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Thirteen Years Ago

When it starts again she is face down on her bed with her hands over her ears and she feels it more than hears it. A vibration through the mattress, through the flowered duvet, through the damp pillow she’s buried her face in. It comes up from below, through the house’s lower three storeys. BOOM. She feels it in her throat.

Wait, listen: one, two, three. BOOM.

Is this how it begins?

Leaning on the shelf over the desk, wooden letters spelling her name jitter against the wall. They were a present on her seventh birthday, jigsawn by Dad, E.S.M.E. The family’d just moved in, unloading their stuff outside this house they called the crooked house, she and Joe, as the sun went down over the dark marsh inland. Creek House to Crooked House, after the tilt to its roofline, its foundations unsteady in the mud, out on its own in the dusk. Mum was gigantic with the twins, a Zeppelin staggering inside with bags in each hand. We need more space now, is how they told her and Joe they were moving. It was seven years ago, seven plus seven. Now she’s fourteen, nearly. Fourteen next week.

Ah, go on, Gina had said. Just down it. Then, changing tack, You can give it me back, then.

Esme’s been back an hour. She isn’t even sure Joe saw her pass the sitting-room door, jammed back on the sofa and frowning under his headphones: since he hit sixteen he’s stopped looking anyone in the eye. The girls, a two-headed caterpillar in an old sleeping bag on the floor, wriggled back from in front of the TV, twisting to see her. Letty’s lolling head, the pirate gap between Mads’s front teeth as she grins up at her, knowing. She mouths something. Boyfriend. Esme turns her face away and stomps past.

Mum opening the kitchen door a crack, leaning back from the counter to see who it is. Frowning like she can’t place her, she gets like that a lot these days. What are you doing back? Esme doesn’t answer: she is taking the stairs three at a time, raging.

Outside the dark presses on the window, the squat power station stands on the horizon, the church out on the spit that looks no bigger than a shed from here, the village lights distant. Make all the noise you like out here, Dad’s always saying, no one can hear.

Hands over your ears and never tell.

On the bed she lies very still, willing it to go, to leave the house. Whatever it is.

Her hands were already over her ears, before it started. Why? The boom expands in her head and she can’t even remember now. All she knows is, she was standing at the window, now she’s on the bed.

She grapples with detail. She heard a car. There were voices below in the yard and, after, noises downstairs. Something scraping across the floor, a low voice muttering and she didn’t want to deal with it, with his questions; she flung herself down on the bed and the tears began to leak into the pillow. She would have put on her music but she didn’t want him to know she was back.

Now. A sound, a human sound, just barely: a wounded shout, a gasp, trying to climb to a scream that just stops, vanishes. And in the silence after it she hears breathing, heavy and ragged; up through three storeys and a closed door, it is as if the house is breathing. And Esme is off the bed, scrabbling for a place to hide.

BOOM.



On the marsh behind the house there are the remains of an old hut with a little rotted jetty. The tide is beginning to come up, gurgling in its channels, trickling across the mud that stretches inland, flooding the clumps of samphire and marsh grass and the buried timbers. Behind her the house stands crooked in the wind freshening off the estuary.

The lights of the police cars come slowly, bumping down the long track, an ambulance, the cab lit. It is three in the morning but the inky dark is already leaching to grey behind the church on the spit. One of the coldest June nights on record, and it takes them a while to find her. She doesn’t make a sound.


Chapter One

Alone in the bed Alison sat bolt upright. She had trained herself not to gasp when that happened, long before she woke next to anyone, long before there was anyone to ask her what had scared her. But she couldn’t stop the jerk upwards, as if she had to break through the surface, as if water was closing over her. Paul had never asked, though: it was one of the reasons she was still here, eight months on.

Not the only reason. She could hear him in the next room; she leaned down and groped for her glasses – no table on her side of the bed, they were entangled in the bedclothes on the floor – and the bright room swam into focus. Better.

In the small old-fashioned kitchen, Paul was making tea: she could hear the kettle spit and gurgle, coming to the boil. She liked everything about Paul’s flat, a modest three rooms in a white-balconied grey-brick tenement above the comforting roar of a main road. A white-painted mantelpiece, bookshelves, two large windows, the kind of desk you found in council offices. There would have been fires in these rooms once, and a maid to lay them, someone to sweep the big chimneys that ran down through the six floors. It would be nice to live here.

It was out of her league. Alison rented a bedsit south of the river, not much more than a useful box; a bed and a foldaway kitchen and students for neighbours, although her room had a view of a tree. She liked it enough: she went back most nights still, on principle. Increasingly though, she didn’t know what to do with herself there – it had got untidy, downgraded to storage, a place where she dropped stuff without bothering to put it away. Now she shifted her gaze from Paul’s tidy desk – the pile of books, laptop, card index – to the mantelpiece. A couple of Japanese postcards, a pewter bowl, an old mirror framed in dark wood. An envelope leaned against the mirror, his name on it in big cursive script, heavy paper.

He was in the doorway watching her.

From the start there’d been that something about him, some natural reticence or perhaps just his age, that meant that other, secondary panic didn’t set in. Over the second meal out, after the first visit to the cinema. The strategies didn’t start building themselves in her head, for what to say, when he asked. About her life. About where she came from. About her family.

‘What’s that?’ she said now. She stood up and took the cup he held out to her.

Before Paul they’d been boys, scruffy, well-meaning, lazy. They’d hardly qualified as relationships: more mates, easy to close the door on quietly in the early morning, tiptoeing off to take her place in rush-hour traffic, to breathe a sigh of relief. Paul was more than a head taller than her so she had to look up to see in his face; he set his hand lightly on the small of her back and looked down. She took in all the detail of his face at once, as she’d got used to doing, gazing straight back into his light eyes, seeing him smile, seeing him approve her without thinking.

She had half an hour before she needed to get going. ‘What’s that, then?’ she said again, and pointed. He followed her gaze and, removing his hand from her back, reached for the card on the mantelpiece. He held it out.

Dr Paul Bartlett, it read, handwritten, real ink on vellum. No address, therefore hand-delivered. Something crept in between them.

‘Well, open it, if you’re so curious,’ he said, stepping back. She was aware of his eyes on her back as she took the envelope: it felt substantial. Inside there was an embossed card, gold-edged.

Dr and Mrs … Request the pleasure …

‘I’m to be a best man,’ he said. ‘Can you believe that?’

‘Morgan Carter,’ she said. ‘Have I met her? I have.’ She stared at the script. At St Peter’s on the Wall, Saltleigh. The line before her eyes wavered, the line of a silver-grey horizon, the church on the spit in a freezing midsummer dawn: something jumped in her chest. Her lungs burned as if she’d been running.

‘June,’ she said, the first thing that came into her head. ‘Nice month to get married.’ The words sounded strange, mumbled. She handed it back to him.

‘Got to get to work,’ she said, ducking his gaze. He set the card on the mantel and took her by the wrists. Gently.

‘Come with me,’ he said.


Chapter Two

The story was, her parents were dead, she was an only child, she’d grown up in Cornwall.

Paul’s parents were safely dead too, she’d checked on that one, slyly, slipping the question in in passing. He’d hardly looked up from his book: heart attack and cancer five years apart. But twenty minutes later he’d put the book down and said, taking her hand, maybe it’s my age. But look at what you go through with old parents and … being an orphan seems easier. The thought seemed to sadden him, but then he picked the book up again and went on while she watched him, surprised by a lingering sense of having been comforted.

It was odd how few people even asked, and if they did, they weren’t really that interested in the answer. She’d read somewhere that the key to a successful lie is that it should contain elements of truth. She chose Alison when the police and the psychotherapist appointed by social services talked to her about changing her name, because there’d been five Alisons in her year – anyone could be an Alison. Esme stood out, it said she wanted to be noticed. She didn’t want to be Esme. She wanted to be invisible.
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Esme had had a clock in her bedroom, with a loud tick. Joe used to complain about it keeping him awake on the floor below; about the alarm she set for seven every morning. She didn’t know if it had gone off that morning because she never went back to the crooked house after the police took her away, but she had watched the clock those long hours from where she crouched behind the door. While she waited, she had listened to the tick, cringing, thinking, Joe.

BOOM: ten forty-two. And then nothing.

She told herself: everyone’s gone to bed, even though the silence said otherwise. No pleading for a story or a kiss, no thump of music from Joe’s room, just a creaking and settling of the house in the wind. The hot water going off, on its timer. The lights all still on, flooding up the narrow stairs.

Her family.

The clock says one a.m. when she comes out, on cramped stiff legs, unclenches her fists.

She sees Mads first, sees her from the top of the stairs and scrambles to get down, sliding on the stair carpet. The girl is tangled in the soaked sleeping bag, half through the sitting-room door. On her knees Esme scrabbles to pull her free, her hands slippery with blood, she can smell it, like iron, and she can feel the other weight all the time, Letty still down there inside the wadded nylon. Dead weight. Esme sobs in her throat, her arms grappling around her sisters. Stay. Mads’s head lolls back again, her eyes don’t see. Don’t leave me. Esme stares and stares, she can’t let go. She tries to pull them up into her lap on the stairs, the door into the sitting room swings open and there is Joe, looking at her from the sofa.

She says something, she doesn’t even know what she’s saying. Something like, I can’t, I can’t. A moan. Joe is dead. He has his headphones still on and his eyes are looking at her but he is dead. Underneath him the green velveteen sofa with fringing that came from her grandmother’s house is black with blood. One of his shoes is off.

Her mother is on the floor in the kitchen face down, one bare leg twisted under her, her skirt riding up, her best skirt. A plate is smashed on the floor beside her. She is dead.

Her father is in the hall.


Chapter Three

She’d met Paul at a small gathering in the neon-lit open-plan offices of the independent publishing house whose accounts she worked on, a launch party for a book about the Second World War in Italy. It was a democratic sort of place, so all members of staff were allowed along, plus the offices were so small it was pretty near impossible to exclude anyone, if they’d wanted to come. The author was a bullying military historian called Roy Saunders: he stood in a corner of the room holding court, booming across the desks. Groups formed circumspectly, drifting away from him.

She’d been in London four years and had spent her share of evenings in wine bars, with trainee doctors, boys in IT, even an artist, or that’s what he said he was. None of them had stuck. Alison just found herself discreetly backing off each time, mostly they got the message. One had gone on calling, asking her what was wrong with him though she thought she’d been kind, she’d said nice things about him … and in the end she’d changed her number.

She hadn’t even planned on staying for the launch – the whole point of working in accounts was that it was a backroom position, a below-the-radar position – but Rosa, a new assistant in editorial, had begged her, in solidarity. It didn’t take long before Alison worked out the real reason – the girl had screwed up an author payment. Alison was showing her how to get out of trouble, Rosa almost in tears of gratitude. ‘I’ll write the email for you,’ Alison was saying.

She hadn’t seen him approach: he was at her shoulder when he spoke and she had to turn to see him. Tall, maybe fifteen years older than her, he asked her name, abrupt but not rude. He was a friend of the author’s, he said, and held out his hand. Paul Bartlett. Behind her Rosa was gone. The next morning the girl said, slyly, taking the scribbled note Alison had promised, you looked like you wanted to be alone.

They didn’t even go for a meal; he took the glass of warm white wine out of her hand and set it down. ‘It’ll give you a headache,’ he said, ‘don’t you think?’ and gave her that almost-smile she now knew, shy, diffident, determined. He was right: she looked at the glass and the bottles of wine on the reception desk and the others talking between the desks under the striplighting and she reached for her coat. His arm came around her, light and strong, and she felt the warmth from him.

His flat was five minutes away. Inside his front door, in the dark, he took her breath away by how ready he was, how insistent. As the door closed behind them her bag fell and he put his hands on either side of her thighs, raising her skirt, making a soft sound that frightened and excited her. He took hold of her forearm to keep her in position, brushing her hair aside from her face under his, didn’t let go until she’d come. It seemed that nothing so deliberate had ever happened to her before, it was like a white light inside her head, flooding the chambers. For seconds, whole minutes, she was cleaned right out. The rubbish crept back, of course, a muddy tide, but for the interval she gazed on nothing. He watched her, intent in the gloom, for a moment and only then did he release her arm. He put a hand to her cheek and rested it there.

Afterwards he made her a sandwich in his kitchen, ham and mustard and lettuce and butter, meticulous while she sat on his sofa with her bare feet under her and examined the titles on his bookshelves. Paris Under the Occupation. Sartre. Céline. Her heart pounding with panic, knowing that there must be a right thing to say or do to make this continue, not knowing what it was. She shivered suddenly, the knife clattering on the plate, and he sat down beside her. Warm. When she’d eaten the sandwich he asked her if she wanted to stay the night, and the next morning when he gave her a cup of tea he said he’d see her after work, if she wanted. The university building where he worked was in the next street from the publishing house’s offices. It was like suddenly inhabiting a village; she only had to walk around the corner and knock on his door. He always said yes.



‘Morgan Carter? She’s a cow.’

Kay – five years older, severe dark haircut and boys’ trousers with her hands shoved in the pockets – knew everything about everyone, and was as ready with her judgements as if she had them waiting in a card index. She worked selling the company’s books abroad: she brought in money, so Alison had dealings with her regularly. She had an abrupt dirty laugh after a couple of drinks and Alison had the feeling she was one of the few Kay hadn’t got a card on in her index; for some reason she relaxed her vigilance for Alison. Alison couldn’t really afford to relax hers in return, but Kay didn’t pry – or at least, she hadn’t yet.

They had stopped in the alley, a snaggled row of eighteenth-century houses, outside a shopfront. Without looking Alison knew it was an underwear shop, expensive but pornographic, because they passed it every day on the way to buy lunch. It couldn’t have been further, this crowded pocket of central London, from the small village in Cornwall where her aunt Polly still lived and where Alison had done some growing up, if not all of it – that was one of the partial truths she told.

Her aunt had driven across the foot of the country thirteen years ago, rocky west coast to muddy east, in her small battered car with cat hair on the back seat. She’d left Cornwall at seven that morning, not even pausing to pack a bag, and had arrived to find Alison – Esme – in bed at a foster placement, a policeman still in their kitchen. She had fought for Esme: she had wanted to take her out of bed there and then, fought for her angrily. Sometimes – rarely – in the succeeding years Alison found herself forced to think that they were alike, she and Aunt Polly, raging away, refusing to be cast out. That little gap adolescence had set up between Alison and her mother, magnified in Aunt Polly, who hadn’t spoken to her sister in years.

Upstairs, befuddled with a sleeping tablet she’d been given by the duty doctor, Esme had heard her aunt’s voice raised and knew it, from far off, although she couldn’t make sense of what they were saying. She hadn’t seen Polly – her mother’s sister – in a long time: seven or eight years. Her father would mutter about her record with men, her cats and her spinster humourlessness. They’d fallen out over something, and it was too far to come, from Cornwall to Essex – except in emergencies. A day later, Polly had won the right to have Esme in her care, through the grim determination that would be the hallmark of their years together.

At home now in Alison’s top drawer, behind the folded bras and rolled knickers, was a scarf of her mother’s printed with scenes of Amalfi, orange trees and tumbling villages, real silk, gold and yellow. Polly had gone in to the house to get some of Alison’s things, and when they unpacked in Cornwall there it was, on the top of the pile. I didn’t know what to get, Polly had said, fierce. Just something of hers. Her drawer had been all turned out – but the policewoman said it would be all right to take it.

By then the police had gone through everything, she supposed. Alison never knew, never asked, what happened to the rest of it. The pots and pans, the few bits of cheap jewellery, the tatty furniture. The house. As with everything, if she’d asked Polly would have answered her, but nothing was volunteered. And Alison didn’t want to know. She wanted to walk away from it, because every time she thought of anything – the china dish her mother would put her earrings in before bed, Joe’s posters, the twins’ ratty soft toys – she felt a commotion set up in her head, things asking to be seen, to be remembered. But she hung on to the scarf.

Four years, Alison lived with her aunt. When she finished school she left for university in a northern city to study maths – to Polly’s bewilderment, Polly who like her mother was flustered by maths, which perhaps had been why Alison chose it although she also had a facility that must have passed down to her by some meandering quirk of genetics – and never came back. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Polly – she loved her, in her way – but it was just too tragic, the two of them tied together in the damp cottage. Alison had no intention of being tragic.



Alison had her back to the window display that featured mannequins bent over a table top; Kay had half an eye on it, eyes dancing.

Almost a week had passed since Alison had taken the invitation off the mantelpiece, and she and Paul had barely seen each other. That night she’d got straight on the bus across the river and let herself in to her bedsit, trying to ignore the musty smell. A bulb had gone. The next day she phoned him from work and told him she was going away for the weekend but instead she bought cleaning products, things for dealing with limescale and stainless steel and tablets for putting down the loo. She unearthed dusty tights from under the bed and bleached the basin and threw away some broken crockery. She spent Sunday looking out of her window at the tree, tall with small luminous pale green leaves; in the autumn they would turn bright yellow. The sun came out and she cleaned the windows with vinegar – Polly must have taught her that trick. She didn’t think it had been her mother. She read novels until midnight, and the next day she was back at work.

Have fun, was all Paul had said when she’d told him she’d be away for the weekend. She could hear the tension in the high pitch of her voice as she told the lie, but maybe he thought she was just sulking.

‘A cow,’ Alison repeated now. ‘Yes.’ Because she had met Morgan Carter, even though when she’d said as much to Paul she’d been on mumbling auto-pilot. In a pub, before the theatre one evening, by chance they’d sat down next to her at a crowded table and she’d immediately been all over Paul, a cloud of perfume and blond hair. With a man – possibly her husband-to-be although, it occurred to her only now, Paul had hardly seemed to know him – sitting next to her, a quiet type who’d let her get on with it. They must have even been introduced, for Alison to have the name in her head, though she couldn’t remember Morgan Carter addressing a word to her.

‘She’s one of Saunders’ exes, I believe,’ Kay said. Roy Saunders, the hectoring military historian, not at all the quiet type. Then, curiously, ‘Why d’you want to know?’

‘She’s getting married,’ said Alison, and half turned. The window display came into view. The mannequins were made of some hard white shiny material: strapped and bound in silk and lace, bent across the table top they stared out into the street. ‘Paul’s going to be best man.’ Perhaps she’d appointed him. Morgan.

‘Very respectable,’ said Kay. ‘So will that be your first outing as official girlfriend?’

‘I’m not invited,’ said Alison.

Kay raised her eyebrows. They looked in the window together, the mannequins staring moodily back, and in defiance Alison stepped up to the door and pushed it open. It was a week and she hadn’t spoken to him; he hadn’t phoned, and nor had she.

‘Like that, is it?’ said Kay. ‘Yeah. Morgan Carter. She’s not nice.’

‘It’s complicated,’ said Alison.

[image: missing-image]

The emergency services operator keeps repeating, ‘Address, please’: behind the mechanical question Esme can hear she is frightened herself. A young voice, female. ‘Is he still there?’ the woman blurts, once she’s taken down the address. 

‘Creek House, there’s no number,’ Esme says, ‘it’s just down the end of the track, everyone knows.’ Only it’s two in the morning or something, there’ll be no one to ask directions of.

The dark beyond the door seems crowded, whispering, as if there is an invisible mob pushing to get in to where she crouches, the phone pressed against her chest, under the coats hanging in the hall.

She is looking at her father’s leg raised up towards his chest where he lies, face down, just inside the front door. There is a gun, a shotgun with a rusted stock and a long barrel, a thing Esme has never seen before, not this one, not any gun. Both hands reaching down to the trigger, one big blunt forefinger slipping off. Blood. She has positioned herself so she can’t see his face, on its side in the blood that soaked half the oval hall carpet. He is unshaven, stubble coming through half white against his reddened skin. A raw mark on the back of his neck. When they arrived at the crooked house his skin was smooth and tanned, he was slight and strong.

‘Is he still there?’

‘They’re all dead,’ says Esme.

‘Someone is coming,’ says the operator, urgently. ‘They’re on their way. Someone will be with you soon.’

‘They’re all dead.’

They call for her when they come but she doesn’t answer.

Stepping around him, not looking down, she hears something. The faintest wheeze, a bubbling in the membranes of the throat, and she flies through the front door, which bangs back as she passes through and catches her on the temple – but it doesn’t slow her down.

‘This one’s not dead,’ Esme hears them shouting inside the house, from where she is crouched on the edge of the mud behind it. She can’t move.

Her father is alive, but he won’t ever speak again.

The bruise the door left on her temple is still there a week later. As it fades she can’t recognise herself in the mirror: she stares, but in her aunt’s bathroom a stranger looks back at her from behind her eyes. Alison.


Chapter Four

In the underwear shop Kay was handling the merchandise, holding something up that dangled straps and buckles, more apparatus than lingerie.

‘Complicated,’ said Kay. ‘Isn’t it always? But he said he wanted you to come?’ She stroked a slip, dark-red satin and lace, wistful. Alison couldn’t imagine her in it, Kay who only ever wore clothes like school uniform to work. But what did Kay dream of? Who knew what anyone dreamed of, and just as well.

Alison couldn’t begin to explain how complicated, not to Paul, not to Kay. She’d never told anyone, and she never would: she didn’t have to. It had been a decision made long ago, easily, it was the simplest way. Her aunt had agreed: the therapist Alison had seen for three years in a Portakabin at the local hospital had been less easy with the decision, had asked her – they weren’t allowed to tell you, only to ask – if she thought there might come a time when she had to talk about it, a time when she had someone she could trust? For the sake of a quiet life Alison had pretended to agree, but she knew that time wouldn’t come, that there existed no such person. The therapist herself was a worn-down woman with an alcoholic’s face, puffed and red – even at sixteen Alison could see what listening to people’s horror stories had done to her.

Alison had read the address on the stiff gold-edged card, and it had ballooned inside her, a horizon, houses popping up along a road, a whole landscape. St Peter’s on the Wall, and afterwards at The Laurels, Dyke End, Saltleigh. With Paul looking at her, puzzled, she’d had to close her eyes so he wouldn’t see. In the dark behind her eyelids she had felt sweat bead on her upper lip, terror mixed with queasy longing. She had felt for a moment as if she might actually be sick.

‘He tried to persuade you?’ Kay’s eyes were watchful behind the slip’s lace, that she was holding up like a veil for the lower part of her face like a desert bride.

He had tried very hard: he might even have thought he’d succeeded. She’d kept her eyes closed and could feel him stroking her hair gently, as if she was an animal that needed calming, where they stood beside the mantelpiece.

‘She’ll have written the guest list a year ago,’ he said easily at her ear. His lips were on her cheek, just brushing it. ‘She’ll have got some underling to write the cards.’ Then he stepped back and Alison opened her eyes, smiled carefully.

‘But still,’ she said. ‘You know. It’s embarrassing, it’s … I don’t want you to ask her if you can bring me. They have seating plans, all that, I’m sure they need to keep numbers down. Why not just leave it?’ She shifted, disguising a tremble. ‘It’s just a wedding. One day in our lives.’ He wasn’t smiling, though. Was he testing her, was she the kind of shrill woman who’d set up a complaint about not being invited? She could get through that test.

‘I won’t even need to ask her,’ he said. ‘She’ll be mortified. She knows we’re together.’ He had set the card back on the mantelpiece, and Alison, still naked from bed, had wrapped her arms around herself. Mortified? From what she remembered of the woman they’d met in the pub, it seemed unlikely.

‘I mean it, Paul,’ she said. ‘Don’t.’ He didn’t answer; she had gathered her things and gone to work. A week ago.

Now Kay was looking at her.

‘Cow,’ she pronounced. ‘Like I said. She obviously did it on purpose, to cause trouble. She’s met you, right?’ Alison frowned, nodding. Kay shrugged. ‘You’re competition.’ 

Alison frowned more fiercely, pushing her glasses up her nose. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said sharply. ‘Have you seen her? I’m not competition.’ Kay just laughed.

‘She’s done it, too,’ she said. ‘Hasn’t she, though?’

‘Done what?’

‘Caused trouble between you.’ She dropped the dark satin into Alison’s hands and for a moment its cool, slippery weight stirred up a thought of Paul, a desire to see him. ‘Are you going to let her do that?’

The saleswoman stepped up smartly as if on cue, a haughty foreign girl with high-arched eyebrows and breasts cantilevered under her uniform, barely containing her impatience. ‘You try this, madam?’ she said.



She left it another day, though – and she didn’t phone him even then. Instead, after work, she wandered through the scuffed institutional corridors of his department, past students not much younger than herself, when she knew his teaching would have finished for the day. Of course, Paul might not be there, it was that kind of job, not a nine to five. But he was there, glasses on, frowning down at a sheaf of papers. He pushed the chair back and smiled, delighted. Not triumphant – if he’d given her any indication that he’d been playing a game with her, she’d have been out of there without pausing for breath. But he just looked relieved and happy, sitting there in his shirtsleeves, and then he was grabbing his jacket with one hand, her arm with the other.

It was warm out, and the streets were swarming with workers just released and in high spirits. The trees were in full leaf as they walked through one square and then another. Paul talked about nothing, about his weekend – he’d walked by the river, seen an old friend – about his students. Not pausing until they reached a corner she hadn’t known existed, up an alley that led nowhere, a tiny French-looking bar no more than a hole in the wall with some wicker brasserie chairs and two zinc tables.

He knew a lot of places. Paul had been born in London. He’d told her once, a rare moment, in some restaurant after more wine than they usually drank, that when he finished school and came back to the city to attend university and saw the crowds and the secret streets he could disappear into, it was like life starting. She had just nodded, not telling him, That’s just how I felt.

He sat her at one of the tables and went inside.

Alone on the pavement Alison tried to go over what she’d planned to say if the wedding came up, but it evaporated. Perhaps he wouldn’t mention it at all, she decided. She was wrong. He emerged holding two glasses and Alison realised she’d been holding her breath.

‘Morgan says she couldn’t bear it if you didn’t come,’ he said, setting the glass down in front of her. It was champagne. She sat very still; it was as if her thought processes had slowed, she needed to get out of this. There was a clamour in her head, No, no, no, no. She put the glass to her lips, drank. All right, she told herself, as it hit. Alcohol on an empty stomach: the best kind, Kay would say. Calm down. Pretend it’s no big deal.

‘I told you she’d be mortified,’ Paul said, looking at her earnestly. He sat back in the wicker chair. ‘She gave the list to some company months ago, like I said. It’s not like we see each other much, she had no idea.’ The barest trace of a sidelong glance to look for her reaction.

She smiled, straining not to show what she felt. ‘That’s nice of her,’ she said, sipping.

Thinking, Isn’t there a form of words? Plus one. Then reminding herself, she didn’t want to have been invited. She didn’t care what message Morgan Carter wanted to send. The wedding was in a month, at the end of June; there wasn’t a detail she had forgotten from that gold-edged invitation. There would be time to think of something.

And with that thought, with the memory of the silhouette of the church on the marsh, something else entered the equation too, swimming in on the champagne. A kind of exhilaration, a kind of bravado: I could do it. I could go back. I could show them. And a kind of longing, because Esme was there, buried somewhere, or wandering on the marsh; Esme who’d swum in the grey salt estuary warmed over the mud, who’d played hide and seek with her sisters between beached dinghies. Alison felt hard, turned to stone, when she remembered that girl.

‘So, you’ll come?’ said Paul, his hand out on the table, fingers at the stem of his untouched glass. He’s trying, she thought with a kind of wonder, he’s trying to hold on to me, he wants to play it right. And if I say no? It occurred to her that he had probably already made his decision. He was like her – or like she’d been before she met him: a solitary. He’d walk away. It was how Paul was made. It was, she realised, why she kept coming back, knocking on his door. She felt sick, all over again.

‘Of course I’ll come,’ she found herself saying. ‘Yes.’ He raised his glass to her empty one then, and the champagne-euphoria drained out of her system as quickly as it had arrived. Too late.
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‘Did you know your father had a gun?’

She’d shaken her head, no. No, no, no. Her father was a joiner and cabinet-maker, he had a workshop in part of an old sail-loft in the village, it was neat and cosy. A whole wall of tools, some bright, some dull: rawls and gouges, chisels and adzes, he told her the names. She remembered the feel of their worn handles, hung in size order, another wall of little drawers, stacked rough lengths of wood, maple and ash and oak, just ordinary-looking until he turned them into something else. A cabinet with bottles of tints and varnishes. Her father humming, dreaming. No gun.

Joe didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps, he wanted to be in a band, always off at some gig, hitching home at two in the morning. It was Esme who’d sit in the workshop with her dad when she came home from school – or at least she did at the beginning.

The policewoman talked to her in the front room of the foster family’s house. She could still remember the swirled carpet, the layered net at the windows and the smell of their kitchen. Not a bad smell, just different, someone else’s cooking: they had a microwave and shiny red units. They’d bought fish and chips, the first night, the anxious foster parents and Aunt Polly at the table between the red cupboards, watching Esme eat. She hadn’t got even halfway through it although it had always been her favourite. The batter like glue in her throat. Polly kept her coat on and her bag on her knee as if they were about to leave, although the police didn’t let them go for a week.

‘In the pub he was asking for a gun, for rats, apparently.’ The policewoman’s voice was soft, concerned. ‘Do you remember there being rats?’

Uncertainly Esme nodded. ‘Mum and Dad had a row about the rats,’ she said. ‘She wanted to call someone. An inspector.’ She’d never seen them, though she’d heard her father tell her mother that one had been in the bin when he’d taken the lid off. ‘He didn’t want an inspector.’

‘That was all the row was about?’ The policewoman’s voice made her feel sick, suddenly. She held still.

At the beginning, when Esme would come into the workshop, down the path from the bus stop, past the little marina, with the salt wind off the marshes in her face after a day in stifling classrooms, there would be something taking shape in the little wood-lined room. The sail-lofts were tall, on stilts for the spring tide to come up under them, steps up to windowless rooms, one above the other, her father’s the first. She remembered a table with different kinds of wood in the top, and her mother coming down to see it when it was finished, running her hand over it, standing close to him.

The woman was watching her.

‘They loved each other,’ Esme blurted. ‘They didn’t have rows.’ Her eyes starting out of her head, trying not to remember.

Everyone’s parents had rows.

‘You’d been out,’ the policewoman said softly. ‘That evening. That’s right, isn’t it?’ The policewoman had come to the house with a man, a male police officer. He was making tea in the foster family’s kitchen and when she asked the question he was coming back in with two mugs, brimming. Joe always made tea too full, you burned your hand taking it off him. Lazy, Mum always said. A good way of not getting asked to make the tea.

‘Yes,’ Esme said, submissive as if she was in a teacher’s office. ‘I was supposed to be sleeping over at Gina’s.’ She’d told them this three, four times.

The policewoman took the tea, winced. ‘Why did you come home?’ Her voice was light and quiet. Polly on the sofa stirred, shifted forward to listen.

‘We fell out,’ Esme said, looking into the policewoman’s face. Why did she keep asking? Esme hadn’t spoken to Gina since it happened; days passed, four, then five, and no one was in touch. ‘I hadn’t brought my hair straighteners.’ It sounded stupid. ‘We were going to do makeovers.’ The policewoman smiled and Esme suddenly wanted to shove her, to jump up and run out, to keep running. She fixed her eyes on the tea.

‘Did you see your father when you got home?’ said the woman, very quiet now.

Esme was still, hunched. ‘He wasn’t there,’ she said. The policewoman waited. ‘I think he was at the pub.’

Because he always was. Usually he was there till closing time: ten was early for him to come home. She wasn’t going to tell the woman that, though. There were other people the police could ask.

Throughout that week the police kept Esme with the foster family, always gentle but always insistent. Always the same questions. Once Polly went in to the police station, leaving her in the car outside, and she heard a door slam. She heard Polly shouting, ‘She’s only a child. Can’t you see what you’re doing to her? You think she did it?’

Did they? She was the only one left.

‘So,’ the policewoman said. ‘It’s possible your father didn’t know you were in the house.’

If he’d known. If he’d known. What did they think? That he could hold a gun in her mother’s face, murder Joe on the sofa, dreaming with some band still playing in his ears, he could pull the trigger on the live small bodies of her sisters, but not her?

If he’d known, you’d be dead too, said the policewoman’s eyes.


Chapter Five

Alison dreamed of the marsh for the first time in ten years. She dreamed she was waking on a boat, climbing up through a hatch and there was the wide expanse of mud silvered in the dawn, the birds stalking the creek on long legs and the power station’s cooling wall breaking the surface out in the estuary, as low and dark as a submarine. The little Saxon church stood on the horizon, no bigger than a hut, no more than a sharp black silhouette.

Then a man pulled her down, thick furred arms wrapped round her legs and pulled, into the hold of the boat. Diesel and rope and wood.

She woke, in her own bed, alone, and for a moment it was as though she couldn’t remember how to breathe.

She had cut down the nights she saw Paul – he didn’t seem to have noticed, although perhaps he was gentler when she did see him, more attentive. They went to see an Italian film at an old cinema in Mayfair, leaning against each other in the red velvet seats, below them the cinema almost empty, and he stroked her as he had before, for a long time, until she wondered if he even knew he was doing it. He didn’t mention the wedding again, and although it was her plan to devise an escape from it, nor did she. The next time she came to his flat, loosened up after a drink with Kay, he was quietly ruthless, moving very quickly, holding her down. Which she liked.

Afterwards, when she pulled herself upright, feeling as though she was coming up for air, her eyes wide, a smile broke across his face and he kissed her.

Something had changed, it seemed to her. She didn’t want to look too closely at it. It didn’t feel like a change for the worse; it wasn’t exactly trouble Morgan’s wedding had caused, more like intensity: the stakes had suddenly jumped higher. She had discovered that Paul wanted to hang on to her, and he – he knew she was hiding something. Kay had said, once, men like secrets. They don’t want to know everything about you, you have to hold stuff back.

At work, Rosa, the long-limbed, glossy-haired girl from editorial who’d been witness to their first meeting, had been asking questions. People did, now and again: it always brought Alison to the alert but she had strategies. Alison wondered about the way the girl looked at her, a couple of years younger and not long out of one of the grand universities. Rosa knew Paul – or knew of Paul – through her supervisor: it seemed to be how she’d got the job, being a friend of a friend of an author. There was something about Rosa’s interest in her and Paul that made her uneasy. A girl prone to hero worship, was what Alison thought, from the big swimming avid eyes. That’d teach Alison, for helping her out.

So Rosa had tagged along with Alison and Kay for a drink one night, Kay giving her one of her looks when she asked, a sidelong look down her nose that went unnoticed, apparently. Rosa was pretty, with long dark hair and smooth golden skin: her mother was Brazilian, her father was wealthy. She started by talking, too much, about her flat in Pimlico, visits home to the country at weekends, her mother’s mail-order company, her brother’s job in California and then she said, ‘Do you get home at all?’

‘Oh, it’s too far,’ Alison said, helping herself to a handful of crisps. Kay’s quick glance didn’t pass her by. To drain her glass would have been too dangerous, she’d learned that much. She crunched on the salty crisps, swallowed before her throat closed up in panic. Smiled.

‘Cornwall.’ She grimaced. ‘And too tragic.’

‘Tragic?’ Rosa leaned towards her, eyes wide. Her hair swung forward.

‘Schoolfriends. On the till in Budgen’s or pregnant with the dodgy boyfriend. Tragic. You know.’ And then Alison did drain her glass, and stand up. ‘My round.’ They were in a bar she suspected Kay of having selected for its startling ugliness, to put Rosa off. It was in the basement of the local YMCA, scratched tables and decor untouched for thirty years but mercifully dark.

‘Perhaps it’s not tragic like that where you came from, Rosa.’

She saw Kay smile at that: born in Croydon Kay was, like her if for different reasons, a girl from nowhere. Rosa stuck it for two more drinks, by which time Kay and Alison were jammed close in the dark, shoulder to shoulder, and talking about music. Rosa looked hurt as she stood to leave.

Thank God for Kay, she thought. But even woozy with the wine and waving Rosa off across the room, Alison didn’t confide in her friend. Maybe there’d come a time when she didn’t have to be obnoxious to naive, curious girls like Rosa. Maybe not.

As the wedding drew closer, Alison told herself she could always fake illness as a plan. She could even poison herself with something: old pâté or laxatives. She wanted to see Paul but five nights out of six she still made herself take the bus down through the West End, Trafalgar Square, Whitehall, over the river.

Her bedsit looked better for it. She had put everything away, in drawers and cupboards, under the bed, so that the room seemed one big window, filled with the luminous green-yellow tree. But as she tidied, and straightened the bed, she wished for Paul: she found herself doing everything as though he was watching her. It was dangerous.

Since the wedding invitation, too, crossing the water did something to her insides. From the top of the bus she always looked downriver, to the clustered skyscrapers that stood between her and the estuary.

He called her at work, the week before the wedding. Which was unusual: mostly they sent each other very brief, functional text messages if arrangements needed to be made, which was down to Alison’s habit of holding back and Paul’s distrust of mobile phones – his age, he always said, though he was only forty-odd. They did their talking in person, face to face, long peaceful silences, then he’d look up and say, ‘But did you like it?’ about some book he’d given her, searching her face, wanting to know, patient. Long, lazy conversations about books and movies and work, eating dinner at his big wooden table or leaning against each other on his old sofa, but silence in between. It was more exciting that way, she told herself, and messages and phone calls were for teenagers and never satisfactory anyway, but sometimes she wished for a sign, some kind of softer communication.

‘I’ve booked somewhere,’ he said. She could hear alertness in his voice.

‘Where?’ she blurted, knowing he meant Saltleigh, knowing he meant the wedding, but her mind abruptly, crazily, seesawing at the thought. Hotels, in Saltleigh? She could only remember the pub. It wasn’t the kind of place for bed and breakfast, even, not a tourist spot, what with the mud and the power station. Before anything was said she felt herself rise to its defence, the tufted grass of the dykes and the wide grey horizon, the place where you could see the sun come up over the sea. Aware of a head raised across the cramped open-plan offices, Alison turned on her chair with the phone to her ear. Her heart bumped in her chest: he would find her out. How could he not? She waited for him to answer.

‘The wedding,’ he said. ‘You haven’t forgotten?’

‘No,’ she said, trying to sound bright. Normal. ‘Do we … um is there a wedding present list?’

‘The wedding’s on Saturday but I thought we’d go a few days ahead of time. Tuesday,’ said Paul, his voice warm now, reassured. ‘Make a, you know, a little holiday of it. There’s a place, it’s on the edge of the village, apparently, it’s even got a website. The Queen’s Head, an old Edwardian roadhouse, must have been done up quite recently. It looks all right, actually. Look it up.’

‘I’d have to talk to work – it’s short notice.’

‘Sure,’ he said equably. ‘But it’ll be fine, won’t it? Gerry’s always telling you you need a holiday.’ Gerry owned the company: he was also an acquaintance of Paul’s, and of course Paul was right, that was no escape route. ‘We can get you something to wear, if you like. Get a present. Do that together. If you’d like.’

‘Oh, I don’t need … I’ve got things to wear,’ she said, thinking of what Kay would say. Her eyes would open wide, He’s hooked, all right. Wants to take you shopping? She closed her eyes. She had talked herself out of faking illness, telling herself it would be a night. Twenty-four hours. But five nights? Her heart in its cage of ribs felt squeezed with fear, a hand in there groping for it.

‘I’ll look after you,’ he said. ‘If you’re still worried about Morgan.’

‘Morgan?’ Now she did sound shrill: with an effort she softened. ‘I’m not worried,’ she said.

‘I want some time with you,’ he said. ‘I want to get away with you. All right?’ And he had a point: they’d never been away together, not even a weekend. She wondered if that made her look odd to him: magazines were full of articles about romantic mini-breaks, so maybe she could assume that was what most women wanted. Women who had nothing to hide, though.

He’d never suggested anything like it before, but now he sounded hurt, on the edge of angry.

‘All right,’ she said hurriedly, rattled into it. ‘Yes. It’ll be … perfect.’

After he’d hung up she went online and looked up the Queen’s Head, Saltleigh. The picture came up, a tall-gabled, red-brick roadhouse flanked with Leyland cypress trees, a wooden veranda. She knew it straight away, on the edge of the village; she remembered it as semi-derelict, inhabited by an ancient couple, the rooms piled with hoarded rubbish. They must have died.

She stared at the page, hypnotised.

Below it a gallery of photographs: a boat sailing in the estuary, the photo carefully angled so as to exclude the power station; a close-up of the little flint church; the row of sail-lofts. The roadhouse’s paintwork was fresh, the brick repointed. How could it be worth it, Alison wondered. Who would want to come to Saltleigh for their holidays? Especially … and then it dawned on her. It was on the map, wasn’t it? They’d put it on the map.

Family slaughtered.

How long did it take for people to forget?
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In Cornwall, as the months passed, Alison registered dully that the things she’d seen, coming down the stairs of her family’s crooked house, had not altered the wider world, had barely even surprised it; violence was something a man resorted to, when he was at the end of his tether. Within months there was a similar case: a man with money troubles and an unhappy marriage took his children off in a car and gassed them, and himself, while ranting to his wife on a mobile phone.

The world forgot quicker if there’d been no survivors. Although there were always relatives to milk for information, schoolfriends, work colleagues, survivors were what kept things going longer, in the newspapers. But the courts did a good job of keeping the press at a distance from Polly in Cornwall, or perhaps journalists were even decent people, because there was never a sign that Aunt Polly’s neighbours, or the children at Alison’s school, knew who she was. She didn’t ever think she was free, though. There were people who knew, even if they didn’t choose to act on it, they were out there, they kept tabs. A year on – a year to the day, newspapers working doggedly, Alison quickly understood, according to timetables, anniversaries, links – a newspaper published a picture. A photographer, disguised as an orderly, had managed to get into the rehabilitation ward where her father was being held and get off a couple of shots before he had to run.

Perhaps whoever sent the photographer had expected something more dramatic – ‘rehabilitation ward’ suggesting that some progress back towards human function, or release, was a possibility – but the photo only showed a humped figure in a hospital chair, hooked to tubes. His hands were like claws in his blanketed lap and his head bent sideways, eyelids half open to show a dull unfocused gleam. His chin was sore with the saliva that ran from his lopsided mouth. The photographer had got in because John Grace, Esme’s father, wasn’t being held in a secure unit – he was no threat to anyone: he would never walk or talk again. He had, the neurologist responsible for his care told Polly – who told Alison – some residual brain function. It wasn’t that there was only random electrical activity in there, but there was – realistically – no possibility of a recovery or even improvement in his condition. No doubt if he had got there as a result of a car crash or a catastrophic aneurysm there would be family sitting at his bedside, trying to get through, playing him music or holding photographs up to his face. Talking to him, and holding his hand.

The gunshot had blown away half of his brain, damaging the part governing his motor functions, and the centres of speech. He responded to sound by increased agitation, and although they tried him with various computer devices, joysticks that could be operated by a single finger, or eye movement, he showed no ability to process or answer questions.

The inquest, Polly told Alison over her shoulder one night while at the kitchen stove, had decided that although the evidence that John Grace killed his wife, son and twin daughters, and attempted to kill himself, was overwhelming, as he was definitively unfit to plead the CPS decided no public interest would be served in proceeding with a prosecution. Alison’s interest would not be served. She didn’t tell Alison anything else: they lived for some time without watching the television news, and Polly didn’t get a newspaper. You couldn’t stay away from them altogether, though, how could you? How could you know that the front-page photograph of a man in a hospital bed – the paper carelessly left in the doctor’s reception area or standing on the garage forecourt – would be your dad?

They didn’t talk about it. About why. She could guess – she couldn’t stop herself – at the usual reasons. If she’d asked for information, Polly might have turned off the gas ring and sat down at the table and told her anything she wanted to know, although she wouldn’t have liked it. But Alison didn’t want to know, and when the sad-eyed psychiatrist with the drinker’s face probed her gently she only hardened her position. ‘I don’t have to know any of it,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be helping me? The less I know, the more normal I am.’ 

The woman’s face sagged. ‘What’s normal?’ she said, game but hopeless. ‘We don’t have to be normal.’

The week after she turned eighteen, though, Alison asked Polly for the details of the unit in which her father was being held – now a secure ward, for his own protection as much as anyone else’s, in the grounds of a large psychiatric hospital – and went to see him.

It was a hot day, in early July. The nurse who looked up from the reception desk at Alison’s arrival and walked with her down the wide corridor, its polished blue linoleum gleaming, to the room where her father sat, showed no sign of horror or pity, for Alison or her father. She was broad and cheerful, with clean strong hands. She addressed John Grace as though he could understand her, leaning over him to adjust a tube. As if he was a human being; something inside Alison came untwisted painfully as she watched the nurse’s gentle familiarity. ‘You’ll see his eyes water,’ the woman said, straightening. ‘He’s not crying, it’s just damage. To the nerves supplying the tear ducts. He’s not in pain.’

She left Alison alone with him. As the door closed behind her Alison wondered why they trusted her not to harm him, and something weird happened, a ringing in her ears, a dizziness. She stood very still, for fear she’d fall. In the chair he didn’t move; eventually she took a breath, and a step. There was a bed with a hoist over it in the corner of the room and the nurse had pulled up another chair for her, close to his. She sat. Dad. She didn’t say it, she didn’t touch his hand or ask a question or say that word, the word that would identify her. It was all she could do to contain the terrible hardening in her chest; she felt it might swell and crack and burst, it might break her open. He was alone, and he’d be alone till he died. No one else came to sit in this chair, and she would never come back. Never.

She didn’t know how long she stayed. She looked at the machine he was attached to, that had a number of readings displayed on it, a heart rate and other things. At one point he sighed, and a bubble appeared at his lips. At last she got up.

‘They thought I might have done it,’ she said, all in a rush, but he showed no sign of hearing her. ‘Did you think of that?’ His hand fluttered in his lap, wasted but still recognisable, the scar on his broad thumb where an adze had slipped. ‘I could have stopped you.’ Something was in her throat, threatening to choke her.

She looked into his face, and behind the slack mouth, the dull eyes and the raw skin, the hair that had been cut as he never cut it, in there somewhere was her father. Water leaked from his left eye, the side he’d lain on, the eye that had rested sightless on the bloody hall carpet. Damage.

As she turned to go she saw a closed-circuit camera above the door, a red light blinking. So they hadn’t trusted her.


Chapter Six

She had her hair cut very short over lunchtime, the week before they would leave for the wedding. She walked back, crossing the square in the clean June sunshine that filtered through the big London plane trees, and a man looked up from a bench when she passed: without hair to shield her she felt conspicuous. She had put her mother’s scarf in her bag that morning, to give her the nerve for the haircut; she took it out now and leaning to look at her reflection in a car window she tied it quickly, knotting the heavy, slippery silk twill at the nape of her neck. A spy, a girl from an old movie. But as she came out of the lift at work she pulled it off hastily and felt the nakedness all over again.

Her boss Gerry peered at her over his glasses, bewildered, when she crossed the office. ‘Respect,’ said Kay, brought to her feet behind her computer terminal, but she looked distinctly taken aback.

At thirteen Esme’s hair had been long and wavy, split-ended, tangled and streaked from the sun: it blew around her face when she cycled along the bumpy track into the village. Her mother didn’t want her to cut it: a week after she arrived in Cornwall Alison had taken the kitchen scissors to it in her aunt’s cluttered bathroom, chopped it to below her ears and added a pack of black dye bought at random from the chemist’s into the bargain. At sixteen she got glasses – she’d started having trouble reading the school whiteboard – and the disguise was complete.
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