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He was in the room. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep, but she’d been dreaming.


In the dark something padded between the furniture, and loose change clinked softly. The mattress gave beside her.


In the dream there’d been a wide littered beach and a man looking down at her, standing very close, the sun high behind him so she couldn’t see his face. The man reached into her breast pocket, she felt his fingers nosing, and he drew something out that glittered. Then the beach had gone and the space beyond the bed was all muffled blackness, no light came in from the landing. She might have been underground.


Cold crept under the duvet. She felt the furred brush of his leg against hers and obediently she turned away but his hand slid under her T-shirt; it rested on her hip and held her there on her side with her back to him. His hand was heavy.


Something blinked red off to the side, she couldn’t tell if it was inside her head or if she’d opened her eyes: the partial numerals of the radio alarm on his side of the bed. She knew if she turned her head they’d tell her the time but she didn’t move, her eyes closed, wanting the wide beach again, she wanted to know what it was the man had pulled from her pocket, but he was gone.


Behind her something else shifted, his body – heavy like his hand or was she dreaming that – bulky and hot, was pressed close and she heard his quick breath. He wasn’t going to sleep. And then his hand moved downwards, his palm was rough on the smooth of her backside. His fingers were between her legs and as they moved inside her she held her breath. It had been so long, for a second she didn’t know if she could still do it, but all the more reason. She knew if she stopped, if he stopped, after all this time, it would be the end of them, it would be disaster. And then he said something into the hair at the back of her neck, something unrecognisable.


She didn’t turn her head on the pillow and ask what he’d said so the words stayed mumbled, strange. But she let her breath go, and then his hands were on her shoulders, and he was inside her.


The cry woke her. If she hadn’t learned with Emme that however deeply unconscious and dreaming she was, that sound would reach through the layers of sleep and drag her out, her second child would have taught her, once and for all. You wanted him: how many mothers had had to tell themselves that? She had wanted him. Fran jumped up, to get to him before he woke them. Woke Nathan in bed beside her, Emme, in the next room. Silence.


She felt a thump in her chest as she remembered, a pulse of nervous triumph. Nathan, who by all rights should sleep till winter dawn, the sleep of the just and the satisfied. She could still feel a heavy warmth in the core muscles, a weight that wanted her pinned to the bed still.


Silence.


Had the baby cried out in a dream, and gone back to sleep? She listened, wondering how it could still be so dark. And quiet. Her hand wandered over the duvet as she looked for the red-lit numerals of the alarm clock on his side. Except … she leaned low, following her searching hand. The duvet was flat and smooth, as tidily straight against the pillow as a hotel bed. Empty.


Nathan wasn’t there. And then she was rigid, alert.


The clock said 02:07.




Chapter One


The sunlit room existed in another world, where the air smelled of coffee and flowers, where the traffic hummed outside and each house down the street had a tree on the pavement, as far as the eye could see. Fran came out of the bathroom with the tiny plastic baton held out in both hands and for a second the sun was full in her eyes and dazzling her, until Nathan moved into the light, in front of her.


‘Are you all right?’


Her heart was beating so hard she thought it might jump right up her throat and out of her mouth before she got a chance to say the words. Gently he took the little piece of plastic from her; she didn’t know why she was so astonished, that it should have happened to her, but she was. Nathan didn’t look at the little plastic window, it was her face he studied, as if he was memorising it just as it was then, in that miraculous moment wiped smooth and new.


She hardly dared look back because it was all too quick, he couldn’t possibly be ready for this – but then she saw he was smiling. More than that: she saw everything she was feeling mirrored there in his face – the panic, the amazement, the thrill – as if he had absorbed it all.


‘Yes?’ he said, eager.


‘I…’ she said. ‘We…’ And then his arms were around her, holding her tight against him, so tight, so warm. So safe.
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Sunday night, Monday morning
02:07



He might be beside Ben’s cot, he might have woken before she did, her sleep might after all have been even deeper than usual, all things considered, and for a second a little happy world bloomed in the dark, the loving husband who’d looked down at her head on the pillow and thought, let her sleep.


Fran stood on stiff legs, the lazy warmth all gone to tension. It was so dark she felt unbalanced and she put out her hand to steady herself, moving hesitantly barefoot on the rug until she made the door and felt for the switch outside it. Light flooded the landing, lit the wide boards that tilted crazily the length of the old house, it exposed the rug worn thin, the dust in the corners. Silence.


Ben was asleep in the cot, an arm thrown back, chest rising and falling in the light from the door; she turned slowly in the dark room, checking its corners as if he might be standing there watching her, monitoring her panic. There was no one there.


Moving on down the corridor she set her face against the door jamb to Emme’s room. She saw the pictures on the wall above the bed, silver in the landing light, saw her daughter sleeping. Turning away, Fran whispered, ‘Nathan.’


But the labyrinth of rooms around her all sat quiet under the eaves, the twisting staircases, the odd angles, the low secret doors that had made him turn to her in front of the estate agent with his face all lit and say, Don’t you love it, as she tried to hide her discomfort.


‘Nathan?’ Her voice was high and thin, but not a whisper any more. More firmly. ‘Nathan.’ The children didn’t stir. She was on the stairs, quick, holding her breath, down.


The kitchen looked untidy under the bad lighting: they still hadn’t done anything to it; a year in, they’d done nothing. Why not? Jo would say if she saw it. Isn’t that Nathan’s area of expertise? Someone else’s grimy farmhouse kitchen: she hadn’t expected to find Nathan here, boiling a kettle, unable to sleep, it wasn’t that kind of a room, not the heart of the home. It hadn’t been that for the farmer, anyway, a man with oddly dyed hair and greasy clothes stiff with dirt. He might have been fifty, or seventy, Fran hadn’t been able to tell. No wife, he’d said from under a lowered brow, as if to explain the kitchen, women don’t like the farming life, although to Fran that had seemed the least of it.


There was a front door set at the centre of the house’s handsome façade, with a wide hall behind it and an ancient cavernous fireplace but they still hadn’t managed to get the door open in its Adam-pillared surround. Damp had swollen it: even the agent had muttered agreement. So they came in and out of the kitchen door instead, a mean little door that opened onto a yard with bolts top and bottom and a big rusty key.


She was standing behind it. She put a hand to the door’s high frosted pane, feeling how cold it was, the glass, and the kitchen itself. The room had no warm range to keep it cosy. Nathan had said Maybe we can get one put in, to convince her, maybe, when we’ve got the cash. His clouded eyes, making the calculation.


Nathan.


Under its ugly lighting the room seemed to crystallise around her. She tried to keep it neat, but things appeared. The mugs on their hooks, the tidy pile of newspapers and bills on the table and Emme’s drawings pinned to the dresser, roses are red, violets are blue because she hadn’t been able to wait till next Sunday, the day itself. Valentine’s. The dirty doormat under her bare feet. She looked down and saw the mat was rucked and askew; she saw bootprints, she registered wet mud on her skin. Leaning on the door she contemplated the dirty sole of her foot.


The bolts had not been shot. She put a hand to the key but she knew before she turned it that the door was unlocked. She didn’t want to open it, to step out into the wide dark that carried all the way to the horizon. Nathan’s mud-crusted boots stood beside the mat and she slid her feet into them, took a coat from the hooks at random, that was Nathan’s too, scratchy wool. She didn’t want to do the next thing.


Why hadn’t she looked at the clock’s numerals when he came in, to know now, how much time had passed? Had she even opened her eyes? She remembered the red light of the alarm, she remembered how deep the dark in the room had been otherwise. She remembered holding herself under as she came, burrowed still in sleep as she lay on her side with Nathan’s weight still behind her and pushing. She remembered thinking, this is the trick, the trick is just to stay quiet, to stay inside, eyes closed, and then she came, with an exhalation. She’d let go, drifting into sleep. She remembered the exact weight of his hand on her.


Fran stood thinking a moment as the act’s ripples spread, the consequences, had they, had he, what about … and then she opened the door.


Even in daylight stepping out here took a conscious effort to keep the spirits from dipping: the sheer emptiness of it made her head ache, the uninterrupted flatness. At night it was different, it seemed less empty, it harboured pockets of deeper dark, the outbuildings, a line of poplars, a distant grain silo. Landmarks that by day were dwarfed by the wide, bleached, lovely sky, invisible in the night they still seemed to cluster, they offered places of concealment.


Emme had come out to look for an abandoned doll one evening and had run back in whimpering about funny noises and Nathan had looked up from the sofa. Fran hadn’t been able to see his eyes that time, the light reflecting off his reading glasses, she couldn’t have said if he was being accusatory because he had said nothing. And then there’d been a noise from upstairs, Ben in his cot stirring, and she’d run out of the room.


The cold was clammy, coating her face in the dark, and she pulled the coat round her. It smelled of him, of Nathan. She stepped carefully, still uncertain, in the dark; her balance felt off. One hand holding the coat together, the other one reached out into the darkness, her hand flapping stupidly, to stabilise her. She should have brought a torch.


The yard was cluttered, she had to step carefully or she’d trip. She moved past the shed. There was a faint orange glow far off to the side that revealed the line of the horizon, but it wasn’t sunrise. A February sunrise would be more than five hours off, it was the lights of the town, miles away but low-lying, and the light it shed went a long way on the endless flat windswept plain.


The barn loomed. The farmer had kept chickens in it, a battery shed. You could smell it from the back door then, and even Nathan’s face had turned stony. The estate agent had stood with his back to it as if to bar their way. In the car on the way home Nathan had said, his eyes on the road, It’s prefabricated, there are people who take them down for you, take them away and put them up somewhere else. Fran had sat stiffly in silence in the passenger seat, trying not to see it, even though she’d been the one that had insisted. A single bulb swinging and the chickens’ eyes red, a thousand of them and more. The smell had been indescribable.


No one had come to take it away yet but Nathan had taken down the walls, to let air blow through it, trying to get rid of the smell. Now it loomed, a roof on girders – she walked inside. What was she afraid of? She didn’t know. Something.


The air was still contaminated with decades of chicken shit and entrails and she held her arm across her face, the rough wool against her mouth. She looked up in the dark, her eyes must have made some small adjustment to it because she could make out the structure’s concrete rafters. She’d stood here next to Nathan as he contemplated them, that time when she told him she was pregnant again although she’d felt he must know. Wondering what he was thinking, his face pale, upturned. A builder contemplating a structure, estimating concrete’s stress levels. Now, she realised she was holding her breath. She made herself scan the roof space, straining her eyes and seeing nothing. She walked on across the powdery dirt floor, out of the back of the barn.


This was what she was afraid of. The yawning space, the black distance: it stopped her. It upset Nathan to see her panic, she had to control it. His face tense, fourteen weeks into the first pregnancy, to see her eyes wide outside the room where they’d scan her, to see her arms stiff by her sides on the high hospital bed. And after Emme was born, when she ran breathless to her cot in the middle of the night to make sure she was alive, she’d heard Nathan make a sound under his breath. And now they were both on their own in the house behind her, a four-year-old and a three-month-old, in that house that should feel like home but still made her heart clench in her chest as the light faded around it every night. She’d left the door unlocked, anything could happen, anything. She turned round but the barn obscured her view of the house and quickly she turned back to the horizon.


There was something there.


Something like a snake, something darker than the dark, it was just in front of her. She couldn’t see it, she couldn’t hear it, didn’t know if it was under her feet or it was about to flap in her face but something was there. She couldn’t move.


Far off, a car’s headlights swept the plain, a lone bush was illuminated, the black furrows of a ploughed field fanned out, grasses on the edge of a drainage ditch – a something else. She saw herself, or a mirror image of herself, across the fields, a figure silhouetted like a scarecrow in an old coat on their edge. Then the car’s lights moved on, casting long low shadows away to the horizon and gone, only not before she’d seen what was at her feet.


There was something in the ditch. In one sweep of the light she took in a shoe. Then the length of him, head down, and she dropped to her knees.


He was in the ditch.




Chapter Two


With his knuckles bandaged and a bright graze to his forehead, that first time Nathan had walked into Jo’s crowded kitchen and looked straight at Fran it was as if he already knew her.


Jo’s kitchen had also been her front room, and the door that Nathan pushed through opened straight off the street, the flat being one floor of a London cottage barely big enough for Jo, let alone eight of them elbow to elbow round a fold-out dining table, but Jo was nothing if not ingenious, and London was London. Magazine publishing at the level Jo and Fran inhabited didn’t support anything but cramped, unless you went out beyond the furthest reaches of the tube.


Straight away Jo was on her feet, explaining to them around the table (a cousin of Jo’s; one of her exes and his wife; a girl from a different magazine; a foreign guy; none of them Fran’d seen before or since) how she knew Nathan. Or how she’d met him at least, as it turned out Jo barely knew him at all, he’d been hauled in to make up the numbers after a terrible speed-dating evening he’d been to for a bet and Jo for a joke (or so she said). Then she was exclaiming over his injuries, and as he explained them (he’d come off his moped, it was new and he wasn’t used to it, ‘I’m a menace,’ he apologised, ‘but no one else got hurt’) all the time he kept looking at Fran, ducking his head in that shy way she somehow already recognised and without thinking she had shifted at the table to make space for him beside her.


It had been a month since Fran had broken up with Nick and it had still been raw, heading over to Jo’s that night in the wet London dark, negotiating streets and buses alone. Lugubriously, someone (Carine on the problem page, with her poker-straight hair and obsessive-compulsive shoe collection) had said to her, you have to give it a year, even if you’re the one who ended it, until he’s not the first thing you think of when you wake up. And as Nathan held her gaze from Jo’s front door Nick was abruptly shifted from the centre of her imagination, the place he’d occupied for nearly two years, out to the periphery. Tough.


So sidelined was Nick, so suddenly, that she’d forgotten about the roses, twenty a day since she had turned to him at the door of his newest place, a cavernous warehouse club space in east London and said, I’ve had enough of this, and walked away. Pale roses – nothing as obvious as red for Nick with all the hours he’d put in on the design of the clubs – but there they were when, coming back from Jo’s that first night with Nathan behind her she pushed her front door open, in vases and buckets and jars, on the sink and the breakfast bar and even up on the sleeping ledge.


Nathan had taken her home on the moped, a spare helmet in his box, shrugging, sheepish. ‘Someone always needs a lift,’ he said, and she had marvelled at his organisation. And she’d asked him up, stone cold sober. She didn’t want to say goodbye to him, it was as simple as that. He’d made her smile, he’d loved a book she’d loved, she’d seen him watching her mouth move as she spoke, making her breathless. ‘Are you sure?’ he said, smiling as she put her key in the lock and asked him. ‘I mean, yes, please.’


At her shoulder in the doorway she’d heard Nathan make a sound, almost a laugh, and the first thing she’d done – before she got time to get nervous or to wonder, was it too quick, she hardly knew the guy – was to lift them one bunch after another from their water and dump them, dripping, in the bin.


‘You’re not a ballerina in your spare time, are you?’ was all he’d said, holding open the plastic sack for her to drop another bunch in. ‘They throw these on the stage.’ She had laughed, being not at all the ballerina type, not tall or wiry but compact, with inconvenient breasts – and with one hand on the place where her hip flared from her waist, he had ducked and kissed her, quick and dry and shocking.


‘He’s a change for you, isn’t he?’ said Jo, eyeing her over a cup of coffee the next day in the newest café in the streets below the office block, a crowded place with wooden benches outside. The rain from the night before had cleared and the day was sparkling. Jo had nudged her out from in front of her screen at midday, wanting the news. ‘He’s certainly not a Nick, is he?’


‘You mean, he’s not flash,’ she said, and it warmed inside her, her new secret. ‘No. Nathan’s not flash.’


She had felt the beginnings of a blush, then, pushing the thought of Nick back where it belonged in the past. Nathan came from the real world, where you got up and went to work every morning, and he wasn’t flash. In the dark, he had been different too. In her bed. He was quiet, he was methodical, he was determined. It seemed to her he had a plan that involved working her out, what she liked. ‘This?’ he said on that first night, stopping, lifting his head, waiting for her to respond. She was used to something wilder, more headlong, something that knocked the breath out of her: Nick had even left bruises, sometimes. She liked this, being made to wait as he circled her, keeping his distance. She sipped her coffee in the sunshine, under the rinsed blue sky, hugging her secret.


‘Is that maybe just as well, though?’ said Jo, still eyeing her tentatively. ‘At this point. I mean, it’s not like you’ve ever had it easy. Give yourself a break. Someone decent.’


‘Huh,’ said Fran, still thinking of him, then looking up. Registering, almost with a sigh, what Jo was talking about. ‘Yes. Maybe.’


Because Jo came from a background as settled as they came, one brother, one sister, her mother a nurse, her father a solicitor, mortgage long since paid off, the lawn cropped to velvet and tomatoes in the greenhouse. They still came to London to take Jo, thirty-four, out to a restaurant on her birthday, and although she grumbled, Jo seemed to like it. But Fran had never known her father, although her mother had told her they met at art school and he’d ended up – she’d said vaguely, when Fran had asked, aged twelve – In India, or somewhere. Gentle and sweet and hopeless, Fran’s mother had died of pneumonia (self-neglect, the doctor who came to sign the certificate had said angrily) in a rented bedsit in Brighton when Fran was twenty-one.


What Jo meant, sitting on the hewn wooden bench in new London sunshine, was perhaps it was time for a safe pair of hands. ‘He said he was a builder?’ Jo had relaxed into sharpness now, grilling her.


‘Something like that. Project manager. He runs building sites.’ He had talked to her about his job, lying back on her pillow, watching her get up, walk into the kitchen. ‘All over the place, but he’s based in London. He seems very … practical.’ Her thoughts wandered to his long-fingered hands, the safe pair of hands.


She’d cut herself, halfway through chopping an apple. He’d been there even before she’d known she made a noise, a gasp caught in her throat. He’d been out of bed and behind her, and he’d reached round and taken the knife out of her hand. ‘Where’s your first aid kit?’ Smiling at her blank expression, never having had a first aid kit, taking her hand between his to examine it. ‘Sit down,’ he’d said. ‘Let me.’


Of course it didn’t stay like that, not exactly. She wasn’t stupid, she knew relationships had to change, had to develop. Babies changed things.


Five years, and they had rushed past Fran in a blur while she tried to grapple with it. Opening the door to a new flat, a different house, Nathan working, working, working – away for days then home too tired to talk. A baby, slick and red in a midwife’s hands and Fran watching Nathan’s head turn to her in the delivery room, watching for his reaction.
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She knelt in the mud, in the dark and tried to pull him up but she already knew, from the cold unyielding weight of him, that Nathan wasn’t coming back. In her chest panic contracted to a shrieking certainty, made of terror. He was gone.




Chapter Three


‘Is there someone in the house? Fran?’ The voice on the line was steady but urgent.


‘Not in the house,’ she said, and her breath ran out.


Where was her mobile? Crashing into the too-bright blur of the kitchen, there’d been no time to look so Fran was standing with her back against the bolted door holding the wall-mounted handset that had been there when they arrived. They had almost not renewed the landline contract, was the thought that banged about in her head as she tried to form sensible answers. What is your address?


‘Try to keep calm, Mrs Hall.’ The emergency services operator was patient. ‘Your postcode?’


She couldn’t remember. She should know her own postcode.


And her responses were delayed, out of sync: she didn’t know what she knew. What if he is in the house? What if he doubled back? How long was I out there?


She held her breath, listening. Nothing.


‘Mrs Hall?’


‘I saw someone outside,’ she said. Clarified. Her tongue felt thick.


Across the wet field, her feet sliding in the boots as she had run, there had been a moment when she almost blacked out from not breathing and she had had to steady herself. On through the high ghostly space of the barn, but it wasn’t until she was back on the doormat in a welter of mud and cold sweat did she remember what she’d seen. The brief outline of a man against the headlights. A man or a scarecrow, there one minute, one fraction of a second, then swallowed up by the dark.


She’d knelt beside Nathan, trying to arrest her own slide into the ditch, smelling the cold mineral sludge down there below their bodies, tasting bile in her throat. Last night’s wine now rose sourly back inside her. What was he doing out here?


‘Nathan.’ Half lying against his utterly unresponsive weight she pleaded, breathless. Desperate. ‘Nathan.’ She reached her hand down to his face that must be turned away from her in the dark because all she could feel was his hair. Stiff, dead hair. Wet. A sticky soft place under the matted strands. ‘What the hell … Were you … What the hell…’ She couldn’t finish the sentence but it didn’t matter, because no one was listening. She lowered her head to him, searching for the smell of him in the dark, the smell of his skin. Blood was in the air like iron, and the muddy smell of waterlogged land, but she couldn’t smell him. She found his hand and lifted it to her lips, and it rose inside her, a choking sob. Nathan.


In the kitchen the hair rose on her scalp in terror as she clutched the receiver. ‘He was so cold.’


There were so many things she wanted to ask the operator, but the woman was on her set course and would not be diverted, however many times she had to repeat herself. Telling Fran to remain calm. Someone was on their way. They would be there soon.


Don’t hang up.


She went on holding the handset, facing the wall, and then she heard a sound, behind her, tiny but distinct: the sharp crack of something hitting a window.


At a crouch Fran was across the room in seconds, the receiver of the phone dangling behind her, she was at the door, her hands shaking as she felt for the key she had already turned, the bolts she had slid. Locked; locked. She fumbled for the switch and turned off the light and held herself there, against the door, trying to listen over the pounding of her heart and the blood roaring in her ears: Stop, she told herself. Upstairs they were asleep in their beds, Emme and Ben. If she were to fall, or faint, or scream, they would be unprotected. Stop. Listen. Fran listened.


In the dark now there was only quiet. No footsteps on the gravel under the window, no whispering at the door behind her. He wasn’t coming. He wasn’t coming.


It took a while for her to register that the sound of the sirens came from outside her head, that it wasn’t just a version of the ringing that had been in her ears since she knelt beside him. She saw the blue light first, revolving at the corner of the kitchen window. She heard the slam of a vehicle’s door and the murmur of voices but numbly she waited. She didn’t move when she saw the knuckles rapping on the window, heard the ‘Hello there?’ Then the voice said, ‘This is the police, Mrs Hall. We have an ambulance. Mrs Hall?’


Then there was the sound of another vehicle, the heavier wheeze of a diesel engine, and the light changed, yellow beyond the blue. She stayed put as the strangers muttered on the other side of the back door: Nathan, she pleaded, silently, Nathan, Nathan, and a sob rose in her throat, my Nathan, my warm Nathan.


Cold.


A fluorescent jacket appeared in the window, where the stone had struck. ‘Is it your husband, Mrs Hall?’ came a man’s voice. ‘Mrs Hall?’ and she knew she had to answer them.


Police. Police. She wasn’t ready for that. As she came outside a man stepped forward beside the policeman and she looked at him instead. A man in a tabard with his backpack full of medical equipment, he was older, almost sixty, a face pouchy and kind, and hope flared inside her, desperate and dreadful. There was a female paramedic too, with dreadlocks tied back, weary. Fran stared from one face to the other. ‘Please help him,’ she said, taking hold of the man’s sleeve. ‘He’s called Nathan. I’ll … he’s out there.’


They had torches and at the sight of the beams swinging ahead of her, lighting the wet grass, the fear jumped and sprang like electricity. ‘He was still here,’ Fran told them, ‘I thought he’d been waiting for me to come,’ but they kept walking so perhaps she only thought she’d said it. Turning to look for corroboration somewhere she saw the policemen motionless at her kitchen door. Sanity, she understood, wasn’t something she could take for granted at the moment, and with that thought the future rose ahead of her, black and busy. A whole different life was waiting and as they walked towards the barn it was already being reconfigured.


From where he knelt on his haunches the middle-aged paramedic looked up at her – she could see the sag of his chin in the light from his torch – and said, ‘Is there a relative you can call? Anyone?’


There was no one.


Just the two of them, she and Nathan, each of them alone, although strictly speaking Nathan did have a family, they just weren’t the kind that kept in touch. Nathan’s father was up north, a long way up and old. Nathan’s mother was in a home with a version of dementia that wasn’t Alzheimer’s: Nathan had explained that to Fran carefully. There was a sister but she was working abroad. Miranda.
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‘You like him, right?’ She and Jo were standing on the roof of the magazine’s offices. Head down over the cigarette she was lighting, Jo didn’t answer straight away.


It was a clear day, cool. Up till then she’d told Jo it all, progress reports. Nathan was a good cook, he had taken her to Brighton for a weekend, they’d gone to the cinema, she’d met his best friend from home, Rob. Two months in Nathan had asked her to move in and Jo had just shrugged. ‘Good for you.’ He had a nice airy maisonette, handier for work than her bedsit on the end of the Victoria line, so why not? She had been sheepish about telling Jo it was more than that. Not just practical. He was so assured, so clever. Watching a news item on television he’d always know the back story, and yet his hand always went out to make sure she was there, on the sofa beside him.


But this news was different, it was bigger. Fran was nervous. On the cool rooftop she eyed Jo’s cigarette with envy. Actually smoking it would make her throw up, though: even the smell made her take a step back.


There’d been one night, maybe five years earlier, and both of them heading for thirty when Fran had gone with Jo to a baby shower, a new phenomenon, that had ended with the two of them getting hammered and a bit hysterical with it. At two a.m. from behind the cubicle door of some club’s toilets she had heard Jo say, with drunken solemnity, ‘If I’m not knocked up by the end of the year I’m going to top myself.’ When she emerged she just walked to the mirrors to reapply her eyeliner as if nothing had happened, but it wasn’t the kind of thing you forgot.


‘So?’ Fran was waiting for an answer. They weren’t strictly allowed on the roof, health and safety, but everyone did it. The question was obviously leading somewhere and Jo eyed her, warily.


‘Why?’ She held out the pack to Fran, who shook her head, and Jo’s eyes had narrowed even though she already knew Fran had been trying to stop for months. It wasn’t Nathan who wanted her to give up, Nathan had said nothing.


‘Sure,’ said Jo, shrugging. ‘I like him.’ She turned and leaned with her back to the rail, examining Fran. ‘He’s clever, I’ll give you that. Ambitious. Early days though, right?’


Fran looked out over the gleaming slate roofs then, not answering. You could see as far as Sydenham Hill to the south on a day like this, the Crystal Palace radio mast, close-packed terraces curving away and up, warm red-brick in the sun; to the north Highgate and the big gleaming white sentinels of blocks once modern, housing for the masses. ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said.


‘You what?’ Jo went still, the smoke curling from the cigarette in her hands. She let it fall on to the felt, ground it out. ‘Fran? Tell me you’re joking.’


Smiling, sheepish, Fran held Jo’s gaze, buoyed up by the euphoria that had still not subsided, after a week, more, even if it had an edge to it now, fear of the unknown.


‘Fran,’ said Jo, and a note of alarm came into her voice, ‘it’s … how long have you been together? Three months?’ Fran felt her face examined, Jo frowning into it. ‘Christ alive,’ she said. ‘Are you going to … did you…’ a warning note creeping in, ‘was this planned?’


At that Fran had pushed herself off the rail so abruptly that Jo stepped back. ‘Not planned,’ she said, giddy with recklessness. ‘You can’t plan everything, though, can you?’ Unable to stop herself, defiant, angry, even as she saw some little shutter go down in Jo’s face, she went on. ‘I mean, I’m thirty-four.’ An intake of breath. ‘I want a baby.’ Jo’s face stiff now. ‘And I love Nathan.’ Just the tiniest sound escaped Jo then, of impatience that summoned up all those times they’d rolled their eyes together at the word love, before she grabbed Fran’s hand, her shoulder, in a hug. ‘He’s been amazing,’ said Fran. ‘Really.’


He had, too. Kneeling on the bathroom floor beside her as she vomited those first six weeks, not just mornings but coming in queasy from the tube ride home, murmuring to her, ‘It’s OK,’ holding her hair back. ‘It means your body’s working.’ Unperturbed, he had a knack of generating calm. He was patient as they sat together waiting for the first scan.


‘It must be so hard,’ he said, turning to her as they sat side by side on the plastic chairs under the pinned flyers about healthy eating and chlamydia. ‘Without your mum,’ and she’d found herself suddenly, stupidly speechless, with tears coming into her eyes.


‘You’re the one who introduced us, anyway,’ Fran said there on the rooftop, arms folded, trying to laugh, ‘I hold you responsible for my happiness.’ But Jo’s face was stubbornly serious. ‘It’s just – it’s just so soon,’ she said, beginning to shake her head. ‘You hardly know him.’


‘It’s what I want,’ said Fran, but Jo still wouldn’t smile.


Had she felt sorry for Jo, who had so little faith? And her thinking she did know. Thinking her future was safe, at last.
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The policemen had to stoop to come through the back door. There were two of them, an older and a younger. They told Fran their names but she couldn’t keep the information in her head.


Lights moved beyond the kitchen door, refracted through the thick bottle glass. They asked her questions, and she mumbled answers. Yes, he came home. She tried to remember times, to construct sentences, but all she could hear was her own voice saying, over and over, ‘I don’t know.’


They’d told her. They’d told her, and even though she already knew, even though she had knelt in the mud and felt his cold skin, however many times they patiently repeated their phrases, the words just wouldn’t go in. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hall. It was too late. We were too late to save him.’


Her mind jumped and raced, there was a hum in her ears; only at moments did the room come into focus, plates on the dresser, unwashed dishes on the draining board. The policemen talking to each other, one mumbled the strange word, ‘Weapon,’ as they both turned their backs on her and she saw a head shake from behind. Then ‘His mobile?’ Muttered in reply, ‘Nothing on the body.’ And they turned to face her.


He spoke to her. ‘We can’t find your husband’s mobile, have you any idea…’ but all she heard was on the body.


On the body. And she found herself rising to her feet, the room swam, the two faces looking back at her, men she didn’t know in her kitchen. Looking down at her, the older one about her age, about Nathan’s age. The younger one was just a kid, he looked like he might be slouching out through the school gates. Go away, go away, where’s Nathan? I want Nathan.


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hall. Your husband’s—’


‘He’s dead,’ she said, blank, trembling as it sank in, all over again, worse this time, new layers to it. She suddenly remembered Nathan coming through Jo’s front door and smiling, Nathan with his hands on her hair as she knelt in front of him in the dark, Nathan late, then pacing and unable to look as Emme was born, stalking out of the delivery room. ‘Oh, God, oh God. Nathan.’


From upstairs she heard Ben start to cry and as she moved, breaking for the door she heard the older policeman say behind her, sharply, ‘Bring him down.’


The nightdress had buttons down the front, for feeding. She’d bought it at random, she hadn’t thought till now that it was too short, it had too much cheap lace. She sat at the kitchen table and pulled up the sweater and manoeuvred Ben across her exposed breast, her eyes down as she heard something tapping: the younger man’s foot, his knee jiggling nervous below the table. Under the layers, invisible, Ben latched on and with that tiny trigger something loosened, oxytocin or whatever hormone it was, and she felt exhaustion lapping at the edges. Her shoulders dropped and she heard one of them clear his throat. There was a silence that grew, and she kept her head down for as long as she could. When she looked up the younger policeman was looking at Ben across her body, openly curious. It was the older man that spoke.


‘You’re going to need a bit of sleep, an hour or two at least,’ he said, averting his eyes. ‘There’ll be someone outside. The examiner will need at least twelve hours with the body.’ Patiently, but in a second of clarity she saw something else in the man’s eyes. That cool look, that judging look, that was there then it was gone. ‘There’s evidence, you see,’ he told her, ‘physical evidence that won’t be there in the morning. This time has to be used to collect it.’


‘There was a man out there,’ she said, sitting up straight. ‘When I was with Nathan, there was a man, on the other side of the field. I saw him, just for a second. Where there’s a road, on the far side, there are some trees. The only trees for a long way. That’s where I saw him.’ She saw a glance exchanged between them, excitement.


‘That’s very important information,’ said the older man carefully. Was it that he didn’t believe her?


‘I’ll show you,’ she said, wildly, and on her lap Ben made a noise of protest. ‘He came after me, he was at the window.’


‘Did you see his face?’ said the younger man, eager, in a nasal accent.


She shook her head, she tried to explain. ‘It wasn’t him, it was a stone, I heard it, he threw something at the window.’


His superior was sitting back in his chair. ‘Why didn’t you tell us this before?’


She stared at him. ‘I didn’t … I…’


He sighed. ‘Look, Mrs Hall,’ he said, and she heard something in his voice, no more than a trace, something not friendly, ‘we’re going to have to talk to you some more, when you’re … You’re clearly in shock. Are you going to be able to get some sleep, now?’


She stared, trying to make sense of what he was saying and with the word sleep she felt a rush of longing like hunger, she wanted a clean pillow, she wanted darkness. She wanted to wake up and this wasn’t real. ‘I … yes,’ she said obediently, and heard her voice shake.


He nodded, approving. ‘In the morning we can sort out alternative accommodation for you,’ he went on but before she knew what she was saying it was out, too sharp, too sudden, ‘No,’ she said. Alternative accommodation: social services.


His eyebrows went up. ‘Well,’ he said, and they were on their feet. ‘We’ll talk about it again. In the morning.’


She could hear them moving about outside as she set Ben in his cot and walked, almost catatonic, from room to room, pulling curtains closed, checking bolts, going back to do it again. She went in to the bathroom.


His razor sat on the basin, in a small puddle of soap not yet dry. He must have shaved before he went out and the sight did something to her. Because not knowing how she got there, suddenly she was on her knees, she was crouched under the basin, shaking and retching and it was there, folded into a foetal crouch, that she finally let go and slept. She woke some time later to creep on stiff, cramped legs into their bed and as she drifted back her last thought was that everything was changed, even the air in their bedroom, even the sheets, he was gone.




Chapter Four


Monday, still


Pregnant with Emme she’d had bad nights, long, long nights with strange dreams. One morning when she rolled out of bed tetchy and spoiling for a fight, as big as a cow or so she felt, as swollen and shapeless as a field animal, Fran had heard a cool warning note in his voice, his back turned to her as he made her tea.


‘Are you OK?’ Patiently.


If she opened her eyes Nathan would be there now. He was standing with his back to her in the corner of the room.


It was light, and Emme was tugging at her shoulder. Groggily she surfaced, she tried to smile into Emme’s anxious face, then suddenly she was wide awake, and bolt upright, she was at the window. The day had come.


Just visible through the skeleton of the barn was a tented structure, gleaming blue-white in the thin grey morning. ‘Mummy, is it late?’ she heard from behind her, and her hand to her head she turned.


‘Ben,’ she said. The red lights on the clock said 8.20. ‘What’s happened to Ben? He should—’


Her face still crumpled from sleep, Emme looked confused, ‘Mummy?’ she said, head on one side. Then frowning, ‘You covered him all up, you silly.’ Fran turned to look to where Emme pointed, to the bed, and for a heartbeat she didn’t understand, then she did.


Under the quilt Ben was flushed, but with the cool air he stirred. He was breathing. Her throat constricted, Fran stopped herself snatching him up and shaking him awake. ‘Silly,’ she said, trying to smile, calm, but in her head it whirred, calculated, recalculated. How, when. She must have woken in the night, gone and got him more or less in her sleep and brought him back to bed with her. She remembered standing at the window, but she couldn’t remember getting Ben – had she already got him? She tried to recover a single detail but she couldn’t: the thought was frightening. And if she’d been that oblivious she could have smothered him. He stirred on the pillow and she whispered to Emme, ‘Go and find your school clothes, baby, go on.’


She saw Emme, as she retreated to the doorway, small as she was, taking in all the altered detail of their life without knowing it until she paused, solemn, and settled on her question.


‘Where’s Daddy?’


From outside there was the sound of footsteps on the gravel; it gave Fran the smallest opportunity to look away, anywhere but at the small frown line between Emme’s pale, wide-set eyes. She got up from the bed and knelt close to her, putting her cheek against Emme’s. ‘He hurt himself, darling. He fell over and hurt himself and he had to go in the ambulance. He was very poorly.’


She felt Emme pulling away, and released her.


‘Can we go and see him?’ said Emme, her mouth stubborn, and as for a long moment they looked at each other, Fran realised she was hoping, waiting for her to work it out for herself. She thought of Nathan and Emme, side by side on the sofa, staring up at her.


‘Not at the moment,’ she said. Fran didn’t want control of this moment, this pivotal moment in Emme’s small life, but she had no choice. ‘We’d be in the way. And you have to get to school, don’t you, sweetheart?’


For a long moment Emme just looked at her, and then she turned and padded towards her room, and suddenly Fran could remember the feel of Nathan’s shirt, sticky and matted, the horrible softness under it and, wobbly, she rose to her feet. A sweat broke on her forehead. She got to the bathroom in time, holding the door closed behind her with her bare foot as she vomited, trying to do it silently and failing, yanking at the flush to cover the sound.


Unsteadily she came back into the room. On the pillow Ben was breathing evenly, pale now, his eyelids just fluttered as she watched him and she thought of all the new chemicals in her system, the panic, the adrenalin. The nausea churned, but there was nothing left in her stomach. She picked Ben up, and still he didn’t wake. Carefully she took him along the corridor, past Emme wide-eyed in her door. She set him down in his cot and then heard a little shuddering sigh as he shifted, and he was back to sleep.


Walking back along the dim angled corridor in the sudden quiet Fran wondered for one moment of surreal, horrible hope, was it all a dream? But then she was in her bedroom and the flat white light of the new morning was flooding in from across the broad watery plain.


The policeman would be coming back to talk to her, and with that thought the panic rose inside her, those men in her kitchen. Staring. She wasn’t supposed to be frightened of the police. They just felt like two men she didn’t know, in her kitchen. She felt sweaty, suddenly.


The bed: still now, on Nathan’s side, the quilt was smooth and flat. She sat, abruptly, where she’d slept, she felt her body threaten to fold and collapse and she leaned forward, her face in her hands. In this room, just hours ago.


He’d picked up his phone, he’d got dressed. They hadn’t been able to find his phone.


It occurred to her that she didn’t know where she’d left her own phone. It was as if a flashbulb had gone off on what happened last night, blinding her. Some of it stood out, stark: the policemen in her kitchen, Nathan’s body head-down in the ditch, blood all over him. But all the small things had gone. Had she put her phone away? The drawer on her side of the bed was open, just a crack. But she couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked inside.


‘Mummy?’ It was Emme, hovering in the door, watchful. She was half dressed, a vest and mismatched socks. ‘Clever girl,’ said Fran. ‘Now skirt. I’ll be there in a minute.’ Emme stood there a minute before turning, dragging her feet along the corridor. Fran leaned down and opened the drawer.


No phone. But there was something.


It was an envelope, not stuck down, a card inside. A heart, a thorned rose, old-fashioned lettering. Baby, It’s You, it said. She opened it, but it was blank. Not quite blank: the faintest trace, where a ballpoint had rested, as if he’d taken out the pen to write and not known what to say, when it came to it.


Nathan, Nathan, Nathan. She hadn’t thought he would. Why was it on her side, not on his, waiting to be sent, when had it been put there? Her head ached. She closed the drawer, she didn’t even want to touch it. She would leave it there, where he’d left it. They were words from a song, weren’t they? Baby, It’s You.


Her phone must be downstairs. She’d taken to putting it out of sight, on a shelf, under a pile of magazines, because Nathan always seemed to turn his head to examine her when she picked it up.


She could hear Emme in her room, talking to her dolls in a busy monotone. Don’t, she told herself. Don’t cry. She got up and went to the window, feeling like she was made of stone.


Below her a man was standing quite still as if he’d been there for some time, a dark stocky man. He was looking straight up at her.


He stood in the kitchen as she boiled the kettle; he could have been an ordinary guy, weatherproof jacket, a dark fleece, scuffed shoes. Aftershave. But policemen had power, they weren’t ordinary.


‘DS Doug Gerard,’ he said, holding out a hand, and Fran’s gaze flicked to Emme sitting head down over her cereal, in her school uniform. ‘I did introduce myself last night.’ An apologetic cough. ‘I don’t think you were in a state to take it all in.’ Understanding: he sounded understanding. Gerard had shadows under his eyes as he looked at her and, with him back in the kitchen, last night loomed, terrible. The smell of the standing water and the mud was in her nostrils.


At the table Emme carefully lay down her spoon.


‘Emme, Mr Gerard needs to talk to me,’ said Fran. ‘Will you just run upstairs and make sure your room is all tidy?’ Fran saw Gerard’s eyes settle on the smear of blood at the sink, another one on the wall beside the phone. ‘And could you have a peep at Ben? Make sure he’s still asleep?’ Emme gazed at her unblinking, opened her mouth to protest and seemed to change her mind. She slid off her seat and ran to the door.


There was no sign of the younger man.


‘Ed’s outside,’ the policeman said. ‘Detective Constable Ed Carswell.’ She just stared. ‘May I?’ Touching a chair. She nodded and Gerard sat. No milk, no sugar: she set the mug in front of him. ‘Your husband’s body has been taken to the police mortuary,’ he said. ‘We’ll assign an FLO to you.’ His voice was steady, calm.


‘FLO?’ Fran felt herself stiffen at the initials, at the thought of the ranked police officers with their grades and insignia, waiting on her doorstep.


‘Family Liaison Officer,’ Gerard said as he slipped his arms out of the waterproof jacket and took a sip of the tea. What would Nathan have thought, this man at her table? ‘She’s there to keep you informed on the progress of the investigation, to help out however she can, she works for both sides. The family and the police.’ It sounded like he’d said all this before, the professional reassurance. There was an edge of something else, an itch to be out of there, leaving her to someone else. ‘She’s very experienced.’


‘A woman,’ she said, grasping at the fact, and he nodded.


‘I’d have liked to have had a female officer along last night but…’ He smiled. ‘It’s not like visiting your GP. We can’t guarantee … in an emergency situation.’ He hesitated, eyeing her over the mug and then Fran felt a tremble, as if her body was getting away from her.


‘I told you there was a man there,’ she said. ‘I did tell you, didn’t I?’ The tremor grew, her hand on the table shook. ‘Let me show you, now, I can show you where.’ She pushed her chair back, wanting to get up, but he held up a warning hand. ‘He wasn’t afraid,’ she said, urgent. ‘He was just watching me. He came after me to the window.’


‘Yes.’ Gerard didn’t move. ‘You said you didn’t see his face.’ She subsided.


‘Did you find anything? The man. There was a man.’ She tried a different tack because he didn’t seem to be registering. ‘Do you have any … he was at the pub. He came back from the pub. The Queen’s Head.’


‘We’ll talk to them.’


‘What about … criminals?’ She didn’t know what she was imagining, someone recently released from prison. The world was full of violent people, and she hadn’t known it, until she found herself in the field. Ghosts roaming the dark. ‘Is there anyone known to you?’


Gerard’s gaze was steady. ‘Well, we’re considering a number of possibilities. That’s part of the job, yes. There are hardly any itinerants this time of year, though, there’s a spike in crimes associated – seasonal workers, that kind of thing, although we can’t, we don’t draw any automatic conclusions—’


‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Fran, desperate. ‘Are you talking about … traveller communities? Or … or … migrants? I’m not racist, I’m not suggesting—’


His expression was flinty, and she stopped.


‘I’m sorry.’


He nodded. ‘We look at burglaries in the area, we’ll find a trail that way often, a spate of them, they go from house to house but in this case…’


She looked around, wildly. ‘Were we burgled?’ Someone in the house. ‘I don’t … I don’t … nothing has gone, that I can see…’


DS Gerard lifted a hand. ‘As I was about to say,’ he said, mildly, ‘there was only one report of a break-in last night and that was the other side of Oakenham, likely enough only kids anyway, by the sound of it.’


Fran stared at the table, head down. ‘Right,’ she said, almost a whisper. ‘So you haven’t caught anyone.’


‘The first few hours are crucial, for gathering evidence,’ he told her and she felt him examining her face. ‘You’ll have heard that.’


She barely shook her head. ‘I don’t know anything. This … nothing like this has ever happened to me before.’


There’d been a police raid on one of Nick’s clubs a couple of months after they’d started going out. He’d been called out at three in the morning to deal with it and had come in again pale and tight-lipped as she was getting out of bed, making coffee. ‘Bastards,’ was all he’d say. She’d been at that club with him the night before: it was a classy place, restored to the original Edwardian fittings, tiny tables round a polished dance floor, each one with a little lamp and an old-fashioned phone.


Little booths upstairs: she could remember it as if it was yesterday suddenly, though she hadn’t thought of the place in years. They’d sat in the gallery looking down on the dancers, with champagne in a bucket, and he’d told her about his plans. He’d gone to talk business with someone in the office and she’d gone down to the dance floor. An hour or so later she hadn’t stopped, flooded with the feeling and forgetful of where she was or why she looked up and there he was. Watching her from above the carved wooden balustrade, and when she looked up he had smiled.


Nick wouldn’t let her near the club while the police were there – it was closed for eight days. He’d gone voluntarily to the police station to talk to them but he wouldn’t let her come and collect him when they’d finished. She’d never even talked to a policeman, but was that a brush with the police? She’d forgotten all about it, until now. They’d dropped the charges eventually, whatever they were.


They’d walked past that club one day, she and Nathan, with a newborn Emme in the buggy. It had closed down and he watched her, as she paused to examine the fly-posters that plastered the boarded doors. She had never talked to Nathan about Nick, or about how it had ended, but he had put an arm out, around her shoulders as she stood there. ‘You don’t mind,’ he said, ironical, ‘your boring married life?’ She’d leaned her head against him. He had known, without her having to tell him. It seemed so comforting.


Gerard was looking at her, as if he could see the thoughts in her head. Nathan’s arm around her. Their boring married life, far off as if through the wrong end of a telescope.


‘Of course,’ Gerard said, ‘we’ll also need to talk to you about your husband’s own contacts, social life, work … his movements last night…’


There was a tap at the door and Carswell’s head appeared round it. He looked like a teenager. Gerard nodded to him and he slipped inside. ‘Detective Constable Carswell,’ he said, bobbing his head to her.


Fran made as if to get to her feet but Gerard put a hand on her arm in a second. ‘He can make his own.’


‘Little one asleep?’ said Carswell, his back to them at the kettle. ‘My sister’s got one tharr’age.’ He didn’t seem to expect an answer.


‘Did your husband have friends out here?’ Gerard asked. ‘Old friends? Lads he went to the pub with?’


She shrugged, helpless, yes, of course. Nathan must know people, he at least left the house every day, he visited sites, worked on estimates. Overhead came the sound of Emme’s footsteps, and she set up a tuneless singing. ‘He went to the pub for a bit of peace and quiet,’ she told them, and DS Gerard nodded.


‘New baby and all that,’ he said, sympathetic. ‘It’s a difficult time, isn’t it?’


‘We’re … we were…’ She started again. ‘This was what we wanted. Kids. Getting away from London. We were happy.’


‘But no friends yet?’


‘There’s Rob, Rob Webster. An old friend of my husband’s, he lives out here. The other side of Oakenham.’ Gerard nodded to Carswell, who wrote in a notebook, painstakingly. ‘He works at the hospital, in some lab or other. His number’s on my phone, only I don’t know…’ She looked around, wildly. ‘I think Nathan put it up there by the landline when we moved.’ She’d insisted, remembering her mother’s scrawled list when she was a child. What parents did: doctor, dentist. Gerard nodded and Carswell got to his feet and was behind her at the phone. She didn’t turn to look.


Rob was tall and awkward, his skin almost blue-white for an outdoors type, his knuckles raw from mountain-biking. Still a boy, he seemed to her. ‘This … all this…’ She had her hand to her mouth suddenly. ‘He’s Nathan’s … he was our best man.’ And all she could remember was Nathan’s hand falling on Rob’s shoulder, introducing him. I’ve known this guy for ever. His best friend.
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