’t really know what OCD was, but she was fairly sure it didn’t cover what she had.


Last night Matt had picked her up without being asked, taken her hands in his, sore and cracked from the white spirit, put her bike in the back. The party dresses had all been hanging straight again and the dustsheets folded and back under the rails in the stockroom. She’d hung up her coat and made the tea, though, because he’d been at work too and it was only fair. She didn’t want their little world falling down round their ears for lack of sausage and mash. Besides, pretty much the only time she saw Finn these days was when he heard the table being laid.


It was normal, everyone said so, although what would she know was normal? Bridget’s teenage years were a blur. Her quiet, shy, kind husband and her big, soft son wouldn’t have known her, if you showed them a picture of fifteen-year-old Bridget O’Neill standing with her huge eyes staring out, gawky and angular, all knobs and bones. Whereas she’d seen Matt, an old yellowed photograph of him standing by his bike in glasses at that age, frowning with shyness and had known it was him straight away.


Something moved under the velvet chair in the back and immediately Bridget was over there on her hands and knees. Moth. In November? She must be keeping it too warm in here. It fluttered, velvety: Bridget didn’t like moths and catching them was like trying to catch a bird, but it had to be done. Kill it? She didn’t want to kill it. She had it between cupped hands when the bell pinged over the door and she looked up, expecting to see Laura.


A man and his daughter, more likely granddaughter: the man half turned away from her under the downlighters but she could see bushy eyebrows, the sheen of scalp under thinning hair. He was holding the door for the girl and she walked in, bright, upright and excited, face upturned. Fourteen, maybe fifteen but looking young, with her hair pulled in bunches either side of the head, though Bridget knew that was the look. She didn’t have the skinny jeans on though, that would have completed the look but a knee-length school skirt and her coat was tweed, like something from fifty years ago. Scuffed school shoes. Pretty.


And then abruptly Bridget felt a flutter of panic, sudden and extreme and in that moment she couldn’t tell if it came from inside her own chest or was the caged moth, its wings beating furry between her hands. She stood hurriedly and moved past them, apologising, to put it out into the dark before the door swung shut again. When she came back the man was standing at the rails, turned away from her and frowning down at things like he knew what he was looking for, and the girl standing in the middle of the room, all eagerness.


Then the man spoke.


‘Tell the lady what you want, Isabel,’ he said, and from nowhere, nowhere except the sound of his voice, a prickling heat rose through Bridget’s body. She couldn’t stop it, she couldn’t name it: she reached blindly for a rail to hold on to.


‘We’re looking for a party dress,’ the girl piped up. The man raised his head then, quarter profile towards her. Unsteady suddenly, Bridget caught the edge of a smile before turning to focus on the girl. Isabel. His hand was on the girl’s shoulder, slowing her down.


‘What kind of party?’ she said, as he moved along the rails behind her. The girl was too young for almost everything in the shop: the thought nagged at her, troubling. Bridget’s stock was geared towards women of her own age and older, thirty-five to seventy, women who liked to dress up for weddings and the races or a weekend away in a country house hotel.


‘Oh, it’s a recital,’ said the girl, shuffling and shy suddenly. ‘And then there’s a reception thing afterwards.’ She started for a rail and pulled something out, bright silk and short: Bridget smiled at her. ‘Why don’t you choose what you like first?’ she said, wary. The man had moved off, was leaning down to pick up the newspaper beside the sofa, sitting down.


A recital. The word set up a pounding inside her and Bridget swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry: in her head she saw a row of black-clad girls, gazing over their instruments. Think of something else. But she could still feel it as she stepped closer, had to stop herself putting her hand to her mouth as the girl held something against herself in the mirror. Maybe fifteen going on sixteen after all: but jumpy as though it was all an act, being grown-up. Isabel. Behind her the man turned a page of the newspaper.


Focus on the girl. Isabel was moving from rail to rail, bright among the muted tones, the cream and grey, but growing in confidence, pulling things out. None of it looked suitable to Bridget, something like panic pattering at her, ridiculous, stop it and she didn’t know if the words in her head were for her or Isabel. She couldn’t say anything, not yet, she didn’t want to crush the girl.


‘Ready?’ she said, and Isabel nodded, excited.


The fitting room was in an alcove at the back, with the velvet chair beside it. As Bridget pulled the curtain around the girl and stepped away, the man got up from the sofa behind her abruptly, saying nothing, and crossed to the velvet chair beside the curtain. He moved the chair so that his back was to Bridget and the window, and sat down, crossing his legs. A bit of skinny ankle emerged from brown trousers.


Father or grandfather? You couldn’t ask. The girl hadn’t called him anything. But there was no accident in his sitting down right there, between her and the girl: he was paying, and he was going to have his say. The ticking of anxiety that had set up with her first sight of them, that she might have expected to settle down, wouldn’t go away. Bridget had a sudden sharp irrational desire out of nowhere for them to leave. She’d seen it before, husbands, fathers, criticising. And it was late, she was tired. If Laura would come back—


The curtain rings clicked softly and the girl came out: she’d pulled out her bunches and was blushing as if she knew. The dress was a mistake: black, low cut and too long, a bit of beading on the shoulder. Bridget saw the man shift, his profile to her for a second, saw him half smile, superior, she saw him nod and in the tilt of his chin – older now, sagging, dusted with grey stubble – she could suddenly see him as sharply as if she had a telescope on him. She felt her mouth open and they turned, they were smiling at her, and suddenly her insides were liquid.


Something happened, she didn’t know what, something spun, the world turning, back, back, too fast. She would be sick. Bridget put out a hand to steady herself against the wall.


He beckoned the girl over and she obeyed, hesitant: he sat there unmoving so she had to bend, in the low-cut gown and seeing the shadow between what were not yet breasts, seeing her expose herself unknowing Bridget felt her throat close; her hand was at her mouth. She saw him whisper something in the girl’s ear, she saw the child’s chopped hair swing forward to hide their faces so close together.


‘I don’t—’ Bridget had begun to speak but she didn’t know what came next, she had only wanted to stop what was happening: she saw him turn at the words – again superior, amused, and knowing and she felt it, tight and knotted and terrible under her ribs. And something that crept, something that brushed the hairs on the back of her neck. He looked at her. She saw the tip of his tongue flicker at his upper lip.


And then the door behind her pinged and she could hear Laura come in, breezy, mid-complaint about something, the post office queue, the cold, her aching feet, the everyday world beyond the door that was so remote, in this moment, that she might have walked back in from China.


Turning around she saw Laura falter for a second at her expression then, looking back again at the cubicle, saw the tableau all quiet, the curtain closed, the man with his back turned in the chair, hands resting on the padded velvet arms, very still. Blindly Bridget retreated behind the till.


After a moment’s hesitation Laura was set back in motion, fishing in her pocket for the receipts from the post office, putting the kettle on. Bridget knelt behind the cash desk, pretending to be looking for her pins, hearing Laura begin to make conversation with them. Standing up again she saw that something had changed: Isabel was bright again, chattering, and he had smoothly become gentler, more grandfatherly. She saw him move his chair, though, an inch or two, to get further away from the great curve of Laura’s belly as she leaned to confide advice.


They decided on a different dress, between them. Simple, short, a black shift with a white lace collar that Bridget couldn’t remember even having ordered in, it was too schoolgirlish. And expensive. She waited behind the desk as Laura led them back over with a quick inquiring look: it was usually Laura dozy at the till or in a chair while Bridget gave encouragement and advice. But Bridget was numb, she couldn’t even deflect Laura’s glance, only returned it with a glazed smile.


Her fingers were rubber as she took the credit card, pushed it into the machine, processed the transaction: she had to enter the price three times. Laura was plumped down now on the sofa, oblivious, with her cup of tea on the mirrored cube, flicking through a magazine. His hands across the desk from her, the backs furred with sandy hair, as they reached for the card. Bridget felt as though she could hardly breathe, then she began to feel something else, something she couldn’t control, it wound its way up inside her, a tapeworm; a viper; a dragon. He was putting his credit card away when abruptly he looked her in the eye, and she had to hold his gaze.


Older, hair thinner, turkey neck. Sandy eyebrows. He smiled. He smiled at her.


He had been married, when she knew him, but they had no children. The girl standing beside him, peering eagerly at the carrier bag as Bridget slid it over the desk towards her, she wasn’t his daughter, nor granddaughter. She bent her neck to look inside, her shirt collar shifted and Bridget saw something else: there was the old familiar mark, the callous rough and reddening on the soft skin of her shoulder. The concert: of course. Isabel was a student of the violin. Not father, not grandfather, but teacher. Teacher.


What did the word say, to most people? Authority with kindness, that’s what it was supposed to be. The teacher is stern and wise. The teacher leans over the student and places her hands on the bow, on the stem of the instrument, his mouth is close to her ear. The teacher knows better.


‘All right if I take one of these?’ He spoke in his soft, deep voice: how had she not known it straight away? She realised that she had, that from the moment he came in there had been a hum in the air, of electricity, that had stopped her hearing anything properly.


He was asking if he could take one of the shop’s cards. She pulled herself together, and some hazy idea formed, some plan that had something to do with behaving normally. She was making conversation.


‘You’re not just visiting, then?’ Her voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. Could he hear the fear in it? She knew he was listening: he was probing, circling.


‘I’m at the university. A visiting Fellow, in the Music department – well—’ and he was taking the card, he was putting it carefully in his wallet, casual. ‘It might be more than visiting.’ He smiled. ‘They seem to rather like me.’ Isabel had drifted towards the door. ‘Do you have a mailing list? Would you like my details, perhaps?’


Laura was looking up from her magazine at the sound of Bridget’s hesitation, so she leaned down, extracted a form and pushed it over to him. ‘Just the email address is fine,’ she said, but he was writing it all, address, telephone, laborious. That handwriting: copperplate, Mum had called it, approvingly. Classy, old school.


Anthony Carmichael.


The girl was waiting obedient beside him, swinging the bag.


Bridget watched, very still, as he signed with a flourish, handed the form back to her and for a moment his fingers rested on her forearm. He held the door for Isabel as she walked out in front of him.


Anthony Carmichael. Call me Tony.


Laura said, ‘Nice guy, right?’




Chapter Two


From the turning into the close Bridget saw the lights on downstairs and up: that meant they were both home. As she wheeled her bike up to the back door in the wet dark, anticipating Matt, the past came abruptly up to meet her.


Bridget couldn’t remember her own father, not really. A closed door and music behind it, frowning over his glasses at the dinner table.


In the dark, she paused. That wasn’t true. She could remember his hand stroking her hair when she was very small and had a temperature, and the smell of his ironed shirts. She could remember his face, lost and bewildered, at the door to his private room in the hospital, when he was dying. It was just that, after that, with Mum run ragged looking after her and Carrie, twelve and seven, while working shifts at the surgery as a receptionist, it seemed wisest not to remember him too often.


A light was on in the kitchen, and another one upstairs in the little back bedroom. Finn was up there – it was where he did most of his living, these days. You could hear him laughing loudly, earphones on, or whooping over his computer, talking to whoever it was he gamed with in Arizona or Penang or Stockholm. Matt told her, it was fine. They had the usual filters in place, all the kids were doing it – and Matt should know. It was his job, computer officer, at the university. ‘It’s just a new kind of socialising.’


There was a girlfriend, too, now, at least. Shyly Finn had mentioned her: Phoebe, six months older. When he was online with her there was more laughing, but softer. A lot of clicking on the keyboard and sometimes they would hear him pad over to his door and close it.


Matt had worked at the university for fourteen years; the computer office had grown to four times its size and he was in charge, now. Monitoring usage, sorting out glitches, updating the systems, reprimanding students, when he had to, for exceeding the limits set on traffic, for streaming movies illegally when they should be working. It wasn’t a glamorous place, it wasn’t the sandstone and turrets of the university city in whose shadow Bridget had grown up and from whose shadow they had fled, eventually, she and Carrie and Mum. In search of cheaper accommodation, and a change of air.


It was a practical place, a hardworking place, built on idealism, was how Matt defended it even if the bricks and mortar, or rather concrete and glass, had failed it somewhat; sick building syndrome had been talked about, and in high winds it swayed. You could see the towers from everywhere: at night the red lights gleamed, they’d followed Bridget on her cycle ride home. At the back door she wiped her face, took off her helmet and turned off her lights.


The university suited Matt down to the ground, but why would someone come here from one of the old places, where dons have rooms and gardens? Matt might have passed him in the corridors. Anthony Carmichael. ‘They seem to like me,’ he had said, across the till to her. Matt might have been summoned to set up his internet connection.


She could see Matt moving behind the glass of the kitchen door, a slight, dark shape: she heard the tap running.


They’d bought this house – a new build, small and neat – when she got pregnant, barely in their twenties and choosing a kitchen on a plan. Four years left on the mortgage and they would be safe: God knows they wouldn’t be able to afford anything if they were starting now; standing on this doorstep always sparked that thought, of how lucky they were. The trees that had been saplings had grown tall, red maples alternating with cherries, bare and dripping now in the yellow streetlight on the gently sloping street, and you could see the estuary from their bedroom window.


The violin had been a lifesaver: she’d heard Mum use those words often enough, anyway. Keeps her out of mischief, and the proximity of the ancient university meant there was a concert hall, seems like she’s got quite a talent for it. There were lessons for underprivileged students. Her dad would be so proud. Dad, sitting in the car all on his own listening to the stereo, waiting in the drive till it had finished, a silhouette with a finger raised to conduct. Bridget remembered that too, out of the blue, as she stood lost in the blur of the past at her own back door. Where had that memory been? The door opened and there was Matt’s anxious face: she’d been standing there too long in the rain.


With a sound – half exasperation, half tenderness – that she knew very well, he reached past her and took the bike, leaning down to trace a squeak to its source. ‘You’re soaked,’ he said and she stepped inside. He would wheel the bike to the garage, wipe it down, check the squeaking pedal, lock the garage up again after him.


He was cooking puttanesca, everyone’s favourite and Matt’s signature dish, he always said. Meaning what he’d cook if it looked like she was going to be too late or too tired, information he seemed to absorb out of the air before she knew it herself. She stared at the rich red sauce, smelled the tuna and oil and saltiness and felt sick. In that moment it was as if she had felt sick her whole life: she’d told herself memory was boxes, with lids, neatly stacked, but all the time it was like a sea, it was like seething space, a forest at night. It was all around her and it moved, in the dark.


Then Matt was back in the kitchen beside her and planting a kiss on her cheek, a whiff of bike oil and the wet outside on him. Matt who had wooed her with stammering persistence when she was nineteen and starting college, two stone underweight, jumpy and frightened and clinging on, for dear life, to normal. Matt gangly and awkward and obsessed with bikes, pushing his glasses up his nose. Matt who seemed to have seen everything about her at first glance: he had seen it all and never mentioned any of it.


‘All right?’ He peered down into the sauce, not looking at her.


And then Finn was on the stairs, jumping, humming under his breath, ‘Mum?’ he called, happy.


‘I could do with a cup of tea,’ she said to Matt, making her sigh sound just weary, and taking the kettle to the sink.


In the shop Laura hadn’t seen Carmichael’s hand, sliding down the girl’s back as they walked out, and the girl jumpy as a foal under his touch, sidestepping. Laura hadn’t seen him turn his head a fraction to catch Bridget’s eye, his face all planes and shadows under the downlighting. ‘Bless,’ Laura had said, patting her belly. ‘Buying the kid a party dress.’


And now even as Bridget turned on the tap she was wondering, could they move? How would she put it to Matt? To Finn, with his first girlfriend? Finn horrified by his mother, his soft mother whom he stopped to kiss on the cheek every time he passed her.


Something came to her, the batsqueak of a memory. A man’s fingers on her arm and Bridget made a sound. Leaning over the sauce, Matt didn’t respond, but he heard. She knew he heard.


Finn was already at the table, knife and fork upright in each hand, impatient, when they came in with the food. His knee under the table was tapping, cheerful but also itching to run, to be back upstairs. He ate like a wolf, forking the pasta in, oblivious.


Bridget ate, because if she didn’t Matt would know, one alarm bell was one thing, more than one – well, she didn’t know what would happen then. How many had to go off before he asked questions? The thought was horrible: Matt had never asked. It was why they were happy. Never asked why there were things she couldn’t do, or listen to, or eat: he treated her like she was normal and in turn she did the same for him. Mr and Mrs Normal: she knew it was why plenty of her customers came in, they could be sure there’d be no hysterics, no loud music, no clothes with bits flapping or unexpected holes. There’d be the magazine perfectly centred on the mirrored cube and the bright, soft colours. Tomorrow she’d have orders to place, boxes to unpack. She could set it to rights.


Matt poured her a glass of water. He didn’t ask her if she wanted any more to eat though the bowl was still half full. He sighed. ‘Long day,’ she said, automatically. ‘Sorry to be late. There was – we had a couple of customers come in, just as we were shutting up shop.’


‘Laura must be nearly due, isn’t she?’ Pushing his glasses up his nose as he inspected the pasta on his plate. Matt was shy around women, unless there was something that suggested they needed practical help of some kind. Laura needed all sorts: chairs pulling out for her, doors opening. He liked Laura.


‘Nearly,’ said Bridget. ‘A fortnight, she says,’ and she saw his focus shift. Bridget remembered Finn being born, the shock of that, and Matt stepping up to help, not needing to ask. A small boy pressed against her, on her knee, arms tight around her. He couldn’t know: could never know. Nor could Matt. The way they would think of her.


There was a sudden scrape and Finn was up and out of there, throwing a thanks, Dad over his shoulder, pounding on the stairs, and they were alone together. Before anything could be said she got up too and went to Matt, arms around him as he still sat there in the chair, breathing in his hair, his skin, his healthy smell. ‘Let’s go up too,’ she said.


They had their routines, never made explicit, mysterious. Quiet, intent, kind sex. Early in the mornings, late at night when Finn’s door was closed, Saturdays in the days when he used to go off to football at eight. The first time she had panicked: she had thought somehow he would know she wasn’t like other girls. But he knew nothing: they had been a pair of virgins, after all. They had lain there quiet afterwards in the student bed and for a moment, nothing had been wrong. Nothing at all.


It was like a piece of precious old glass, though. You had to keep it safe, you had to hide it, you had to wrap it up the same way every time, as careful as you could be, or it would break.


Four in the morning was the bad time. In the silence she could hear a hum from somewhere. Finn’s computer, the big one he’d built with Matt, updating some mega-game or other in the dark across the landing. He could sleep through it: it occurred to her briefly that he might not be able to sleep without it, eventually.


It had begun normally, with Matt turning off the light and touching her. Matt wasn’t a talker, not emotional or demonstrative, this was how he made sure everything was all right. He always put his mouth on her breasts first, one and then the other, certain that she liked it, because she did. But then he had shifted in a quick movement and knelt over her and suddenly there was something else there. With the lights out Bridget was only aware of the breadth of his shoulders over her in the dark, then of how practised he was, and she felt the panic bubbling up, she had to control herself. Her breathing was too fast: she was frightened. But then something slipped back into place and she came, too quickly, too suddenly.


Nothing could be different, not even this kind of different. This violent feeling. Matt had responded to her, reliable, instantaneous, and then fallen asleep in the moment after. She must have done too but an hour later, perhaps two, she had started awake in a surge of fear, sweating.


Why was Anthony Carmichael there? Call me Tony.


How could she get away?


They would move. She would say Carrie was ill, Bridget had to be near her. But schools? Jobs? Close the shop? She tried to talk herself down in the dark. It wasn’t that he wanted contact with her, he hadn’t come after her. She could have sworn he had no idea, when he walked into the shop. Why would he? She must have fallen asleep again, and woken again, in the same lather of violent fear.


And then it was four o’clock and she was wide awake. A man had come to the shop with a child. He could be her father or grandfather but he wasn’t. Isabel, Isabel: in the deep dark she remembered the girl’s innocence, her admiration, her glee at being special, it blazed. Bridget had been special once, as she frowned down at her instrument, the instrument burnished and warm from her touch, trying, trying, trying, her heart in her mouth. Him watching her, impatient.


He hasn’t come back for you. He isn’t interested. He will leave.


Do nothing. She lay still and waited for dawn.




Chapter Three


It took almost a week of uneventful days for the panic to subside. Going through the motions, eating, drinking, working: they went out to the reservoir on the Sunday, just her and Matt, because there was a dinghy he wanted to look at. He’d always wanted to sail.


That had been a bleak, cold day, the cloud lying in grey layers with lemon-coloured sky in between, and the dinghies all under tarpaulins. The owner of the one Matt wanted to look at came out of the little clubhouse, a clapboard shanty, with a pint in his hand, and with the other lifted a tarpaulin for them, revealing a pretty small boat, varnished wood. She could just see Matt out here sanding it happily for hours on end.


‘You’d come too?’ he said suddenly, as if he knew what she was thinking.


‘Yes,’ she said, and a smile came unbidden. It felt like months since she’d smiled and she didn’t quite want to say anything else, shoving her hands in her pockets. It was freezing. As Matt and the owner chatted she looked out over the still water, the reeds at the edge black against the silvered surface, some bare trees standing on a steep bank on the opposite side. It was a flooded quarry, Matt had told her, very deep and very cold.


‘I’ll let you know,’ Matt had said to the man with his pint, their breath making clouds in the air, but he’d been in a good mood, driving home. Humming, tapping his hands on the steering wheel. ‘We’d bring it over to the estuary of course,’ to himself. Making plans.


Eating, drinking, working: sleeping, even, eventually. Talking to Matt about the summer holiday. They’d go walking somewhere. Corsica, or Elba, some island.


‘Fancy that, Finn?’ Matt had asked him and he’d raised his shaggy head from his phone as they sat side by side on the sofa and gazed, mildly uncomprehending, his mind somewhere else. ‘Walking in the Med?’


Their holidays followed the same pattern – didn’t everyone’s? Canoeing or walking, camping or modest hotels, usually somewhere they could drive to. Cornwall or France or Spain at a pinch, nothing flash. Just the three of them, with their happy routines of making tea on a camping stove and staying at the beach till it was dark.


‘Uh, well, I, sure – but some of the lads. Phoebe.’ Looking back down at his phone and frowning.


It wasn’t even a sentence but they exchanged glances, both knowing where it was going.


‘Come on, Finn,’ Matt said, smiling. ‘You’re only just sixteen. Come with us for one last year.’


‘Auntie Carrie said she went on holiday on her own when she was fifteen,’ looking back up mildly. ‘Just saying.’


Bridget sighed. ‘That’s Auntie Carrie, though,’ she said. Matt gave her a look and she grimaced at him.


After a couple of weeks Carrie had stopped talking about their father completely, but perhaps it was just a matter of not having the words, at barely seven and always more about energy than contemplation, because she kept the teddy he got her for that last Christmas under her pillow until she was a teenager. He might still be there for all Bridget knew, worn smooth, hauled from bedsit to squat to communal living experiment. Carrie wasn’t one to give much of a toss what people thought, of that or much else either.


They were back on terms, her and Carrie, since Mum died, though it had taken a while and the terms were more theoretical than practical. Living in London with her girlfriend and not much time for Mrs Vanilla with her nuclear family, everything neat and proper and conventional, when there were drugs to experiment with and clubbing and sex. Finn talked to her more than Bridget did, via Facebook. He’d been to visit her once or twice, kipping on the floor in her shared house, going along to one of her DJ sets and coming back home grubby and tired.


Carrie was still angry when they did talk, and Bridget could see why: Carrie’s childhood had ended up lonely. When Carrie had been going on holiday alone at fifteen Bridget had been long gone, at college and living with Matt.


‘Auntie Carrie’s different,’ she said.


‘You can always go camping with the lads too,’ said Matt, folding his laptop closed and looking at Finn.


‘Yeah,’ said Finn ruminatively, then. ‘I s’pose.’


Good old Finn, easygoing Finn. ‘Sure, sure. Corsica sounds nice.’


It had sparked panic, though, nothing major but a pattering that ran through her, that she had to damp down quickly.


Things would change, Bridget wasn’t stupid, she knew that. Kids grew up. Went on holidays with their girlfriend instead of their mum.


But she had had none of this when she was a teenager, no boyfriends, no family suppers. Winging it, then, but it could still work, she knew that. As long as you kept trying. In that moment, on the sofa next to Finn not for the first time Bridget wished her mother was alive so she could ask her: how much did you really know? Where did you think it all came from, the starving, the hair coming out, the cutting?


‘When are we going to meet Phoebe, then?’ she said. Finn smiling, ducking his head, shoving his phone down between the cushions then retrieving it.


‘Bridge—’ Matt was going to warn her off. But Finn stayed where he was, trying to control that shy smile. She’ll be besotted, thought Bridget. This Phoebe. My lovely boy.


‘Next week sometime?’ she said bravely.


‘Bridget—’


But Finn’s head was bobbing, up and down. ‘I’ll ask her,’ he said, and then he was scrambling up to his feet. He’d been in the sitting room with them a whole half hour, after all. ‘Maybe – maybe Tuesday? I’ll ask her.’


She and Matt looked at each other as the door closed behind him. ‘All right,’ she said defensively.


‘No,’ said Matt, edging up next to her, his arm going around to her. ‘That was good. Good.’


In the mirrored interior of a lift, with London’s Christmas traffic somehow audible even through concrete and steel and wood, someone had strung green and red lights. You could try and avoid the season of goodwill, thought Gillian Lawson, trapped among the bodies and going down, but it came after you. You could run, but you couldn’t hide.


Gillian – Gill to everyone but her sister Chloe, who insisted on Gilly, still, here’s Auntie Gilly – caught a glimpse of herself over a wool-clad shoulder. The light was fairly unforgiving at the best of times, but then journalists didn’t need to look like supermodels, did they? Gill could picture a row of grinning blokes at their hot desks telling her otherwise, and mentally consigned them, one by one, to Siberia. In their jockey shorts.


Her roots needed doing, Gill could see that much. The lift was slow: she willed it on, down. Steve was somewhere in the building, and she didn’t want to bump into him. He might be on the way home himself, to his wife and kids, he might have taken the stairs because he was trying to keep the beergut in check and he was daft enough to think walking down was as good as walking up. They stopped on the eighth floor and a gang from the newspaper’s ad sales department crowded in, padded in their coats and scarves, and Gill was squeezed to the back out of sight of her reflection, which was just as well. She didn’t need reminding that her suit was four years old or that she could do with getting a white wash on before she left.


The ad sales lot were chattering away to each other. Camaraderie. She remembered what that was like, long ago and far away, when she’d started out on a regional paper.


Chloe’s theory was that all her problems were down to the job: her theory as to why her big sister was single, lonely, friendless, poor – thanks, Gill would interrupt, I’ve got the picture and besides there are – I’ve got friends – but then she’d have to stop because Chloe would just look smugly triumphant and say, Well, there you are then. When Gill had to admit what she had by way of a social life was Steve (who happened to be her editor) a couple of still-single schoolfriends who got increasingly huffy when she called them up for a drink after months of silence, and a bit of casual sex.


And then of course there was him: Anthony Carmichael. Her life’s work, her magnum opus, the bloody millstone round her neck.


Gill pressed herself against the back of the lift. An elderly woman she didn’t know was next to her, holding a plant in a pot with a ribbon round it. Single – yes. But lonely? Gill resisted that. She liked being on her own. She needed it, too, because how did you think straight, when you had to be looking after other people? But sometimes. Maybe, yes, sometimes, maybe when the kids pelted out of Chloe’s front door, Rose and Janie, Gill’s two stocky little dark-haired nieces bellowing her name, maybe then she got a glimpse. Not of loneliness exactly but of its opposite, whatever the word for that was.


Fourth floor: legal department. The doors opened, then closed again because no one got in. No room – and just as well. The legal department weren’t too fond of Gill, though they probably wouldn’t know her to look at. Next to Gill the elderly woman shuffled, darted a glance. She’d retired, or been retired, was that it? A month before Christmas, with a pot plant for her trouble. Gill grimaced back, apologetic, and they both looked away.


Poor – well, yes, that too, or at least not rich. Tiny flat, no car. Newspaper journalism was on the way out, and Gill was on six-month contracts that so far had been renewed on the dot (because she worked like a dog, and because she could write) but the pool of hungry freelances grew bigger and more shark-infested by the week. What she needed was a big story, was what Steve no longer said.


The job. Her sister Chloe thought of newspaper journalism as something for blokes with no homes to go to, men with nicotine-stained fingers and greasy hair who’d do anything for a story, men who lied and spun. Gill’s hair might need doing but she’d never lied. She might have spun, where necessary, though she tried to avoid it. When she got her big story – the one Steve wouldn’t talk about – she wouldn’t need to lie. When she nailed him finally, she wouldn’t need to spin.


Third floor, and the woman with her pot plant began to struggle to get out – maybe she was going to crown someone with it – then there was a tussle between two blokes, one carrying a big wrapped present, over who got to take her place.


Gill would be going to Chloe’s, of course, for what the paper called the festive season. She didn’t need to think about that yet. Presents – yes. She could always manage presents, who didn’t know that Christmas was about presents? It was a while since Gill had been a kid but she could remember that much.


When did you stop being a kid? That depended. Fifteen? Eighteen? First kiss? First time you worked out adults weren’t all they were cracked up to be, maybe then.


Gill and Chloe had had a good childhood. Uneventful. Parents in love with each other till the day they died, the one always reaching out for the other, and Mum sang around the house. Dead within two weeks of each other, Mum of lung cancer and Dad’s heart gave out just like that. It was from other families Gill had learned not all adults took that kind of care of each other, or their kids. Stacey Jarvis’s stepdad trying to feel her up when she sat next to him at the cinema, Stacey’s thirteenth birthday treat. Routine behaviour. Gill had just sat there like a stone, when she should have stood up and shouted pervert.


The doors closed, then opened, there was a final crush and they stayed shut, sheepish apologetic grins among those squeezed too tight against each other. Gill concentrated on breathing, in and out. She wasn’t great in crowded places, parties, none of that. But she didn’t want to see Steve because she needed him to take the night thinking it over. It was why she’d emailed him her proposal rather than walking into his office and asking him. Kneejerk reaction was not what she wanted. She’d put it so carefully. I’d be up there three, four days at the most. Sandringham, the Royal Christmas, I could put together a nice little feature.


Steve wanted it both ways. He wanted a big story, of course he did – but he didn’t want her within twenty miles of the bloke, not since he’d set the lawyers on the paper last time. Four years back, when she’d doorstepped Anthony Carmichael outside his Oxford college, in full view of the porters. It hadn’t come to court, even though she begged Steve to take it there: the paper had paid Carmichael off, and given him written promises that ‘Ms Lawson’s harassment would cease’.


Not even two months on from the settlement though, they’d been in the pub, a quick one on Steve’s way home that turned into a quick three. ‘Of course I want you to nail him,’ he’d said, before emptying his third glass. Wiping his mouth. Meeting her eye for the first time in what felt like years. ‘It’s what this job’s about. I want the fucking story. But I want it nailed down, watertight, I want it on the record.’ Standing up. ‘Until then, if I find out you’ve gone near him—’ and he was gone.


Gill had gone to college, a degree in English for all the good that did, then ten years on local papers. That was where she’d seen Anthony Carmichael first. How old would he have been? The age she was now, forty-something. Standing between two girls in front of their school on the edge of an estate somewhere, a hand on each of their shoulders, the girls ramrod straight with violins held out in front of them. Thirteen-year-old girls, stiff and scared. Gill had interviewed him, making notes, him droning on about young talent, all so dull and boring, but the hairs had been up on the back of her neck the whole time.


When one of the girls went missing and was found hanging in the wood behind the estate, she knew. Gill knew. Enough of a slacker to still be on the same paper and she hadn’t forgotten him, in all that time. She had alerts on her phone.


And then last week, ping. Dr Anthony Carmichael, inaugural lecture, Wednesday 22 November. The university of the arse end of nowhere: that had piqued her interest. Been sent to the badlands, has he, or what? The university’s address was Rose Hill. Pretty name, Gill had thought: she’d looked up trains. How close it was to Sandringham. Not very close, was the answer to that.


Ground floor. The doors opened and with a collective sigh the lift emptied. Catching sight of herself again in the glass Gill smiled, experimentally. She looked all right. She looked almost human, Christ. Maybe smiling was the answer.


And then she turned to look out at the marble foyer, and there was Steve, and she must have not yet managed to wipe that stupid smile off her face because he looked startled.


‘There you are,’ he said. ‘A quick word?’ Trying out a smile of his own. ‘Before you go?’




Chapter Four


There was something on the television, the late news.


It had been another quiet week at work. Laura moved slower and slower, sat down more and more, and Bridget found herself encouraging it, bringing her glasses of water and leaving her there when a customer did come in. A flurry of Chinese girls – university students – chattering incomprehensibly and then buying a job lot of handbags. The regulars, coming in less and less, women she’d known ten years or more and had seen marry and divorce, have babies, get cancer, survive. Business was shifting; the high street was not what it was. They came in and looked at the stuff, the younger ones, the twenty, thirty-somethings, then bought online. Even Matt had started to suggest she should think about it. She agreed, and did nothing.


There was no sign of Anthony Carmichael or the girl he’d come in with, not even walking past the shop. Isabel. Tuesday, Wednesday. She felt herself subside, slowly. He would stay away. Just visiting. He would go back where he came from.


On Thursday, getting ready for the weekend and December on the horizon, they dismantled the autumn window: red and yellow leaves scattered under a sheet of Perspex and a big piece of mossy log she and Matt had brought home from a walk. It weighed a ton, but he’d carried it uncomplaining. He was used to her window ideas, and he liked helping.


Bridget hauled it out again with difficulty, getting firm with Laura when she tried to help. It sat on the floor, making a mess of the cream rug, Laura’s nose wrinkling at the flaking bits of bark and moss. ‘Chuck it?’ she said eagerly.


It was a prize, though, in Bridget’s eyes: the moss was deep green and velvety, the smooth wood showing under ridged bark, and it smelled of the woods.


‘I’ll – I’ll just—’And before Laura could have another go at her – nest-building, she told herself, even knowing it was irrational to hang on to a bit of wood – Bridget was in the stockroom and hauling out the stepladder from under the garment rails, so she could stash the log out of the way.


She heard the door ping while she was in there, and for a moment she froze on her hands and knees, but looking round the door she saw Laura was talking to the postman.


The postman helped her shift it in the end, looking from one woman heavily pregnant to the other dishevelled and flushed. ‘Go on then,’ he said glumly – with Laura shaking her head disapprovingly from the sidelines as they found a space for it in the kitchen. Not so much a kitchen as a cubby hole at the back of the shop and off to the side, so customers couldn’t peer in while they ate their lunch standing. Not much room for more than a sink and a kettle but even in here, running out of room for stock, she’d had to put shelves up high and it was up here, between two cardboard boxes of T-shirts, that they found a space for it.


On the stepladder Bridget took it from his hands, lifting it over her head as he grimaced. She got a piece of twine and wound it round to secure the thing high up in the tiny space, smelling of the outside. She was pleased with herself for her ingenuity: seeing it made Bridget oddly happy, she couldn’t explain it, though she knew Matt would have frowned at her improvisation. And then as they started on the Christmas window together – a job lot of tinkly chandeliers and spray snow – she was triumphant, exhilarated, although still out of breath with the effort. She felt strong, in her prime. Silly, really.


And now here they sat side by side on the sofa, she and Matt with the late news on, Bridget with a mug of tea set carefully on the table at her elbow. She had found herself being particularly circumspect these last weeks, as if readying herself. As if there had been warnings of an earthquake or high winds or disaster, as if the door might burst open and something rush in. The images on the screen changed. A radio personality she remembered from her childhood had been arrested.


She’d made herself take certain things in her stride, long since, certain images or sounds, or words. Recital. Matt had learned to flick channels if the Proms came on, any of that stuff and probably would have said, if asked why, she doesn’t like classical music, but: this was different, of course. This was new. Old men with their faces sagging with fear, being led through crowds. Historic cases resurrected, as if suddenly the times had changed, a switch had flipped and what had been normal, what had been acceptable, suddenly wasn’t. A light coming on. There was a discussion on the statute of limitations that Matt had been listening to so she couldn’t turn it over casually. How long was too long to wait, before you accused someone of something?


‘Whisky?’ she said, smoothly, getting to her feet. ‘I’m having one.’


‘Mmm,’ said Matt, not really hearing her, she thought as she walked out of the room, not fast but steady.


A music school had come under investigation, twelve, fifteen years ago, not one Bridget had attended and no names had been mentioned, at least not on the news. But it had been a violin teacher they’d referred to and sometimes she thought that had started it all, a rock pushed off a hill. Tell someone. It had got into the television news and she hadn’t been able to escape it, to walk out of the room quickly enough. She had gone to the local police station pushing Finn in the buggy, fast asleep, and she had stood outside. Pushing him back and forward, rhythmically, so he wouldn’t wake. But what would she have said? With the building in front of her, the men moving to and fro behind the windows, her mind had been a blank, wiped by terror, wiped by shame. She hadn’t gone in.


She poured carefully, two small glasses, and then stood a moment to wait for the trembling to pass, leaning back against the counter. Looking around the little kitchen, the row of jars, the bread on the side like she didn’t recognise what it was; food didn’t look like food any more, nothing looked the same. It’s good, she told herself. This investigating, exposing people, it’s good. He wouldn’t dare, would he? Not now.


When she came back in with the tea Matt was watching Die Hard and he looked up at her smiling, innocent of it all.




Chapter Five


It was the Saturday when Carrie phoned. Almost two weeks had gone and Bridget had almost stopped expecting to see him again.


It was busy at last, with a chaotic Saturday mix: a privately educated girl gang, all with long expensive hair, occupying the sofa while the one shopping flicked contemptuously through the rails; a young, pale woman trying to persuade her mute boyfriend to pass an opinion on a succession of party dresses, and a mother of the groom, disapproving of everything.


The wedding wasn’t till May, months away, and they didn’t have much to offer her, in November. When Bridget and Matt had got married Mum had already been ill, swaying at the registry office – it was why they’d done it quickly. Matt in his only jacket and Bridget in a cheap chain-store dress. Pretty, though: she still had it somewhere. His parents had come, nervous and modest, just like him, his mother – still alive now, though his father had died ten years earlier, bequeathing Matt his tools and his kindness – had worn a purple hat and beamed all the way through the ceremony and the quick two rounds of drinks at the pub after. This woman, the customer – menopausal and angry – wasn’t going to be beaming, Bridget could tell; she kept rounding on Bridget, her hands on some innocent piece of clothing, to explain another affront perpetrated by her future daughter-in-law. Bridget had just managed to persuade her into the cubicle with two sensible dresses and a duck egg blue lace suit when the phone rang.


Of course, it would be busy, because Carrie had a sixth sense like that. Once upon a time the phone would go when she was changing a nappy, now it would be when she was setting the alarm on the shop. She was oblivious, too caught up in her own stuff, but Bridget wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.


Laura had taken the call on the shop phone and shrugged when Bridget mouthed, who? She took the receiver.


‘Hey, Bridge.’ A sniff. ‘Bridge?’


‘Hey, Carrie.’ She reversed into the doorway into the tiny kitchen. She could smell the woods in here, and glanced up to see the log.


‘You all right?’ she asked warily.


There was silence, then a sigh. ‘Sure.’ Airy – for about a millisecond, before Carrie launched into a litany of complaints about work – the web design company – finishing up triumphantly with, ‘The guy’s an arsehole.’ Bridget had long since stopped advising her little sister to be less confrontational: she always walked into another job, something completely different half the time. There was a pause, and she knew there was more, because pausing wasn’t Carrie’s style any more than backing down was.


‘What else?’ she said.


A deep breath. Then, sulkily, ‘Ella’s – well. Things are a bit tricky with Ella and me.’


Sweet-natured, feminine Ella, all eyelashes and lipstick; prone to singing and yelling. They’d been together three years. Ella seemed to love Carrie’s energy, her dash, her wiry schoolboy looks, melting adoringly against her in the Facebook pictures Finn showed Bridget. And Carrie looking almost bashful.


‘What have you done now?’ said Bridget. ‘Carrie?’


‘Why do you always think it’s me?’ Blustering.


‘It wasn’t?’


A longer sigh. Then, ‘Listen, I thought I might come and visit.’


‘Really?’ Her nerves jangled: Carrie meant chaos, she brought it with her, into their little house. Finn loved her for it, shaking things up, but he’d been twelve or something the last time she came to them. She’d managed to break one of Matt’s bikes on that occasion – for which he had forgiven her sooner than Bridget had.


‘What?’ said Carrie and Bridget could just see her, pale-faced and defiant, the little pointed chin up, on the alert for insult and rejection and going at it head on. ‘You don’t want me to come?’

OEBPS/images/9780751568776.jpg
lling author

C "rlsv obel Kent






