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			Prologue

			She was still breathing – a revolting wheezing and hissing that made him feel sick and angry. He stood over her, his arms hanging limply by his sides, waiting for her to stop.

			Once it was all over and she lay still, he crouched beside her, watching the blood trickle at the corner of her mouth. He lifted her head, feeling the curve of her skull beneath her hair. He used to like to twine her hair in his fingers, breathing in the scent of her shampoo as she held him close and feeling the laughter shake in her belly when he said something funny. He used to love making her laugh. She hadn’t laughed all that often, even before. But when she had, when he’d succeeded in making her laugh, it was like winning the lottery or like finding something very rare and precious – something that was all the more valuable because it was so rare.

			But in the past few months she hadn’t laughed at all. She’d just watched him carefully with big, disappointed grey eyes. Thinking about that made him feel sad and angry again. He’d loved her once, he supposed. But she’d ruined everything. She didn’t want him anymore. She’d betrayed him and he wasn’t the type to forgive.

			He let go of her head, gently setting it down on the concrete. There was something about her eyes – her blank accusing stare. It gave him the creeps. Looking into her dilated pupils, he was reminded of something he’d read recently – about how forensic scientists back in the early 1900s used to think that a murderer’s image would be imprinted on the retina of his victim. It was a stupid idea really, but in the early days of photography, they believed that the eye worked like a camera – that whatever a dead person last saw would be retained inside like a negative. He knew it was nonsense. The human eye didn’t record images.

			Even so, he leaned forward and closed her lids so she couldn’t look at him anymore. Now she was dead, his anger was slowly evaporating, leaving a residue of sadness and fear. He was afraid of what he’d done and afraid of what would happen to him when people found out. What was he going to tell them? He wasn’t sure that even he could explain this one away. On the plus side, no one had seen it happen. No one could prove it wasn’t an accident. Yes, that was his story and he was sticking to it. An accident – just a terrible accident.

			Feeling calmer, he sat back on his haunches and stared up at the wide blue sky. He watched as a bird of prey wheeled above him and a single white cloud drifted past. But then, sitting there, he caught something, a movement or a shadow, out of the corner of his eye and he turned.

			With the glare of the sun on the window it was hard to tell what was reflection and what was not. But, just at that moment, he could have sworn he saw someone – someone standing there, watching him.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘He killed her.’

			We’re talking about my parents’ neighbour, whose wife died a few months ago. But when Mum makes this shocking assertion the conversation stops abruptly, and Dad and I both turn and stare at her. For a moment I think she must be joking; that it’s just her mischievous sense of humour. But she seems deadly serious. Her fork is trembling in her hand, bits of potato and gravy dropping onto her kaftan. Her bright red lipstick is smudged, her hair sticking out at wild angles and there’s a look of what I can only describe as horror in her eyes.

			Dad sighs, picks at the potato bits and wipes the gravy off his mouth with a napkin. ‘He didn’t kill her, love,’ he says patiently, patting her hand. ‘It was just an accident, a terrible accident.’

			Mum bats his hand away crossly. ‘It wasn’t an accident,’ she insists. ‘I saw him, clear as day, through the window.’

			She’s getting more and more agitated, waving her knife and fork around. I know from Dad that her dementia occasionally makes her aggressive in between bouts of inappropriate friskiness, but I haven’t seen this side of her before. I’ve been away too long, I think sadly. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own life and my own problems. My mother has changed. She’s not the same vibrant, funny woman who used to dance on the tables in restaurants, who had us all in stitches with her impression of the head teacher at my school.

			‘She gets confused sometimes these days,’ Dad whispers loudly to me. ‘It’s the Alzheimer’s.’

			‘I’m not confused,’ Mum retorts. ‘I know exactly what I saw, and I’m not deaf, by the way.’

			‘You’ve been watching too much Midsomer Murders, that’s all, Jean.’ Dad says. ‘You’re thinking of that episode we saw the other day, the one where the gardener hit his wife over the head with a spade, remember?’

			‘How did she die, exactly?’ I ask, a faint anxiety churning in my gut. Ridiculous, I know, but Mum’s distress seems to be infectious.

			Dad shakes his head. ‘It was horrible. A real tragedy. She fell from the top-floor window. They added a third floor only last year. The racket the builders made was insufferable, wasn’t it, Jean?’

			‘What? Oh yes,’ Mum nods vaguely.

			‘It went on for months.’ Dad presses his lips together disapprovingly. Something about his tone suggests that he feels her death might have been a fitting punishment for all the noise they had to endure. ‘Kate was so young too – only thirty-two. The same age as you, Jessie.’ He looks at me with a worried frown, as if it had something to do with her age; as if I too might be about to launch myself out of an upstairs window.

			No doubt he’s thinking about his conversation with Matteo last night. How much did Matteo tell him? I wonder. How much was Matteo’s particular brand of bullshit and how much was true? Under the table I dig my nails into my thighs. The room is hot and stuffy, and I wish I could open the door, but the draft bothers Mum so we keep it closed. I’m starting to feel that sense of panic I sometimes get when I’m shut in. 

			‘Apparently, she hit her head at just the wrong angle,’ Dad continues. ‘It’s such a shame. She’s got a young daughter too.’ He shakes his head gravely. ‘That poor child. That poor man. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’

			I imagine a handsome couple with a cute little girl. In my head the little girl is about seven – the same age as Anna Maria. I close my eyes, trying to block out an image of big, frightened brown eyes and tear-stained cheeks. Why did I have to go and think about Anna Maria now? I don’t want to think about her, or about the English Academy and Madrid. That’s all behind me now. An unfortunate chapter in my life best forgotten.

			‘How long have they lived here?’ I ask, trying to focus. I run my finger along a groove in the pine table, where someone, either me or Howie, dug into the soft wood with a knife.

			Dad frowns. ‘About three years now,’ he says. ‘They moved in shortly after you went to Spain. Ajay’s a vet at the practice in the village. He’s very good apparently. He’s been great with your brother’s dog.’

			I wonder if Howie’s still got the same dog, an irascible pug called Bella, who never stops yapping and who tried to bite my ankles last time I visited. I’m about to ask, but Mum is breathing strangely, clutching her chest, and her face has turned puce.

			‘Are you OK, Mum?’ I ask anxiously. ‘Dad, is she OK?’

			‘She’ll be fine,’ he says, carrying on eating. He has a look of studied calm on his face – an expression that suggests he’s seen all this before. Like it’s a regular occurrence.

			‘He wants me dead,’ Mum hisses dramatically in my ear. ‘Because I know too much.’

			‘Nonsense,’ says Dad sharply. ‘Ajay Chandry is a very nice man. He didn’t murder his wife and he certainly doesn’t want to kill you. Jessie, can you pass me the salt, please?’

			I pick at my food, not really tasting it. I want to make a joke or talk about something happy to lighten the mood and comfort Mum, but I’ve no idea what to say, and I know all too well that when someone is in a delusional state like this, there’s not a lot you can say.

			We eat in silence for a while. There’s nothing but the sound of our chewing and the steady monotonous ticking of the clock on the wall. Dad gulps down his beer, staring broodingly at the label and picking at the edges with his thumbnail. He’s put on weight since I last saw him and his belly is straining over his trousers. Next to him Mum looks delicate and ethereal, like an aged Titania. She’s looking at her fork, twisting it in her hand as if she’s never seen one in her life before, and there’s an emptiness in her eyes that scares me. It’s way too warm and stuffy in here and the silence is oppressive. I’ve always hated long silences. They just allow space for dark thoughts to fester.

			‘Well, it’s nice to be back,’ I say brightly at last, just for something to say.

			‘It’s lovely to have you, darling,’ says Mum, smiling at me fondly and cupping my face in her thin, blue-veined hands. Her moods these days are as changeable as a child’s. And, just like that, she’s happy again, as if our earlier conversation has been wiped clean from her mind. ‘Isn’t it lovely to have Jessica home again, Brian?’

			‘Mmm.’ Dad nods and clears his throat. ‘I was just wondering what your plans were, Jess? How long are you going to stay in England?’

			And I realise with a sinking heart that he hasn’t fully understood the situation. He doesn’t know that I’m never going back – that there’s nothing to return to.

			‘I’m not going back to Spain,’ I say firmly. I think about the flat I shared with Matteo in Madrid – the expensive wooden floors, Matteo’s wardrobe full of designer shirts and jackets. I think about Dr Lopez with his kind, grave face and I shudder.

			‘But Matteo gave me the impression . . .’ Dad starts.

			‘Matteo is full of shit . . . Sorry about my language, Mum, but he is. He can’t accept that I’ve left him. I’m never going back.’ I stare at Dad defiantly, waiting for the backlash. My parents were so upset when Howie divorced his wife that they refused to speak to him for more than a month. And even though Matteo and I weren’t married, they were pleased that I’d finally settled down with someone. I know from the less than subtle comments they’d made recently that they really hoped we’d eventually tie the knot, which was strange, considering they’d never actually married themselves.

			But the reaction to my news is surprisingly muted. Mum looks confused and Dad just frowns.

			‘What are you going to do for money?’ he asks.

			‘I’ve got some savings. That’ll tide me over for a bit until I get a job.’ I want to reassure him I’m not going to be an extra burden – that I can look after myself.

			‘But are you sure you’re well enough to work?’ Dad asks. ‘Maybe you should rest and recuperate for a while. Matteo said—’

			‘What’s wrong?’ Mum interrupts, looking alarmed. ‘Are you ill, Jessica?’

			‘No, I’m fine, Mum. I don’t need to rest.’ I pat her hand. I’m thinking about the days after I was fired from the English Academy. Those days were the worst – being trapped in the house all alone with my thoughts and the awful gnawing boredom and loneliness.

			‘I think work will be good for me.’

			‘But what will you do?’ Dad asks. ‘There can’t be much call for EFL teachers in the village.’

			‘Maybe not,’ I agree. ‘I was thinking of having a break from teaching. I might do some photography.’ I took a few photos at Matteo’s friend’s wedding, before everything went pear-shaped, and they turned out well. Photography was part of my degree at college before I dropped out to move to Spain with Matteo. It feels like a logical choice.

			But Dad doesn’t seem reassured. ‘How much money can you make as a photographer?’ he asks doubtfully. ‘It doesn’t seem like a very steady job.’

			‘Nonsense.’ Mum shuts him up with a spark of her old fire. ‘Not everything’s about money, Brian. I think it’s a marvellous idea, Jessica. You’re so talented. You should take up painting again too. Your painting was always fabulous.’

			I haven’t done any painting for ages, I think sadly, and I try to remember exactly when and why I gave up. It must have been shortly after I arrived in Spain. Matteo never liked me painting. He didn’t like the smell of turpentine and even when I bought odourless paint thinner, he still objected. Sometimes it was easier just to give in to him.

			Thinking about Matteo, my chest feels tight and the room seems unbearably warm and humid. I thought that I would escape the heat when I returned from Madrid. But I’ve come back in the middle of a heatwave, and I feel hotter than I ever felt in Spain. At least in Spain we had air conditioning. Mum and Dad haven’t got any fans, and no one ever opens a window in this house.

			‘Do you want afters?’ I ask, standing up abruptly. I feel dizzy and am sure I’m about to faint. I need to get out of this room.

			‘I’ll just have a cup of coffee, please,’ says Mum. ‘You couldn’t fetch my shawl from the bedroom while you’re up, could you, darling? I’m feeling a bit shivery.’

			How she can be cold when the temperature must be at least thirty degrees, I’ve no idea, but I escape willingly upstairs, glad for an excuse to get away from them both. I love them but being back home hasn’t brought the relief I thought it would. Dad can’t help treating me like a child and I can already feel myself slipping back into old ways, old patterns of behaviour. The sooner I move out, the better, I think, as I push open the door to my parents’ room.

			It’s like a time capsule – practically unchanged since we first moved here, when I was three years old. There’s the same wallpaper, the same aubergine-coloured curtains, even, if I’m not mistaken, the same aubergine duvet cover. I can’t find Mum’s shawl, so I open the wardrobe and pick out a warm fleece. I’m about to take it downstairs when I get distracted by the photos on the bedside table. There’s a picture of Mum looking super glamorous with big eighties hair, me propped up in her lap. And there’s a school photo of Howie, chubby cheeked, about twelve years old, grinning cheekily at the camera.

			As I turn towards the door, I feel a sudden wave of claustrophobia – like I haven’t suffered in ages. I stagger to the window and open it, leaning out, gulping in the humid air. Everything in the close is completely still. Nothing is stirring. There isn’t even a hint of a breeze in the trees. It’s as if the world is holding its breath, waiting for something.

			There’s a clear view of the house opposite and the silver Toyota parked outside. I look at the window at the top of the house, but the sun is low, reflecting off the glass, and it’s impossible to see in. I think about Mum’s strange outburst, musing on how little we really know about the people who live all around us. Unlike the other houses in the close, which have small, neatly clipped lawns, the house opposite has a concrete front garden with a stone statue of an owl at the centre. I imagine Kate Chandry tumbling to the ground, smashing her head against the concrete, and I shudder.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It’s dark and I’m crushed into a ball, hardly able to breathe or move. I know I need to stay calm or I’ll use up all the oxygen, but panic is welling up inside me, banishing all logical thought. My chest feels like it’s about to explode and my whole body is shaking. Where the hell am I?

			Then I realise that I’m trapped inside my own head. I can see the shape of my face, my nose and mouth and eyes, but from the inside as if it’s hollow, like the inside of a jelly mould.

			‘Let me out!’ I shout. But the sound snags in my throat and no one hears me.

			Outside my head someone is coughing loudly, and I don’t know why, but I sense that Mum is in danger. I’m aware that I’m dreaming, that I need to escape from this nightmare and get out of my head to help her, but I can’t. I’m trapped inside.

			‘Let me out!’ I scream, desperate now. And summoning a huge effort of will, I tear open my face, bursting out of the dream.

			I wake up with tears rolling down my cheeks. The duvet is twisted in my arms and I’m sweating buckets. Prising my eyes open, I stare up at the white ceiling, at a band of light shining through the heavy curtains. It’s OK, I tell myself as my breathing returns to normal. It was just a stupid nightmare. I often have dreams that involve being trapped in enclosed spaces, but this one is new. It doesn’t mean anything, I tell myself. I’m at home now. Matteo is more than a thousand miles away. The past few months are behind me. But the dream lingers with me and there’s a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach that won’t go away as I heave myself out of bed, pulling on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt.

			I can hear clattering in the kitchen downstairs, punctuated by the sound of Dad’s rasping cough. Looking in the mirror, I force my lips into a smile – it’s more of a grimace really. I’ve read somewhere that just the physical act of smiling is supposed to release endorphins that make you happy, but it doesn’t seem to be working today. I still feel and look like shit. I look completely washed out. Three years’ living in Spain hasn’t given me a tan, just more freckles and a prematurely lined face. My red hair is frizzy, my eyes are pale and bloodshot and my lashes without make-up are pale, like ghostly spider legs. I brush my hair and scrape some mascara on my lashes. Then I root in my handbag for my medication. I pull out a packet of pills and swallow down two with the glass of water by my bed.

			Depression with psychosis was what Doctor Lopez called it. I close my eyes, trying to block out an image of him in his clinic, his handsome, grave face, long fingers tapping on his desk. Matteo sitting next to me holding my hand, pretending to be all loving and concerned.

			Anyway, I’m all better now. I haven’t had a delusion or a hallucination for at least a month and I’m even starting to feel a little happier, more optimistic. It was because I was so stressed and tired with work and Matteo. All I needed was to get away from the situation I was in. Today is a new day. The start of a new life. Matteo is history and I can focus on the future. I’ll have breakfast and then start setting up my new photography website. After that, maybe I’ll go into town and visit the estate agent’s to see if I can find a new flat. I need to buy myself a new car too. Maybe I’ll even get a cat or a dog.

			First, though, I need to talk to Dad, find out exactly what Matteo told him and give him my version of events. But when I get downstairs, Dad is on the phone trying to call someone, a worried frown on his face.

			‘No answer,’ he says, flinging it down on the table. ‘I wish she’d leave her bloody phone on.’

			‘What is it, Dad?’

			‘Ah, Jessica,’ he says. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got a bit of a problem. It’s your mother. She’s wandered off,’

			‘Maybe she’s just popped out to the shops,’ I suggest, putting two slices of bread in the toaster. I’m not overly concerned. Mum is an adult after all.

			‘You don’t understand,’ says Dad. ‘She doesn’t go out on her own anymore, not since she got ill. She forgets where she is and gets confused and distressed.’

			I’m sure he’s making a mountain out of a molehill. Mum seems fine to me. Apart from the confusion over the neighbour yesterday, she’s been her old self, more or less. When I spoke to Dad on the phone in Spain, he’d given me the impression that her illness was far more progressed than it is, and I’d been half afraid to come home, afraid she wouldn’t recognise me, scared that we’d already lost her. I was so relieved to find her essentially the same. A little confused sometimes, a little forgetful, but still the same Mum that I love and find exasperating in equal measure.

			‘Are you sure she’s not somewhere in the house?’ I suggest. ‘Or in the garden?’ I peer out of the window at the lawn and the flower beds. The small summer house and the neat vegetable patch – Dad’s pride and joy.

			Dad sighs. ‘No, I looked everywhere. When I woke up this morning she wasn’t in bed. I went downstairs and couldn’t find her. It’s not the first time this has happened. Last time they phoned me from Budgens. She was there insisting on buying three bottles of whisky in her nightdress even though she didn’t have any money on her.’

			‘She doesn’t even drink.’ I can’t help laughing at the image.

			And Dad smiles wanly. ‘Yes, I know,’ he says. But there are dark circles of worry around his eyes and I realise how tough all this must be on him.

			‘I’m just going to have to go and look for her,’ he says. He fetches his trainers and sits at the table, tying the laces. ‘Do you want to come and help, Jess?’

			‘Of course.’ I turn off the toaster. Breakfast can wait.

			*

			Outside the sky is grey and a very light, thin drizzle is misting the air. The close is quiet, the mock-Tudor red-brick houses with their neat lawns and sleek cars forming a tight circle of respectability. Nothing to see here, they seem to say. Nothing shocking or awful ever happens here. We just mind our own business. Not for the first time, I wonder if the facade is truly representative of its inhabitants. And, as if in answer, the front door of the house opposite bursts open and a man emerges, toting a little girl and a briefcase in one hand and rummaging in his pocket with the other.

			This must be Ajay Chandry, I think, with a slight thrill of curiosity. This is the neighbour Mum was talking about yesterday over dinner. I must admit, he doesn’t look much like my idea of a wife-killer. He looks like a normal, hassled, middle-aged British-Asian man with greying hair in a slightly crumpled white shirt. He waves at Dad and Dad hurries across the close. I follow him over, curious, to inspect the Bluebeard for the first time.

			‘Ajay, hello!’ Dad blurts.

			Ajay looks politely surprised to be accosted so early in the morning. ‘Good morning, Brian,’ he says.

			‘Sorry to bother you but you haven’t seen Jean at all, have you?’ asks Dad breathlessly. ‘She’s wandered off and she hasn’t got her phone with her.’

			The car beeps as Ajay finds his keys and unlocks it. ‘Oh no, not again.’ He looks around vaguely as if Mum might be somewhere in the close. ‘No, I’m sorry, I haven’t seen her. But I’m driving towards Aylesbury. I’ll keep an eye out on the road for you and let you know if I spot her.’

			He catches my eye and smiles quizzically, and I redden because I was staring at him, trying to imagine him pushing his wife out of a window. On closer inspection he’s quite good-looking, especially his eyes, which are an extraordinary grey-green, large and luminous in the sunlight. He looks kind and capable – the sort of person you would trust with your beloved family pet.

			‘This is my daughter, Jessica,’ Dad explains. ‘She’s staying with us for a while until she finds a place of her own. She just got back from Spain.’

			‘Oh?’ Ajay says politely.

			‘Yes. She’s been living in Madrid but she’s back now. She’s looking for a job.’

			‘What do you do?’ he asks.

			‘I’m going to set up my own photography studio,’ I say with more conviction than I feel.

			Ajay smiles – a normal, nice smile.

			‘You’re a photographer?’ he says to me. ‘That’s a coincidence. I’m looking for a photographer for Izzy’s birthday party. This is Izzy, by the way,’ he says, patting the little girl in his arms. ‘Say hi, Izzy.’ Izzy squirms and tries to get out of his grasp, reaching for the car.

			‘She isn’t a morning person,’ Ajay says apologetically. ‘You’re not free on Saturday afternoon, are you?’

			‘Er . . . um, sure,’ I mutter, slightly taken aback. Shit, I think. Apart from the photos I took at Matteo’s friend’s wedding, I’ve never taken a professional photograph in my life. I’m not even sure where I packed my camera, but I can’t really afford to pass up on the opportunity to get paid work.

			‘Good. I’ll see you on Saturday then, three o’clock?’

			‘OK,’ I say. He hasn’t even asked how much I charge. But then, judging by his sleek car and the renovations that have been done to the house, maybe money is no object to him.

			Izzy wriggles violently in his arms, impatient to get going, and covers his mouth with her hand.

			‘Well, I’d better get going,’ he laughs, removing her hand. ‘I think that’s a hint that Izzy wants to get to summer school. She’s got some important playdough animals to make, haven’t you, Iz? Well, it was nice to meet you, Jessica. I’ll keep an eye out for Jean.’

			‘Thank you,’ says Dad. ‘That’s very kind of you.’

			We stand and watch Ajay strap his daughter into her car seat before they drive off.

			‘Which way should we go?’ I ask as Ajay’s car turns out of the close.

			Dad looks around. ‘We should probably check out Budgens first.’

			We climb into Dad’s Honda and crawl along the main road towards the village centre, stopping every now and then to peer down side streets.

			‘Are you OK Jessica?’ he asks as we reach the centre of the village. He clears his throat, which is what Dad always does when he’s embarrassed. ‘Because Matteo said you had a spot of bother before you left.’

			If by ‘a spot of bother’ he means a full-on nervous breakdown, then he’s right, but the last thing I want to do is get involved with psychiatrists again. I nearly ended up being sectioned the last time. And I don’t want to worry Dad either. He has a lot on his plate right now.

			‘Yeah, well, Matteo can’t accept that someone in their right mind would leave him, so he’s decided I must be crazy,’ I say lightly. Dad smiles uncertainly and glances over at me. ‘You’re sure you’re OK?’

			‘Absolutely,’ I say brightly.

			‘I’d be happier if you went to see someone,’ he says, frowning. ‘There’s a good therapist in the village. I could make an appointment for you, if you like.’

			‘I’ll think about it, Dad,’ I promise. ‘But let’s just concentrate on finding Mum for now, shall we?’

			We park outside Budgens but there’s no sign of Mum inside, and the cashiers don’t remember seeing her, though they offer to show us the CCTV footage to make sure. We decline and walk down the high street until we reach the clock tower at the end of the road. There’s a small roundabout and one road leads into the village and the other out towards Halton airbase. To the right there’s a footpath that leads to the play park, Hampden Pond and the church. I used to walk up there with Mum when I was little. We used to go and feed the ducks.

			‘I might have a look this way,’ I say on impulse.

			‘That’s not such a bad idea,’ Dad says. ‘She might have gone to church. She’s found religion in her old age and she’s always hanging around, bothering the vicar. I’ll go and search down by the canal. Call me if you find her.’

			I head up the path by the side of the stream. There hasn’t been much rain lately and the water is low and smooth like a thin glaze over the riverbed. It trickles under the bridge where Mum and I once played Pooh sticks. The First World War memorial orchard is new. But the play park is still there, though they’ve taken away the swing and put down astroturf. I remember coming here with my school friends, Alice and Holly, when we were teenagers. Alice, as the oldest, would buy the cider from the off-licence and we would all sit on the swings: me, Holly and Alice, the three musketeers, talking and laughing, staring up at the black sky and the stars.

			I walk on alone, passing an early dog walker, a middle-aged man with one Great Dane and one terrier, but otherwise the path is empty. The water level is low in Hampden Pond too, the muddy banks exposed, spattered with bird droppings and feathers. When I open the gate the ducks and coots and swans waddle up to me, thinking I’m going to feed them.

			I don’t spot her at first, because she’s hidden behind a tree. But then I catch a movement and a flash of white out of the corner of my eye, and I realise she’s sitting there on the bench – a lonely figure in her nightdress and slippers, staring pensively at the water. I’m relieved to find her safe and sound, but also appalled that she is out here in nothing but her nightie. Her illness must be more advanced than I realised.

			She smiles slyly at me as I approach. ‘Oh, there you are, Evie. I was looking for you. You’re going to be in so much trouble.’ She wags a finger at me, and my heart sinks because she doesn’t seem to have a clue who I am.

			‘Mum, it’s me, Jessica, your daughter,’ I say.

			‘What are you talking about? Of course it’s you, Jessica. I know that,’ she says crossly. ‘I haven’t completely lost my marbles yet.’

			I sigh with relief. ‘What are you doing here, Mum? We’ve been looking all over for you. Dad’s beside himself with worry.’

			She looks around, alarmed, as if she’s suddenly noticed where she is. She smooths down her nightdress which is covered in leaves and grass. God only knows what she’s been doing.

			‘I don’t really remember why I came here,’ she admits and for a moment, there’s such a look of alarm and bewilderment in her eyes that I want to hug her. Instead, I take her hand in mine and stroke the blue veins and the liver-spotted skin.

			‘Never mind, Mum. We’ve found you anyway. That’s the main thing.’

			‘Yes,’ she says, catching my hand and raising it to her lips. ‘It’s so lovely to have you back with us, Jessica. I missed you.’

			Her eyes well up. Maybe it’s a side effect of the Alzheimer’s, or maybe it’s the drugs she’s on. Whatever it is, Mum has become much more sentimental lately than she used to be. Perhaps it’s just the knowledge of the fragility of her life and of our relationship. Like me, maybe she’s terrified that she will one day forget who I am.

			‘I missed you too, Mum,’ I say softly, blinking back my own tears.

			‘I never liked that young man, what was his name?’

			‘Matteo?’

			‘Yes, Matteo. Far too full of himself for my liking.’

			‘No, I know. You told me at the time, Mum. I should’ve listened.’

			She laughs and we sit there hand in hand for a while, staring at the mud, the murky-green water and the ducks squabbling. Then I take my phone out of my pocket and ring Dad.

			‘Any luck yet?’ he says, sounding breathless and agitated.

			‘Yes, I’ve found her. She was by the lake.’

			‘Oh, thank God for that. I’ll drive round and pick you up by the church.’

			‘No, don’t bother.’ I’m suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling that I want to spend as much time as possible with my mother, before it’s too late. ‘We’ll walk back. Don’t worry about picking us up.’ I turn to my mother. ‘Is that OK with you, Mum? Do you fancy a walk? We could go back along the canal.’

			She smiles brightly and politely like the Queen at a garden party. ‘Why not? It’s such a lovely day.’

			So, I hang up, then wrap my jacket around her shoulders and we walk hand in hand as if I am a child again, only now the roles are reversed and it’s Mum that needs looking after, not me. We make our way back to the main road. Mum walks briskly, her back straight, and I don’t have to modify my pace at all. Her brain may be going, but physically she’s remarkably fit.

			‘Who’s Evie?’ I ask as we cross over the roundabout and turn onto the canal path that runs along the back of the houses.

			‘Evie?’

			‘Yes, you called me Evie just now.’

			She looks confused for a moment. Then she says, ‘Oh yes. Evie was a school pal of mine when I was at the convent. We were great friends, Evie and I.’

			‘You’ve never told me about her before.’

			I know so little about Mum’s childhood, I realise, and now it might be too late. How can I know now that she’s telling me the truth? How can I differentiate the truth from her fantasies?

			‘Haven’t I?’ She tilts her head to one side like a bird and smiles. ‘I’m sure I have. You probably weren’t listening.’

			It’s probably true, I think guiltily. Mum told me a lot of stories when I was a teenager, but I was too wrapped up in my own life to take much notice. Now I wish I’d listened more, asked more questions while I still could.

			‘Well, why don’t you tell me about her now?’ I say. ‘I’d like to know.’ I slip my arm through hers and feel how thin she has become. Her arm feels like a dry twig, easy to snap.

			‘Evie? Well, where do I start?’ she says, her eyes misting over again. ‘She was my best friend in the world.’

			‘Are you still in touch?’

			‘What? Oh no. I don’t know where she is now. We were naughty little girls. But the nuns were so strict. They used to tell us not to shine our shoes so that no one could see the reflection of our knickers. I mean, what kind of perverted mind thinks of something that?’

			‘That does sound a bit extreme.’ I wonder if it’s the truth or something she’s seen in a movie.

			‘Of course, convent girls are the worst. All that repression, it has to come out somehow.’ She laughs and pats her hair. ‘As soon as I left, I went completely wild. I was determined to go on the stage. I joined a theatre troop and we did a tour of the country. That’s when I met your father.’

			The next thing I know she’s happily recounting a story about when she and Dad first met. How he towed her home after her car broke down.

			‘Oh, you should have seen him, Jessica,’ she says dreamily. ‘It was love at first sight for both of us. He had magnificent sideburns, a moustache and these piercing blue eyes. He looked like Tom Selleck and Clint Eastwood rolled into one. Of course, my parents were furious. They couldn’t accept that their daughter was going out with a lowly mechanic – the son of an estate worker. And when we moved in together . . . well, then they really hit the roof.’

			*

			I’ve heard it all before. How Mum and Dad were two star-crossed lovers, as Mum likes to describe them. How Mum’s family were so snobby they refused to accept Dad and how Mum broke off all contact with them. I think now that it’s a shame that I didn’t get to know my grandparents before they died, even if they were as awful as Mum says.

			‘There was one night he climbed up the trellis,’ she continues lost in her thoughts, ‘and he snuck in through my bedroom window. He had to hide under the bed when my Mother came in.’

			‘Really?’ I laugh. ‘How come I haven’t heard this story before?’

			‘Haven’t you? I’m sure I told you. I’ve told Howie for sure.’

			We walk on. Mum seems lost in her memories, her eyes cast downwards.

			‘By the way, I’ve got a job,’ I say. ‘Taking photos for Isobel’s birthday party.’

			‘Isobel? Who’s Isobel?’ she asks.

			‘You know. Ajay Chandry’s daughter. Your neighbour.’

			‘Oh.’ She’s stops and looks vaguely at the dark water. A family of swans glides up to us. The signets are big and grey. Their eyes are belligerent.

			Suddenly Mum grips my arm, surprisingly tightly.

			‘I should have gone to the police at the time,’ she hisses. ‘He said it was an accident, but I know that it wasn’t. He pushed her. I saw him through the window . . .’

			There’s so much conviction in her voice that, for a second, I’m sucked into her fear.

			‘What exactly did you see, Mum?’ I ask, repressing a mounting feeling of apprehension.

			Mum glances at me sideways. ‘Just be careful, Jessie. He’s a liar and he’s dangerous.’

			Then she loosens her grip on my arm and walks surprisingly fast. A swan blocks our path and Mum shoos him out of the way. The swan hisses at us but reluctantly slides into the water and glides away.

			‘That swan is a big bully,’ she says. ‘Never did like swans, nasty vicious things.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Claire Matteson welcomes me into her office with a limp handshake and a sad smile.

			‘Hi. Jessica, isn’t it? I’m Claire,’ she says. She’s got a spaniel face with drooping dark hair and dark, moist eyes. Everything about her is moist and limp, like a piñata left out in the rain. It’s as if she’s soaked up all the misery of her patients, as if she needs therapy herself. I can’t really blame her. I guess it would make anyone depressed, listening to other people’s problems all day.

			‘Hello, nice to meet you.’ I grip her hand firmly and smile brightly to show that I’m fine, and that I don’t really need her help. But she just smiles faintly and gives me a sad, searching look. She’s on to me. She can tell that my cheery bravado is just an act.

			I survey the room. It’s not large. There are just a couple of chairs and a small, round table with a box of tissues on it and a long, dark green couch.

			‘Am I supposed to lie on that?’ I ask.

			‘Whatever you feel comfortable with,’ she shrugs.

			I perch gingerly on one of the chairs and there’s a short silence as Claire gazes at me compassionately. The window is open and as the wind stirs outside, I can hear the tinkle of a wind chime and I shiver. I know wind chimes are supposed to make you feel relaxed, but they’ve always had the opposite effect on me.

			‘Where do we start?’ I ask.

			‘Why don’t you tell me about yourself,’ she says gently. ‘Tell me why you’ve come here.’ Her voice is as soft as cotton wool. Some people might find it soothing, I suppose. To me, it’s just slightly annoying.

			‘What do you want me to say?’ I cross my arms defensively. I really don’t want to be here in this small, stuffy room with her. I had enough of doctors and psychiatrists in Madrid. I’ve only come to keep Dad off my back. If I go along with counselling, I reason, then hopefully he won’t probe too deeply into what happened in Spain.

			‘Whatever you like.’ Claire lifts her shoulders. ‘This is a totally non-judgemental space.’

			‘I don’t know what to tell you.’

			‘Why don’t you start by talking about your family?’

			So that’s the kind of therapist she is. Problems in later life must be caused by your family, your childhood.

			‘Your mum and dad fuck you up or something like that?’ I say, trying to remember the Philip Larkin poem I learned at school.

			‘What?’ Claire looks startled.

			‘That’s what they say, isn’t it?’

			‘Oh, I see.’ She chews a nail thoughtfully. ‘And do you think that’s true for you?’

			‘No, not really. My dad was quite strict, and my mother had a bit of an unpredictable temper, but they did their best. I always felt loved – that’s the main thing, isn’t it?’

			When I think of my childhood, I think of camping holidays in Cornwall: Mum and Dad bickering about how to put the tent up. Sitting on a wall by the sea eating fish and chips – me screaming and Howie laughing raucously when a seagull swooped down to steal a chip. It was a pretty normal upbringing, as far as I know.

			Claire nods but doesn’t speak. She’s waiting for me to say more, reveal all my secrets. But I can beat her at her own game. I zip my lips firmly and wait for her move.

			Eventually, after what seems like the longest silence, she caves. ‘Your father said you’ve been living in Spain. What was that like?’ she asks.

			I hesitate, wondering how much to tell her and how much she already knows. What exactly has Dad told her?

			‘For the most part it was great,’ I say. ‘It was just in the last six months I had a bit of . . . trouble.’

			Claire leans forward, all attentive now. ‘What kind of trouble?’

			I bite my lip. ‘I got very stressed. I was hardly sleeping and eventually the stress led to depression. But I’m all better now. It was just . . . I was in a bad relationship and there was the pressure of work. Getting fired from my job probably didn’t help.’ I give a short, ironic laugh.

			Claire doesn’t smile. ‘I see,’ she says slowly. ‘Why did you lose your job?’

			I close my eyes, trying to block out Anna Maria’s tear-stained face. ‘It was all a misunderstanding,’ I say.

			‘Oh?’ Claire tilts her head to one side, inviting confidence.

			But there’s no way I’m ready to talk about Anna Maria, and I definitely don’t want to share the truth with Claire. If she knows everything that happened, she’ll have me labelled as crazy.
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