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Chapter One


When I opened my eyes I knew right away I was not at home. I was somewhere I’d never been before and I didn’t like the wallpaper, or the curtains.


Waking up was slow and treacly, like grasping for the edges of the morning after a late-night swallow of sleeping pills. I was groggy and light-blinded, though the snow floating past the open curtains of the bedroom window made the day dim enough.


I turned my head slowly. Camera pan, 90 degrees left, then right. Start at the beginning. Establish the scene.


Morning. Bedroom. Bed, window, wardrobe, twining yellow roses creeping up the walls, buttercream swagged curtains, faint scent of vanilla and linen; nothing threatening, nothing familiar. I sat up, carefully cracking each joint into place. Once semi-upright, supported on my elbows, I looked down at myself and considered the view. I was still wearing my work outfit: black skirt, pale grey blouse, black woollen coat, surprisingly dowdy lace-up leather shoes spoiling the ensemble, shedding grit and sand on the white bedcovers, my scarlet scarf still twined around my neck from last night.


Last night.


I shuddered seismically at the mosaic memory of splintering vision, pain and cold like an endlessly indrawn breath. Steeling myself, I reached up to my face, ran my fingers over my chin and cheekbones, then up and backwards, under the base of my skull, beneath my hair, feeling for questions, waiting to wince. My fingertips told me all was smooth, no blood, no bumps, no open, tender gashes but I still looked at my hands expecting to see a smear of hot red. My body was racing ahead of my mind – it was remembering before I could, or was trying to. But it was wrong apparently, misled, overexcited. My skin told no story of trauma or disarrangement. No clues were written there.


I took a long, slow breath and let it out. I gathered in my calm. I told myself, I am not hurt. This is a safe place. I find most things in life can be made fact by sheer effort of will, made solid by the saying of them. Most things.


So, where the hell was I? I’d been unconscious clearly, how else did I get into that room? Was it a hospital suite, perhaps? An expensive, private one styled to look like a home? No, the rose pattern on the walls, the dressing table with its neat rows of dainty glass jars and bottles meant this was a real bedroom, owned by someone who liked the Home Counties retro look, a woman. But there was a man lying next to me, sleeping, snoring slightly, the throaty rumble the only sound in the room.


His back was to me, his torso rising and falling steadily above the crisp, white bedcover wound at his waist. I didn’t recognise him, or the curve of his neck, the close-cut dark hair, the faded scar from ear to collarbone, puckered slightly, silvery slick. 


Had I met this guy somewhere last night? Had I been ragingly, roaringly drunk and come back to his place for a quick … what? What’s your poison? What’s your pleasure? Whatever? That seemed unlikely. Not that I was a nun or anything but it wasn’t my style. Also, if some unexpected lapse of judgment had occurred and I’d trailed home with this mystery man, it didn’t seem possible much could have happened between us on that pristine bed, fully dressed as I was. I patted my skirt, relieved to feel the elastic outline of my knickers beneath. Well, you never know. There are perverts about.


I tried to think back then, to remember, but the insides of my head revolved in slow circles around a void at the centre, torn pieces of pictures floating inside and outside, just out of reach, in the air above me – winter breath, laughter, liquid sounds, something dark and red like wine. Something about the scar on his neck? A slice in the skin, a slice in the sky? The smell of fish and chips. And salt. Then the golden morning aroma of toast wafted through the bedroom door, sending the fragments spiralling upwards, out of my reach under the ceiling. I realised there were sounds downstairs and heard a soft, squeaking tread on the stairs, coming closer.


Eve entered the room then. I know her now, of course, each part of her face is as familiar as my own; the grey underwater colour of her eyes, the fledgling frown line between them. But that morning she was just a pretty woman in her early thirties, with feathery bobbed black hair and a pink rosebud dressing gown. She was bringing a tray up to the bed bearing a pot of tea for one, a tray, judging by the careful way she carried it, made from eggshells and bird bones and infinitely breakable promises.


She hovered with the flowered pot, matching flowered china cup and saucer, strainer and tiny jug of milk over the bed. She didn’t react to my presence, shoed and scarfed atop the bedcovers.


Okay then, I thought. Scene established, partially – start the introduction because time’s ticking by. Attention spans are short.


‘Hi,’ I said. Always go for the oldies and the goodies. Tried and tested. ‘This might sound odd, but where am I?’


She eased the tray on to the bedside table and stared at the man next to me for a moment, her face seizing into something uncomfortable – something that did not fit with the good china and starched bed linen. I’m adept enough at reading expressions to know that. The precise shade of this one would become clear to me in the weeks to come – something purplish and bruised? Something faded but tender? Something sorry?


But she still didn’t answer me. Eventually she gave bedman a little shake.


‘Tea, Pete.’


He stirred, turned, stretched and smiled. And she smiled back, an eggshell, bird-boned, brittle smile, like something broken underfoot in soft earth. I smiled too, because I have to admit he had a nice smile and it was a way to quell the urge to laugh that was bubbling up in my throat. Because it was all so very weird and surreal, being there, like that, possibly the strangest thing that had ever happened to me, in fact. And it was not yet 8 a.m., still early in the day.


‘Indian leaf tea, this morning?’ asked Peter, running a hand through his hair as she poured carefully.


‘Yes, of course, darling.’


‘Well, that’s a good start.’


She looked as if she was expecting him to say something else as she watched him stir in the milk and one level sugar.


‘Everything go okay last night?’


‘It was just work, Eve, I don’t want to talk about work. But I know what I do want.’


He reached for her then, clasped a hand around her neck, pulled her in and kissed her, hard and long. When he drew back her smile had collapsed a little on one side. Flustered, she tried to twist away, to hide it.


‘Hey! Hello,’ I said, finally sparking with irritation, outrage igniting in my belly. I didn’t know what kind of kinky game they were into but I don’t care to be ignored. I don’t like being on the back foot and not knowing exactly what is going on. I don’t like being an observer.


‘Nice to meet you,’ I said, stretching out my hand for him to shake with exaggerated politeness, as if the formality could shatter the oddness of the scene and right-foot the askew morning world. ‘Who are you and where am I, exactly?’


He cupped her breast through the thin robe. I could see her trying not to stiffen.


‘Not now, Pete, Adam’ll be up in a tick.’


‘He’s still dead to the world – I want you now.’ Then he unwrapped the belt of her dressing gown, pulling her on top of him.


Christ – this is bizarre, I thought. I mean, I like to think of myself as fairly open-minded but … ‘Look, what exactly is going on? And can you stop that? The joke’s over.’


He slipped his hand into the dark shadow between her thighs. His morning hard-on reared up at full mast from the white wave of sheets.


Uh oh, dubious content, non-guideline, pan away. Cut/edit.


‘Right, that’s it.’ I was off the bed and on my feet. ‘Are you freaks or what?’


I stumbled to the door and on to the landing, brushing sand from my coat as she gave a tight gasp and he hushed her, rolling on top of her.


‘That’s my good girl,’ he said.


Standing on the landing I took a deep breath and tried to clear the grains of sand from my head and lungs. An image flashed on to the back of my eyelids through the gloom. Dark water, ridged and rushing. Snow collecting on my eyelashes, grit on my tongue. I’d been on the beach. That’s right. I was on the beach and then I was here. And I didn’t know where here was.


Breaking news, ran the ticker text scrolling along the bottom of the screen inside my head. You’re a long way from home, girl.


For a while I stood on the landing in the grey-snow light, trying to shake the confusion out of my head through my ears. I could hear squeaks and sighs through the bedroom door as I leaned against the stair rail. After the first few flashes the fog kept descending over the hours before my washing awake on the white shore of the bed. Something was slipping around in my head. I couldn’t fix it back in place. Everything was edgeless. The house seemed to shimmer and undulate, or was that my vision?


The little sex bout on the other side of the door didn’t seem likely to last long so I wandered downstairs looking for a phone. I needed my handbag, my great, big, something-for-every-emergency handbag with its reassuring bulk. I couldn’t find it. But I didn’t panic. I don’t panic. There was no need for melodrama. I knew the situation would soon realign itself into a commonplace sequence of logical events and be sorted back into the proper narrative order. First, I needed to call home. But there didn’t seem to be a landline. And then a great, grey dizziness overcame me and somehow I was sitting at the kitchen table, without having walked to the kitchen, or pulled out a chair, and Eve was standing opposite me, flushed, tousle-haired, a fresh plate of toast in her hand.


I’ve spent a lot of time in that kitchen with her since, lounging around the granite worktops while she kneads bread, bakes cakes, pokes things bubbling on the Aga – though she doesn’t know it. You can learn a lot about someone from the way they keep their kitchen. And from watching them when they think they are alone.


It makes me smile now, to remember how calmly I tried to get the measure of her that morning, how I mulled over which approach might work best to get her to explain. At the thought of it my face flexes into something that feels like a smile, but is it still a smile if no one sees it?


‘Hey, excuse me,’ I said, ‘I don’t know if we’ve met before. I seem to be having trouble remembering. What exactly is going on?’


I tried to make my voice calm and coaxing in a ‘girls together, you can let me in on the secret’ way, but I suspect it came out pebbly and cold. And anyway, Eve just sat down in the chair opposite, trembling a little, rubbing her left wrist ringed with faint, looping red marks.


Fear fluttered inside me for the first time then, moth wings in my throat. It was an unexpected and new sensation. I didn’t care for it. The morning was slipping from my grip.


‘Tell me your name,’ I said softly. ‘Tell me what’s happened?’


Because this is how it goes. These are the important questions – who and what. Who are you? What is your role? What has occurred? What did you see? What did you do? That, at least, was familiar and I clung to it. But there was more of a plea in the questions than I would have thought myself capable of twenty-four hours before my eyes opened on this woman’s ceiling.


When she raised her head and stared straight into me, into and through me and away further than the eye could see, and said nothing, I felt the world start to slide to one side. The old ordering motions were not having the right effect – this story was making no sense. I tried waking myself then, willing myself out of sleep because I was obviously dreaming, some fucked up nightmare about being invisible and unseen and overlooked and unaccounted for. Isn’t that how the nightmares of people like me always take shape? The fear that no one is actually watching or listening anymore, the fear of being caught in the moment when the lens closes, the screen goes dark and the channel changes?


‘It’s no big deal,’ I told myself. ‘Stay calm.’


I was always able to wake myself from a dream or nightmare if I really chose to. I just looked at the back of my own eyelids and imagined waking up in my bed. So I closed my eyes and looked hard. I said ‘Wake up,’ three times, in quick succession so the saying could make it so.


It didn’t work that morning. Nor any of the mornings after, even later when I kept saying to myself, There must be a way out of this. A way back. I said it loudly and confidently that morning. But, when my eyes opened, I was still sitting opposite Eve and I realised a rumbling was approaching from above, making its way down the stairs. From the girth of the noise I expected a two-tonne rhinoceros to splinter its way into the kitchen, snorting and pawing. But it was just Adam – five years of enthusiasm in a smart school uniform, galumphing into her arms; a hot, breathless bundle, a single-sock and stick-up-hair boy with a sleepy grin.


Eve swept him high into her arms, seemingly intent on squeezing his ribs into shards until he struggled and tumbled free.


‘Come on, little man, into your seat,’ she said, tousling his hair and play-pinching his bare left foot. ‘Where’s your other sock? Never mind, Mummy’ll find one. Sit up straight, now.’


She carefully positioned a fan of fresh toast on a large plate in the centre of the table and something spasmed in my stomach, stringy and tight, at the smell of the food. I wondered how long it’d been since I’d eaten. But I couldn’t eat. I felt wrung out like a twisted rag, damp and clammy and gritty. I wondered briefly if I was meant to be on the late shift; at least that meant I wasn’t already supposed to be on-air. I thought again about using the phone. If I was due on earlies I imagined the dozen frantic messages from whomever was producing, Sue or Sean or Tilly, piling up on my answerphone. ‘Where are you?’, ‘Will you make it?’ then maybe, ‘I’m getting worried, call me ASAP.’


Then Peter strode into the kitchen to complete the little family picture, neat in a navy suit, tie in a Windsor knot beyond reproach. A blast of pain hit me as he sat at the table, sending me staggering back on to my chair. Somewhere inside, under my ribs, at the back, I felt the words I know you, I know you, don’t I know you? forming out of the air.


But I didn’t know him, not in any way that mattered. That was, and had been, the problem.




Chapter Two


I should tell you something about myself first, shouldn’t I? Before we get to Peter and the rest of it? Because this is my story and also because that’s how it’s supposed to be done and it’s important to have discipline. The first questions are always the same, or they should be if you know your job. Who am I? What is my role? What did I do? And I’ve broken the rules by not doing a proper introduction. I’ve just started in the middle, with the most interesting sound bites, the choice clips to get your attention, like all good journalists.


But I haven’t given you any context so you know what to expect – tragedy, comedy, heartbreak, catharsis? First day at broadcast news class that’s what you learn, the importance of structure. The introduction lets you know what sort of story you will see unfolding, then come the talking heads that offer opinions, then there’s the sum-up and conclusion. Nice and neat. Nobody likes surprises. Here we go, then.


I am a reporter and my name is Melanie Black. When I met Peter I was thirty-three years old.


I never liked it, my name, I mean. I used to wonder if this christening gift was a cosmic joke or just the result of mild and wilful ignorance on my parents’ part. You might not be aware that Melanie means black in Greek. And Black is just that, in English. My parents were neither English nor Greek. They were Welsh. They just liked the sound of it.


You could argue it has a certain ironic resonance now. Black by name, black by nature? I’ve wondered about this in the light of recent events, if my name made me black – black-headed, hearted, handed. Was the darkness there all along, waiting to leak out when an incision was made, when my fabric was torn, ready to spiral outwards like a reverse black hole that had been revolving under my skin all the while?


Would it, would I, would my story have been different if I’d been called Suky or Suzette, or Hope, or Poppy, names full of hot sugar and spring flowers? Or if I’d been called Eve, bearing the historic mantle of first woman, disobedient, desiring knowledge, eater of forbidden fruit; Christmas Eve, All Hallows Eve, something about to happen, the eve of the war. But then, how unlike my Eve are these promises of her name, with her dusters and mops and sensible shoes. The argument is probably flawed.


We should choose our own names.


I’d like to have been called Anne-Marie Loveday, the name of the second-best reporter on my training course, although it wouldn’t really have suited me as well as it suited her. She looked like a girl in a 1950s crime noir novel: hourglass figure, upswept hair, the sort of ‘broad’ who’d perch on private investigator Humphrey Bogart’s desk, blow a thin stream of smoke into his face and say, ‘Here’s the deal.’


It’s true my name served as a nice hook during my early career, for every newsroom wanker who thought they were oh so funny and witty and therefore must have been engaging in a great form of wordplay they’d clearly invented.


‘Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black, Mel?’ Chuckle.


‘My, my, am I in your black books.’ Grin.


‘Get him to talk, Mel. Work a little of your black magic.’ Wink.


Snigger, self-congratulatory smile, shared smirk. Give me a goddamn break!


That was actually the name of my first radio show. Black Magic. The one I taped on the old voice-activated recording machine Dad filched for me from BBC Broadcasting House when he was still on the radio. It was my version of a current affairs and arts show like his. I was eleven years old.


My first guest was Lottie Borlotti. That was really her name, Charlotte Maria Borlotti, like the bean, small, smooth and white but with black Italian curls. And full of beans she was, and rainbow sprinkles and midget gems and pink unicorn rucksacks.


Lottie was my Brownie sixer. I interviewed her about badge acquirement and the gender role assigned to women by organisations like the Brownies and Guides. Surely in the twentieth century all girls secretly wanted to be Scouts? I posited, as my dad had suggested. I’d only joined the boring Brownies because Mum insisted I did something social and wholesome, and it was that or the church choir group. Lottie was lost on the topic of gender roles, but she had her uses – she knew a lot about making fairy cakes and got me through my cookery badge. She and Eve would have been famous pals. Mum loved her.


But the phrase ‘black magic’ couldn’t easily be squeezed into the first news reports about me, the ones at 1.26 p.m. and 6.35 p.m. and 10.25 p.m., the ones with the reporters’ serious faces, the police looking stern and someone usually crying. They had to stick to the old-school puns for those, retain the expected formality, show a little respect.


‘A black cloud hangs over this quiet seaside community,’ was how they phrased it, the first time I made the nightly news. Tone – serious, ominous.


Nice one, I thought, watching the bulletin from my perch on Peter’s sofa, one of my colleagues standing suitably forlorn in the drizzly rain on the town quayside – it was the favourite haunt of suicide jumpers, clumsy drunken homeward-wanderers and now, just for me, a police scene and a live TV news team. The first of several.


They managed to get ‘black day’ and ‘black night’ into the reports before the end of that week. Once or twice I wondered if they’d had a bet on in the newsroom – you know, a tenner under the table for the one who slipped the most clichés into their report. (I once won £20 by managing to get the phrase ‘up in arms’ three times into a live report about unwelcome ‘traveller’ sites.)


It was only luck that I saw the news that evening really, three days after my unusual arrival on Peter’s bed. By then I’d learned that he only permitted one hour of TV per evening and that night, instead of a documentary or a history show, he left the news on while he went to get some files from his study. Then, there I was, on the goggle box, the one-eyed god of the living room, the boob tube. Dun, dun, dun! went the familiar 10.25 music, and tonight’s top story …


By then I had a pretty good idea of what was probably happening, unlike that first morning, or the ones immediately after, when time was topsy-turvy and passing strangely, in small spurts and great surges.


It’s hard to explain, but I remember how on the first day at Peter’s place there were parts of days and parts of nights all mixed together, and slivers of light and dark, day and night, and then whole oceans of it, inside, outside, the wind under the eaves and in the trees, snow falling across my vision. For moments, or much longer, time’s seepage was vague and shadow-struck, and I know I sat for hours staring at the corner of the room. I only knew hours had passed because the long fingers of the garden trees lengthened across the floor, dozens of them interwoven, undulating as the clouds passed overhead. At other moments the world turned on a bead of water clinging to a leaf, falling for a lifetime on to the soft earth. But I was always there, when I returned to myself and my eyes opened – in Peter’s house. Already part of the family.


But what sort of family? I asked myself from that first moment I sat opposite Eve at the table, watching her readying breakfast, seeing for the first time a routine I would come to know well.


First came the four-minute boiled eggs, perfectly placed in the flowered eggcups on the flowered plates, between the perfectly placed knives, forks, spoons. A tumbler of Michaelmas daisies in the centre of the table, smiling brightly, the newspaper folded cleanly to the right of what could only be Peter’s seat.


‘There,’ she said to Adam, fidgeting in his seat. ‘All nice for Daddy.’


His good girl, I thought, rolling my eyes, thinking of the minutes before on the upstairs bedcovers and her lopsided smile. In that instant I knew, without a doubt, that she was the sort of woman I usually made a point of disliking.


‘School’s open,’ pronounced Peter, in residence at the head of the table, smiling at his wife and son. ‘The roads have been gritted. I’ll take the people carrier today. Nothing like a few inches of snow to bring the country to a standstill.’


So we all sat there at the table in a tea-and-toast-tinted silence that, in other circumstances, could have been companionable. Eve sipped her tea and Peter cut the top off his egg with a smile. Only when he took a thin finger of toast and broke the golden crown in the centre did Eve reach to decapitate Adam’s and then her own and they began to eat. Peter popped a buttered finger in his mouth, chewed and then asked, ‘So, has Mummy been good or bad today, Adam?’


They both looked at the boy and I recall quite clearly how Adam paused, a finger of toast frozen half way to his mouth. He glanced first at his mummy and then back at his daddy. His dark, raisin eyes were shrewd in his plump face, a globule of yolk collecting in the corner of his mouth. I could see he was a bright little thing, clearly thinking carefully about his answer in a way people forget children can. Fascinating things, children, from a distance.


‘Good, Daddy?’ he asked with hesitation.


Then Peter smiled, dipped another finger of toast into his yolk and inspected it. ‘Yes, I believe so, Mummy’s been good.’ He ran his tongue over his lips in a way that hinted at the morning’s upstairs activity rather than the exemplary egg. ‘Yes, very good. Two toasts for Mummy, then.’


Adam smiled, teeth and dimples combining in relief, the first challenge of the morning complete.


Eve wiped her son’s mouth with a napkin and reached for the butter dish, but Adam’s pudgy fingers rested on top of it and he pulled it away.


‘No, Mummy, jam only,’ said Adam, a little too loudly, looking to Peter for approval.


‘Why, Adam?’ asked Peter, a smile hovering behind his napkin as he patted his mouth.


‘Cos Mummy’s getting fat.’


‘Good boy,’ said Peter. He ruffled Adam’s head and unfolded his newspaper, revealing a beatific smile straight from a toothpaste advert. Shiny white. Whiter than white. A perfect smile for Peter Perfect. Adam smiled, too.


Eve withdrew her hand from the butter dish and looked down into her lap. She crunched on her jam consolation prize, sipped her tea and then, after a moment, adopted the very definition of forced cheer.


‘So who do you want to be for Book Day next week, Adam? You said Aladdin from the story.’


‘What story?’ asked Peter. ‘I thought we agreed, Peter Rabbit. I was going to pick up the costume today.’


‘Yes,’ said Eve, carefully. ‘But the boys like to be something more exciting.’


‘You like Peter Rabbit, don’t you, Adam Ant?’ said Peter.


Adam looked at his mummy again, another challenge to navigate, then nodded at his daddy.


Eve said, ‘I can make it myself, the costume, from the stuff in my box – all the mums make them now, better than buying those nylon things from the supermarket. They always look …’ her words were carefully chosen, ‘… a little cheap.’


‘Yes, of course. All right then, funny bunny,’ said Peter, ‘Aladdin, just this once,’ and he leaned over to tickle Adam.


‘Thank you, Daddy,’ said Adam with a grin.


‘My good boy. We must get you a lamp so you can rub it and the genie will grant you three wishes.’


I only need one, said a voice, sharp as a razor’s edge, sliding through the morning light. I remember actually looking around to see the source of it, expecting to see another person standing silently in the room. But no one had spoken.


‘I wish I knew what was going on,’ I said aloud.


‘If wishes were fishes we’d all cast nets,’ said Eve, brushing some crumbs from the corner of Adam’s mouth. I thought for a moment she’d finally heard me, but her eyes were still fixed on the tablecloth, a small tea stain on the white expanse.


‘Come on then, Adam Ant,’ said Peter. ‘You’ll be late for school, little man.’


Then Eve was on her feet with Adam’s small rucksack, ready packed, Peter’s car keys and his packed lunch in hand. Peter handed her a phone from his jacket pocket and planted a precise kiss on her cheek.


As she stood, waving for a moment on the doorstep as the car started up, I had my first glimpse of my new community: a shady avenue with trees, a prosperous street with cared-for cars and gardens sleeping under snow. Then the front door closed as they pulled off down the drive and everything contracted once more to the size of the house.


I watched Eve walk back to the kitchen. I was trying to decide what to do next. I recall I didn’t feel all that well but I remember thinking, I might as well just play along, my alarm clock will go off any second now and I’ll roll out of bed, through the shower and kitchen and into the studio as I do every day. So I watched with pale, shivery detachment as Eve came back to the kitchen and leaned into the table, seemingly stabilising herself against the roiling floor. She dry-heaved just once and then sat down as if every last bone in her legs had crumbled to dust.


She put the mobile phone Peter had just given her down on the table and poked it further away with one finger, as if it might be booby-trapped. She clearly didn’t want to use it because, instead, she went to the flour tin on the worktop and took out another mobile phone. It was in a plastic re-sealable sandwich bag.


Sitting opposite her at the table, in the strange dream I couldn’t wake from, this didn’t seem particularly weird, although it was an odd place to keep a spare mobile. I immediately thought she was probably calling a ‘fancy man’, as my mum might say, a lover, or maybe a drug dealer – so many mummies self-medicate now, with Valium and so on. It’s pretty much the equivalent of cupcake shells and brie on the shopping list. But even when I’d known her all of twenty minutes I realised these clichés would probably be too much for Eve, for someone who had just hosted the perfect 1960s breakfast. I can usually hand-sort people in five seconds flat, like a Las Vegas card dealer, sifting Kings from Queens and Jacks – Eve wasn’t interesting enough to have secrets. I’d already decided she was somewhere in the middle of a suit, easily ignored, easily sacrificed.


Queasily I watched as Eve hit speed-dial and said, ‘Hi, it’s me – how’re you?’ The forced cheer was present again, the edges of her voice glittering like diamonds. ‘Lots better today?’ She looked relieved. ‘Good, good. Yes, Mair stayed. She was fine. He was fine. It was fine. No, no, don’t say anything. Yes I came straight back, of course, the roads were clear. Look, I’ll try and come when I can but I can’t say for sure. I love you.’


The effort of the call made her face turn as grey as the light filling the kitchen. She turned off the phone, slid it into the bag and placed it back in the flour tin, taking care to cover it over once more.


And that turned out to be the main event of my first day with Eve. Of course, elsewhere, outside the house, other things were happening, slowly at first and then with more haste; phone calls were being made, voices were raised, reluctant orders were given over radios and numbers finally allocated to a police file. But that was not part of my world at Peter’s house. Eve’s wife-and-mother bubble was mine and nothing broke the quiet domesticity of it.


She didn’t even listen to the radio or turn on the TV. (I didn’t notice at the time that it was because the TV cabinet was locked, like the upstairs wardrobes.) But even if she had it would have been too soon for the news to jog my memory – that part of my story was in production and being assembled ready for broadcast.


So I dogged her steps while she set about her chores. I stood close to her as she took some trainers out of the cupboard under the stairs and cleaned them, brushed the grit and muck into the kitchen bin, put them by the front door. I looked over her shoulder as she made a cake, two cakes – one chocolate, one lemon drizzle.


I followed in her footsteps as she cleaned the rest of the house as thoroughly as if expecting royalty, moving from room to room with a vast pedlar-like basket of cleaning products full of bottles and sprays, dusters and chamois pads.


Why was I watching her do these things? Because at no point had my alarm clock sounded. Eventually, when I’d tried to open the front door of the house to go home nausea had gushed through me, like the worst twenty-four-hour bug I’d ever had, roiling like acid up the pipes of my chest, dissolving my lungs. Each time I tried the door handle the sickness got worse. I vomited for a few seconds, a gush of black liquid sluicing up, pooling on the immaculately lint-free hall carpet before vanishing inexplicably into the plush pile.


I wanted to cry then, but I didn’t. I don’t cry. Instead I jumped up and down in the hall. I beat my hands on the wall until they should have been pulped and bloody. But not even a crack appeared in the plaster walls or the family portrait glass. I called, I cursed, I screamed indigo-tinged oaths until I should have been blue in the face, until my throat should have been stripped and raked raw. But the curtains didn’t even shiver nor did the little collections of carefully dusted angel figurines on the mantelpiece shudder in their prayers. Nothing.


As I stood in Eve’s face, inches from her nose, and screamed and screamed she just carried on dusting the picture frames.


In the end I had to stop screaming.


That was a long day. It was punctuated only occasionally by the ringing of the phone Eve kept in her trouser pocket. It rang once at 11 a.m., then again at 2 p.m., then at 4 p.m., shrilling its way into every corner of the quiet and composed house. Each time Eve answered, her face turned that floury colour but her voice was bright like polished glass.


‘Yes, of course, darling. Everything’s fine. No, darling, how could I forget the parents evening? Yes, lemon and chocolate. No, I’ll be ready.’


And she was ready, and waiting, as the winter darkness closed around the house once more and Peter came home with Adam in tow, pink-cheeked and snow-dusted. She’d dressed in the black jumper and white pearls that had been laid out for her on the bed upstairs since that morning’s eggy breakfast. A pair of cream pumps had also been left for her but she hadn’t put them on.


‘May I have the black patent shoes instead?’ Eve asked Peter, as he combed his sleek head of hair in front of the bedroom mirror, inspecting his angular reflection with satisfaction. I stood behind him, over his shoulder, waving my arms, but he didn’t notice.


‘I think the cream pumps are more appropriate for the chairman’s wife, don’t you?’ he said to Eve. ‘Got to make the right impression.’


‘Yes but, darling, look, the heel is loose,’ she said, wiggling the low block back and forth. ‘I don’t know when that happened. I’ll have to get it mended.’


‘Hmmm, yes of course. You could be a bit more careful, Eve. First those torn trousers, now this.’


That was the first time I saw him take the little bunch of keys out of his trouser pocket and open the big cupboard lined with pairs of shoes in two neat racks. He selected some black ones as Eve waited.


‘Give them a little polish,’ he said, handing them to her.


‘Of course, darling,’ said Eve, though I could almost see her face in them from across the room where I was sitting on the bed.


Then they were ready to leave, every inch the handsome, middle-class, professional couple, with the afternoon’s fresh lemon cake in a tin under Peter’s arm. Adam was swinging from Peter’s hand and Eve was singing ‘When You Wish Upon a Star’, tickling his ribs.


Panic finally threatened to choke me when Peter grabbed his car keys from the hook and fumbled in his coat pockets by the hall table. I was somehow afraid of them leaving me all alone in that house, still kicking and struggling through my confusion, through my incomprehension, through my slowly crystallising suspicions.


‘My gloves, what have you done with my gloves, Eve?’ Peter demanded, oblivious to my attempt to tug on his coat sleeve, to put myself between him and the door. ‘The black leather ones? The ones you gave me? Why aren’t they here on the table where they always are? I always keep them here.’


‘Haven’t seen them, sweetheart,’ said Eve smiling, a tightness around her mouth.


Peter cast his gaze around the darkened hall as if expecting to see his gloves appear, as if I was not demanding, in the darkness at his side, that he stop and take his coat off and tell me what was happening.


‘Shall I check upstairs?’ asked Eve.


‘Oh for goodness sake, don’t fuss,’ said Peter, fiddling with his scarf. ‘We’re late enough already.’


Then, despite my protests, they were going, going, gone.


I tried to follow them but the nausea drove me back from the doorstep. The front door clicked shut and the sound of the engine reached me through the glass panes. I was alone and the world went away for a while as I sat on a chair in the hall, staring at the door, waiting. I felt as if I should do something, anything. I had to act, to take control of what was happening. But I was so very weak and sleepy. I meant to just rest a while on the chair.


‘That was lovely,’ said Peter, flicking on the hall light as my eyes flicked open.


How long had they been gone? Hours? Days? Centuries? All of the above?


‘Went very well, I thought,’ said Peter. ‘The PTA can be such imbeciles. You looked very pretty tonight, darling.’ Then he took Eve into the crook of his shoulder, Adam asleep in the nook of his other arm, chubby legs dangling. They looked for a moment like a sculpture of family-hood. Peter at the centre, her strength, her pillar, the innocent child in his arms, the tender kiss on her brow.


I almost showered them with more black water then but at the last minute I managed to aim for the ground between us as my insides came out.


‘I’ll take the little man up,’ said Peter. ‘You can pour us some wine as a treat, the Cabernet Sauvignon, I think.’


When he returned we all sat on the sofa together. I didn’t know what else to do, at the end of that first and infinitely strange day. Their red wine pulsed in the TV flicker, like two excised but still beating hearts in glass globes on long stems. We watched the news and Eve’s eyes flickered eagerly across the TV screen, as if the reports of casualties in Afghanistan were news to her, as if a Welsh Assembly member caught drink-driving, and a charity dog-grooming contest in Llangollen, were riveting pieces of reportage, instead of Jack’s usual workman-like court report and Polly’s familiar, sentimental filler.


‘What a nice story,’ said Peter, as the little Welsh corgi got its rosette, and a big cheque was paraded. Eve looked relieved to see him smile as the weather forecast came up. The afternoon snow was passing over but the house still creaked and groaned under the weight of winter.


‘Tired, sweetheart?’ asked Peter. ‘We should go up. Lovely cake tonight. Maybe just a little too much lemon essence in the sponge, but lovely.’


And that was it – the epic nature of my introduction to Peter’s kingdom.


As he got to his feet and led Eve by the hand to the stairs I yelled in his face once more, ‘I know you! I know you! Don’t I know you?’ But all he did was frown. Just a suggestion of a frown really, and only for a second but it was a start. It was there. I grew to know that frown over time. I learned to dig my nails in around the corners of his brow, slide my teeth across his peace of mind and summon it, those three lines on his forehead. Tip, tap – I am here, right inside. Nowhere to hide.


You see, Peter was a thing of my making and I of his, and I knew that right at the start, in some creased and folded and put-away part of me waiting to be opened, waiting to remember, waiting to understand. I knew we were connected, because of what he had done and what I would need to do.


So there we were, our little family. Peter and Eve and Adam and me. In our little house. On a February night. On the day I was born.




Chapter Three


The first time I saw Peter, I thought he was handsome. It took me only a second to think, yeah, I probably would. You know what I mean. If you say you don’t you’re that sort of woman, or a liar, or both. Because we all do it – we judge and grade people as soon as we set eyes on them. We score them and weigh them and balance them against ourselves, place them in or out of proximity, even if, technically, we never intend to act. No harm in looking.


What I noticed right away, from across the room, was his shiny hair and a gym-polished physique. But he was lean like a runner, not bulked up with six-packs and four-packs and a neck like roped oak. I liked that. He had a razor-advert, shaved smoothness about him, three-bladed and clean – an office professional, a family man, a dream catch. I imagine that veneer was what must once have made Eve look into his eyes and feel safe. And there, down the side of his neck, visible when he turned his head, between his hair and collar, was the silver skein of a scar, suggesting a slight mystery perhaps: a childhood accident, a crashed car, an encounter with violence, a moment of peril or bravery? Well, anything to keep the mind occupied during the usual, boring, council event with networking and buffet.


How Peter stood out among the usual crowd, from the morass of boring middle-aged men, grey in nature and disposition, padding out the room with their expanding auras of feared irrelevance. A tinge of off-whiteness had settled on their sagging suits and thinning hair long ago, lifetimes probably. I’d have bet a year’s wages that, even in their youth, they’d never pulsed with Technicolor enthusiasm or drunkenly screwed ponytailed girls after running barefoot on beaches. Not those men. They stood up extra straight at the buffet line to compensate for their colourlessness. They sipped their free drinks slowly because they didn’t want anyone to think they were immoderate or taking their ease at the taxpayer’s expense. And glaring out of the middle, tall and straight and alive, was Peter.


There’d been a touch of something flinty in his eyes though, as he stood surveying the room, his colleagues, drink in hand, from the edge of the bar. There was something coiled in his cool-scented, shower-fresh muscles, ready to lash out. Wasn’t there? I suppose it’s hard to say now if that was then or later. I suppose I should try not to add little editorial touches if I can, not too soon anyway.


There was certainly a tentative circle of space surrounding him at the bar – the eyes of women around the room eagerly crossing it, over that no man’s land of empty chairs, gauging their approach. The defence field of his detachment buzzed across the synthetic fibres of the corporate carpet making them hesitate and look for excuses to advance.


I was thinking the same thing. What’s my ‘in’ with him? because I was bored and toying with the idea of saying hello. I could summon electricity of my own if needed, spark up a winning smile, a one-liner. But I hesitated, too. He bothered me a little. I was at odds with what I could see under his skin. I couldn’t verbalise what troubled me exactly, only that I recognised it in him because it was in me, shifting like flocks of blood-born birds around my insides, at the sight of these people, these mediocre, time-tired people, clad in bad suits and Old Spice and apology.


Peter’s right hand curled around his wine glass, the other affected to hang casually from his trouser pocket. He had smooth, office hands but it turned out they were very strong, startlingly so, the one time he laid them on me, some months later. When it happened I remember I was too surprised to react, too winded to speak. If women are lucky they never really encounter that moment when male muscle is turned against them. I assure you it’s not like wrestling your boyfriend over the remote control on a Sunday evening on the sofa, when you end up pinned to the floor, giggling, ready for more complicated body contact. It’s hard. It hurts.


By the time I realised how outmatched I was the countdown to my last breath had already begun.


That was later of course, long after I left the council meeting without ever speaking to him because Tilly rang and said they needed me out at an arson in Killay. But I wish that, later, when there had still been a moment to walk away, still a choice that was mine, I had remembered how he’d looked that night, at his fellows and at the women who would’ve liked to be at his side. I’ve had plenty of time since to look and learn and remember.


Later, in those first weeks after I joined Peter’s family, I paid close attention. I watched him constantly, ready to learn, willing myself to remember the sequence of events that had thrown us together and placed me there at his side. At that point my memory was still returning in prods and shoves, reassembling awkwardly, pieces of coloured glass and shells of images sticking into a picture that was unclear. Except, there, in the centre, was Peter’s face. Always. That’s what I held on to and focused upon.


I rarely let him out of my sight. I watched him at breakfast each day, over sticky toast soldiers. I stared at him during dinner, ignoring the appearance and removal of plates of food that revolved around him like a magic whirlwind but was called Eve. At weekends I watched him reading the paper or using his special sharp scissors to cut thin crescents of fingernail into always-emptied wastepaper bins. I leaned over his shoulder as he attended to his files and paperwork.
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