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  THE HOUSE ON THE CLIFF


  

  



  





  PROLOGUE




  Llandaff Green is a quiet place. There’s a statue of a man in the middle of it, a cleric of some kind, frock-coated and gaitered, with a walking stick in one hand and a

  pile of papers in the other. He looks as if he’s stopped on his way to work to check that all is as it should be in the diocese: in front of him, the crumbling remains of the old castle; to

  the left, the cathedral spire, poking up out of the hollow below, the crows flying around it; to the right, the road that leads down to the high street, into the bustle of town. He’s a

  Victorian, this gentleman, and he looks out for the type of people he understands and recognizes: the dean, the canon, the chaplain, scurrying down the steps for matins or evensong; the organist

  arriving to rehearse the choir; the armies of elderly women who make tea, and bring flowers, and tidy and polish, and keep an eye on the visitors; and on Sundays, of course, the parade of portly

  burghers who arrive to celebrate the Eucharist, and their own good fortune, in this little corner of the city.




  Then, of course, there are the heathen folk who have no cathedral business, making for the graveyard and the playing fields and the river that lie beyond it: the fishermen, the dog walkers, the

  teenage lovers. He keeps an eye on them, too, just in case there should be trouble. But in truth, very little of note has ever happened up here on the green, apart from that dreadful night during

  the war when a bomb blasted off the steeple and sent tombstones from the graveyard flying through the village. Order was quickly restored, of course, and since then the even tenor of life has gone

  quietly on, and in the view of the Venerable James Rice Buckley (1849–1924), it is likely, and highly desirable, that it should continue to do so in the future.




  There are occasional newcomers, though, from time to time. They seem out of place, as if they have no business here, strangers from a foreign, modern world. Here’s one of them now, driving

  in from the high street in his shiny silver car, slamming on the brakes, and parking slap in front of the green.




  He gets out, this man, barely glancing up, and bangs the car door shut. He’s got the hood up on his coat, and he’s wearing a scarf over his mouth. He clicks some kind of contrivance.

  The car lights up and gives a shudder. He walks away quickly, a little too quickly, as if he doesn’t want anyone to see him. Furtive. But there’s no one here to see him, anyway. The

  green is deserted.




  The Venerable watches him as he goes. He’s walking towards the artist’s house. She’s a bit of a mystery, that one. Grew up there with her family. Nice man, the father, decent

  fellow. Dead now, and the rest of them moved away. Lives there all by herself, she does; never goes near the cathedral, even though it’s just on the opposite side of the road. Lovely house,

  white, arched, elegant. Where the prebendary used to live. The rowan tree in the front garden is still there.




  Lovers, probably. He’s seen the artist many a time, crossing the road to go down to the high street. Small, pretty, fair-haired. Doesn’t make the most of herself. Always shabbily

  dressed, in black, or brown, or grey. They don’t look well matched, Young Lochinvar and the artist. She’s too timid; he’s got too much of a swagger. But you can never tell, can

  you?




  Night begins to fall. To pass the time, the Venerable begins to recite the liturgy:




   




  Almighty God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, maker of all things, judge of all men; we acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins and wickedness, which we, from time to time, most grievously

  have committed . . .




   




  The spire of the cathedral glimmers in the twilight. The saints and the gargoyles commune, high up on their stairway to heaven.




   




  . . . We do earnestly repent, and are heartily sorry for these our misdoings; the remembrance of them is grievous unto us; the burden of them is intolerable . . .




   




  Hang on, here’s the man again, coming out of the front door. He’s carrying something, something flat and square, wrapped up in his scarf. He walks down the front path, past the rowan

  tree, and out into the street. He approaches the car, presses his gadget, and it shudders again, its lights flashing. He stops by the Venerable’s feet, opens the car door, gets in, and

  deposits the intolerable burden, if that’s what it is, on the floor under the front seat. Then he starts the engine, backs off, and drives away, with a squeal of tyres.




  The crows fall silent. There’s a rustling of trees in the graveyard. The tombstones huddle together, remembering their wartime night of horror. The gargoyles, high up above them on the

  flying buttresses, begin to chant. Their voices rise in unison. Malevolent. Blasphemous. The Venerable can do nothing to stop them. He can only listen and watch and wait.




  Perhaps someone saw what happened. Someone next door, round the corner, in the high street. Perhaps someone will come.




  But no one crosses the green.




  





  




  MURDER IN LLANDAFF




  Police were called to a house on Llandaff Green last night after a local woman, Ursula Powell, was found dead on the premises. Mrs Powell, whose family own a well-known Cardiff

  art gallery, is believed to have been killed during the course of an armed robbery at the house. The body was discovered by Mrs Powell’s daughter, Elinor Powell, who had returned home from a

  shopping trip in the early evening. Police have launched a murder enquiry, and are currently appealing for witnesses who may have been in the area to come forward. PC Alun Evans commented:

  ‘We believe Mrs Powell may have disturbed the thief, who acted in panic.’




  Western Mail, Monday 14 October 2013




  





  1




  Jessica Mayhew was lying on the couch in her consulting room. She wasn’t thinking about her next patient, who was due to come in at any moment. She wasn’t examining

  her own internal conflicts. She wasn’t clearing her mind, gazing up at the play of shadows on the ceiling, readying herself for what the day would bring: a steady procession of lost souls,

  some in states of emergency, others in the throes of anguish, yet others – the ones she found most exhausting, to be honest – simply playing for time, trotting through their sessions

  like sheep through a field, their passage marked only by a narrow path leading nowhere. No, Dr Jessica Mayhew, forty-three, psychotherapist, (ex-)wife of one, mother of two, was not thinking about

  any of this. She was not thinking at all. She was, in fact, fast asleep.




  There was a knock at the door. Jessica woke with a start. For a moment, she wasn’t quite sure what was happening.




  She came to, and jumped up off the couch.




  New client. Assessment. Name begins with an E. Jess glanced at her desk and saw, with relief, that she’d already set out her client’s file. She grabbed it and walked towards the

  door, straightening her skirt and smoothing her hair as she went. She was wearing a forties-style tweed skirt and a cashmere cardigan, her hair up in a loose bun. There was a sour taste in her

  mouth, as if she’d just woken up in the morning after a night’s sleep, yet she could only have drifted off for a few minutes. She’d have to be more careful in future. No more

  kipping on the couch, even for a second. There was too much going on in her life at the moment. She’d accumulated too much of a sleep deficit.




  She hesitated a moment, then opened the door.




  The woman who walked in was small. She had pale, luminous blonde hair like a child’s, and an almost translucent quality to her complexion. Her frame was slight, her limbs delicate. She was

  striking, yet there was a timidity in the way she carried herself, as if her marbled beauty was a cross she had to bear, rather than a gift to be treasured.




  ‘Hello.’ Jess put out her hand and gave her a welcoming smile. ‘I’m Jessica. Jessica Mayhew.’




  The woman nodded, but she didn’t shake hands, or smile back. There was a wary look in her eyes.




  Jessica gestured at the hat stand, and the woman went over and took off her coat. It was a faded navy blue with a muted tartan lining. Rather worn, but stylish in its way.




  When she’d finished, Jessica motioned her over to two armchairs by the fireplace that faced each other. Between them was a low coffee table with a box of tissues on it.




  ‘Please. Do take a seat.’




  The woman glanced questioningly over at the couch by the window.




  ‘You’re welcome to use the couch if you wish, when you come into therapy.’ Jessica paused. ‘But for an assessment, and in general, actually, I prefer to talk face to

  face.’




  There was a short silence. Jess took in the woman’s appearance. Underneath the mac, she was dressed rather scruffily, in a T-shirt, a thin grey sweater, black jeans and ancient plimsolls,

  worn with no socks. The muted tones of her clothing only served to accentuate the brightness of her eyes, which were wide, almond-shaped, and a clear, piercing blue. Her cheekbones were high,

  giving her features a Slavic look. From a distance, her small stature and diffident demeanour might have made her look girlish, but close up, it was obvious that she was well into her thirties.

  There were lines etched into her temples, running across her forehead, and beginning to drag at the corners of her mouth. She had the type of fair skin that age seems to mark more brutally than

  those with sallow complexions; or perhaps, Jess reflected, she simply seemed careworn, as if she hadn’t slept well, not just the night before, but for a succession of nights in the recent

  past.




  ‘Actually, I think I’ll have to go on the couch. I need to be by the window, you see. I feel safer like that.’




  Jess glanced at her notes. There wasn’t much information there as yet. The woman’s name was Elinor Powell. She’d been referred by her doctor for chronic claustrophobia

  following a traumatic family bereavement. Jess had tried to phone the doctor to get more details, but he’d always been busy when she’d rung. So that was all she knew so far.




  Elinor crossed the room, opened the sash window a crack, and lay down on the couch. She gave a sigh of relief and settled herself.




  Jess sat down on an armchair behind the couch. She was slightly put out by her new client. Already, despite her unassuming air, she’d got her own way: she was lying on the couch. As Freud

  had noted all those years ago, ‘the neuroses’, as he called them, are not just psychological aberrations; they always have a purpose, making demands that the bearer can’t voice

  directly.




  There was a silence. Jess didn’t break it. She was curious to see which side of this woman’s personality – the timid, or the forthright – would present itself first.




  ‘It’s getting out of hand,’ Elinor began, staring up at the tree outside the window. ‘I really can’t go on like this. It started with tunnels and lifts, but then it

  was cars. Then buses and trains. It’s got to the point now where I don’t like being shut inside a building. I have to open all the windows, wherever I go. And I’ve taken to

  camping outside at night, in a yurt on the back lawn. I can’t sleep otherwise.’




  ‘That must be rather cold.’




  ‘It is. But there’s nothing I can do. If I’m indoors, anywhere, I feel trapped. And it seems to be getting worse.’




  Jess hesitated, unsure of the situation. This was an assessment session, in which she normally felt free to intervene and give her opinion, but since her client was lying on the couch, it felt

  like a psychoanalytic one. She decided to go ahead all the same.




  ‘Well, that’s the problem with claustrophobia.’ Jess took care to name the disorder clearly. ‘It can be cumulative, you see. Avoiding things you’re afraid of can

  increase your fear in the long term.’




  Elinor didn’t reply. Instead, she sat up. ‘Do you mind if I open the window a bit more?’




  Without waiting for a response, she reached up and opened the window as far as it would go. Then she lay back down on the couch again.




  This is going to be a rough ride, thought Jess. Her new client had a disconcerting way of doing the opposite of what she’d just advised. All the same, she found herself intrigued.




  ‘Could you tell me a little about how this started?’ Jess shivered as a draught of cold air hit her. It was spring, but it still felt like winter. How anyone could sleep outside in

  this weather she couldn’t imagine.




  Elinor thought for a moment, gazing up at the branches on the tree. She seemed quite comfortable in the icy blast. Then she took a deep breath, and spoke.




  ‘Four months ago, my mother was found dead in my house. Someone broke in and stole a valuable painting.’ Her tone was abrupt, as if she was summoning a toughness she didn’t

  possess. ‘I was the person who found her. She’d been beaten about the head.’




  Jessica was shocked, but she tried not to show it. There were housebreakers in Cardiff, like anywhere else, but it wasn’t the sort of place where, in the normal run of things, people got

  murdered in the course of a robbery. She cast her mind back. She had a faint recollection of reading about the crime in the paper, or hearing of it on the news, but at the time she hadn’t

  paid it much attention. Now she wished she had.




  ‘The police don’t know who did it. They’ve got no leads, and no witnesses have come forward.’ Elinor turned her face to the wall. ‘I’m sorry, I still find

  this difficult to talk about.’




  ‘Of course.’ Jessica did her best to reassure her. ‘Please, don’t feel you need to go into details at this stage.’




  This was a tricky situation, Jess knew. According to the latest thinking on post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD as it’s known in the trade, beginning any kind of counselling too soon

  after the event in question can be counterproductive, because the mind responds by ‘splitting’: that is, using the unconscious part to work through the horror, while the conscious part

  gets on with the business of living. Asking a client to recall the experience can disturb this delicate process. In terms of the current guidelines, Jessica was on safe ground, because according to

  Elinor, the event had occurred four months ago. But over the course of twenty years in practice, Jess had seen the guidelines change so often that these days she tended to rely on the unscientific

  factor of hunch. And her hunch told her that if her new client didn’t want to talk about her mother’s violent death with someone she didn’t yet know or trust, she shouldn’t

  be pushed into doing so.




  ‘I felt pretty bad just after it happened,’ Elinor went on, turning her head back. ‘I had nightmares, flashbacks.’ She paused. ‘But I’m sleeping better now,

  and the flashbacks have gone. It’s just the claustrophobia that’s bothering me.’




  Jess thought about taking her through a checklist of other PTSD symptoms – hypervigilance, difficulty concentrating, irritability – but decided against it. She didn’t want to

  interrupt Elinor’s flow.




  ‘I still get anxious when I talk about what happened. And I still can’t concentrate. I haven’t got back to work yet. I’m a painter, you see. A fine artist, not a house

  painter. That’s what I do for a living.’ She paused again. ‘Well, when I can make a living.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘Anyway, that’s what I do.’




  Jess was struck by the combination of directness and insecurity in her manner. She seemed quite sure of her status as a painter, a fine artist as she called it, yet not altogether convinced that

  anyone else would believe what she said.




  ‘Elinor – d’you mind if I call you Elinor?’




  ‘That’s fine.’




  ‘Well, it’s very early days, isn’t it?’ Jess chose her words with care. ‘Your . . . loss . . . was only a few months ago. It’s hardly surprising that you

  should find it difficult to get back to work right away.’




  ‘Yes, but I don’t think it’s that.’ A sudden look of panic came into Elinor’s eyes. ‘It’s a punishment, you see. I’m guilty, and this is my

  punishment.’




  She came to a halt.




  Silence fell. Jess knew Elinor would continue, so she didn’t break it. And sure enough, after a while, Elinor resumed her story.




  ‘It was my fault. I shouldn’t have kept the painting in the studio. Everyone told me that.’




  She passed a hand over her brow, and when she took it away, Jess saw that there were tears in her eyes.




  ‘I live alone, you see. I’m single. My mother was just visiting. She had a key; she used to let herself in whenever she wanted.’ She paused. ‘She always told me the

  painting should be kept somewhere safe. This would never have happened if I’d listened to her.’ Her voice was trembling. ‘I feel terribly guilty about her death. I blame myself

  entirely.’




  Jess decided against telling her that feelings of guilt are common among survivors of a tragedy. It was a truism, and besides, she couldn’t assume that this woman had no reason to feel

  guilty about her mother. As yet she knew nothing of their relationship. So instead, she changed the subject.




  ‘You say you find it hard to talk about your mother’s death’ – Jessica took care not to emphasize the word ‘death’, but she felt it should be used –

  ‘and I fully respect that. But I’m just wondering if you’re ready to come into therapy yet. As I said, it’s very early days.’




  ‘Well, I’ve got to do something. I can’t carry on like this, can I?’ Elinor’s voice rose in anguish. ‘I can’t travel. I open windows wherever I

  go.’ She furrowed her brow. ‘D’you think you can help me?’




  There was a pause.




  ‘I don’t know.’ Jessica was honest in her reply. ‘It’s up to you, really. You see, the way I work, we’d have to discuss your mother’s death. The

  circumstances surrounding it, your relationship with her, and so on. We would be looking for explanations for your claustrophobia there. But if you’re not ready to delve deeper into that,

  there are other ways of helping you with your problem. Cognitive behavioural therapy, for example. CBT, as it’s known. There’s a method a colleague of mine uses that’s been

  specially formulated to help people who’ve been exposed to traumatic events. I can refer you, if you like.’




  ‘No thanks.’ Elinor waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’ve heard of CBT. I don’t fancy it.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Identifying your negative thoughts. Adjusting them. Making checklists. Writing out worksheets. It sounds tedious.’




  Jess was amused. Although she respected her colleague, and knew many clients who had been helped greatly by CBT, she had to admit she felt rather the same. If one was honest, the type of therapy

  one practised, or chose to follow, was usually more a question of taste than a rational decision, whether or not one cared to admit it.




  ‘But that approach can be very effective,’ Jess said, in an effort to be fair. ‘It’s extremely practical. You’ll develop ways of managing your fear, coping with

  everyday tasks, using various techniques—’




  ‘I don’t want that.’ There was a note of irritation in Elinor’s voice. ‘I don’t want to make checklists and be given homework to do. That’s not the type

  of person I am.’




  Jessica repressed a smile. She was beginning to warm to her new client. There was something endearingly direct about her.




  ‘I suppose, being an artist, I’m more drawn to a Jungian view of the world,’ Elinor went on. ‘You know, dreams, archetypes, mythologies. That kind of thing. What about

  you?’




  ‘Oh.’ Jess thought for a moment. She didn’t want to sound too theoretical, but there was no way round it. ‘I’m what’s called an existential

  psychotherapist.’




  Elinor frowned, whether in concentration or irritation it was hard to say.




  ‘It’s actually quite simple,’ Jess continued. ‘We’re rooted in Freudian theory, but we emphasize choice and freedom, rather than the idea that we’re the

  victims of our past.’




  ‘But I thought psychotherapy was all about the past. Delving into your childhood and so on.’




  ‘It is, to some degree. Of course, the circumstances of our birth, and our upbringing, are vital to our understanding of ourselves. And, to a greater or lesser degree, we’re limited

  by those circumstances. But every person has a set of choices as to how to respond to those limits.’ She paused. She didn’t want to come over as didactic. ‘And if we’re to

  live full, engaged lives, we have to acknowledge our freedom to make those choices, and act on them.’




  Elinor looked puzzled. ‘So how would this apply to my situation?’




  ‘I don’t really know what your situation is. Not yet, anyway.’ Jess hesitated. ‘But it’s possible that your claustrophobia may be what we call a “call of

  conscience”. It may be trying to tell you that there’s something you need to address in your life.’ She paused. ‘You see, normally we tell a story about our lives, like the

  one you’ve just told me. But sometimes our bodies and our minds tell us a story, and we need to stop and listen.’




  There was a long silence. Elinor looked pensive. Her eyes began to rove around the room. She seemed to be assessing it: the sash windows, the pale green velvet curtains either side of the bay,

  the antique wooden desk in the corner, the white-on-white Ben Nicholson-style relief on the wall. As the silence deepened, the consulting room seemed to take on a life of its own: peaceful,

  patient, expectant. The two of them, client and analyst, became aware of the low hum of traffic from the street, the faint rustle of the wind in the tree outside, the ticking of the clock on the

  mantelpiece. Secrets had been revealed here, maps redrawn, the compass realigned, new paths plotted. Jess was familiar with that history, that potency; she sensed it every time she walked into the

  room. For her new client, it was the first time.




  ‘All right, then.’ Elinor’s voice finally broke the silence. ‘When can I start?’
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  After Elinor Powell left, Jess didn’t have time to think further about the case. Four more clients came in, all of them with pressing concerns: there was Harriet, a

  morbidly obese young woman with a complex set of emotional problems; Bryn, a man in his fifties who continued to rage against his widowed mother, on whom he was still entirely dependent; Maria, a

  single parent whose children were being taken into care as a result of her deepening depression; and Deri, a banker who had recently, and quite unexpectedly, lost his job in the City and returned

  home to Wales.




  At the end of the final session, Jess hurriedly wrote up her notes, dealt with her emails, then headed for home, stopping on the way to pick up a trolleyful of shopping at the supermarket. It

  was only on the short drive from there to her house on the outskirts of Cardiff that her mind began to stray back to her new client. All she knew so far was that Elinor’s mother had died a

  violent death during a robbery at her house. That would be enough to tip anyone into phobia, she reflected. Moreover, the fact that the police hadn’t found the perpetrator meant that Elinor

  would continue to be in a state of heightened emotion until exactly what happened became clear. It was odd, though, the way she’d behaved in the session, as if she constantly needed to assert

  herself in opposition to her new therapist. Maybe that was something to do with the mother; or perhaps a competitive sibling relationship . . .




  It began to rain. She switched on the windscreen wipers, but they scratched ineffectually at the window. They needed changing, and she hadn’t yet got around to it.




  As she swung onto the main drag out of the city, peering through the smears on the glass, she thought of how Elinor had talked of her mother’s death in terms of guilt and punishment. It

  was common enough, she knew, for clients to consider themselves responsible for events outside their control. The urge to blame themselves for anything and everything that went wrong was a kind of

  egomania she’d encountered many times with her clients, and she’d long ago realized that it was a perverse attempt to take control of the situation, to place themselves at the centre of

  the drama, rather than acknowledge that their role in what happened, good or bad, was often quite peripheral. Elinor had evidently fallen into that trap, judging by what she’d told her so

  far.




  She left the city behind her, moving into a stretch of road where the trees clustered overhead. As she dipped down under them, she noticed that the leaves on the branches were beginning to

  unfurl; soon they would spread into a tunnel of green. The sight of them cheered her. She was always heartened by those first crumpled, sticky signs of spring. This year, after the long, hard

  winter, they’d been late, and she’d wondered if they’d come at all; but now, here they were, waiting to open out into a dappled canopy above her, something she could enjoy each

  time she took the road home.




  She was tempted to look up the case on the Internet. After all, it was public knowledge now, having been reported in the local papers at the time. But, like a juror in a trial, she’d made

  it a strict rule not to conduct such searches, unless her clients specifically asked her to. It was up to them, she felt, to tell her their stories in their own way; knowing too much about their

  personal lives didn’t help that process, since she’d be comparing what they said against her own supposedly more objective account, and forming her own opinions, which was not the point

  of the exercise. On the contrary, her job was to help her clients explore the internal contradictions within the stories they told about themselves, and let the truth emerge from that. Besides,

  there was a voyeuristic element to googling that she disliked; where her clients were concerned it felt intrusive, and nosy, and generally underhand.




  She came out from under the branches and turned into the lane that led to her house, passing the church on her right. The ringing of the bells on a Sunday morning reassured her, too, although

  she never went to the services. As she parked the car outside the garage, she reflected that it was continuity she needed at the moment. She and Bob had lived apart for several months now; she

  needed to remain here in the house, with a settled routine, keep the job going, make sure the girls felt secure . . .




  She got out of the car, went round to the boot, took out the shopping, and locked up. Then she walked up the drive to the front door and pressed the bell; one of the girls would answer it, she

  thought, so she wouldn’t have to put the shopping down. There was no reply, so she pressed again. Again, no reply. Irritated, she balanced the shopping bag against the wall, on her knee, and

  fiddled with the key to get it into the lock. As she did, she saw the outline of her eldest daughter through the glass of the door, coming up the hall.




  ‘Sorry, Mum.’ Nella opened the door. ‘I didn’t hear you.’




  Nella was looking particularly scruffy that day. She was wearing a loose sweatshirt, a pair of leggings and worn black ballet flats. Her hair was piled up on top of her head in a messy knot, and

  yesterday’s mascara clung to the skin around her eyes, as if she’d just got out of bed and hadn’t yet washed her face.




  She kissed her mother on the cheek, took the shopping, and went off down to the kitchen. Jess took off her coat in the hall, then followed her. She noticed that the fabric of Nella’s

  leggings was very thin, so much so that you could see the outline of her thong beneath them. I hope she hasn’t been walking around the streets like that, she thought. She looks like a tramp.

  However, she kept her opinion to herself; Nella was seventeen now, and didn’t take kindly to criticism of her appearance, to say the least.




  ‘Where’s your sister?’ Jess asked, going over to the kettle, filling it, and putting it on to boil.




  ‘Upstairs.’ Nella started to unpack the shopping, found a packet of biscuits, and opened them. ‘Doing her homework, I think.’




  ‘How was your day?’




  ‘Shit, as usual.’ Nella took out a biscuit and munched it.




  Jess busied herself with getting cups, teabags and milk from the fridge, and trying to hide her irritation.




  ‘Tea?’




  ‘OK.’




  Jess made the tea, brought it over, and they sat down at the table together.




  ‘Got any plans for this evening?’




  ‘Gareth’s coming over. Then we’re going out to a gig in town.’




  Gareth was Nella’s boyfriend. The two of them played in a band together, and seemed to have forged a stable relationship. Jess was fond of him; he was open, kind and affectionate, and he

  seemed to adore her daughter, which had thoroughly endeared him to her.




  ‘Have you handed that essay in yet?’




  ‘No.’ Nella gave a deep sigh. ‘I need a break from it. I’m very stressed.’




  Once more, Jess tried to hide her irritation, reminding herself that although Nella appeared to have been hanging around the house all day doing nothing, half dressed, she might indeed be

  stressed in some way.




  ‘I can’t bear going to college every day.’ Nella sighed again. ‘My heart’s not in it. I just need to concentrate on my songwriting.’




  They’d been through this before. After her GCSEs, Nella had wanted to leave school, get a job as a waitress, and work on her music. She’d been persuaded to stay on at sixth-form

  college but so far she’d hardly attended, and had been late with most of her assignments.




  Jess gave a sigh of frustration. ‘Nella, you’re perfectly capable of getting three decent A levels, as well as writing a few songs. You’re a clever girl. You just need to

  organize your time a bit better.’




  ‘That’s what Dad said.’ Nella took a sip of tea and reached for another biscuit. Jess was relieved to hear that Bob was backing her up, but all the same, at the mention of his

  name her resolve weakened, and she took a biscuit too.




  It had been three months since Bob had moved out of the family home. Nothing final, of course. They had simply decided that a trial separation was in order. It had been a long, hard struggle for

  both of them to make the decision. Over a year ago, Bob had told Jess that he’d had a one-night stand. She’d tried to be magnanimous about it, but she hadn’t found herself able to

  forgive him. On top of that, he’d used some information about a client that she’d told him in private to further his own career. That had been the final straw, undermining her

  professional as well as her personal life. They’d carried on for a while, both doing their utmost to make amends, for the sake of the girls, but also because in many ways there was still a

  great deal of affection there. They had built a good partnership together over two decades, and it still caught Jess by surprise that they were now separated. She hadn’t quite got used to it,

  and neither had he.




  ‘Well, maybe Dad and you and I should get together and talk about all this,’ Jess said, finishing her biscuit. ‘But in the meantime, get that essay in. OK?’




  ‘OK.’ There was a pause. ‘Do you want me to finish helping you unpack the shopping?’




  Since the split, Nella had been much more helpful in the house. Indeed, she’d become quite protective of her mother. Jess was touched, but Nella’s new-found solicitousness also made

  her feel guilty at times.




  ‘No, you get on.’ Jess got up and carried the cups over to the sink. ‘See if you can get your work done by suppertime. You can go out after that. Tell Rose I’ll be up in

  a minute.’




  Jess tidied the kitchen, loading the dishwasher, cleaning the sink, and wiping the countertop. The girls were supposed to do it, but inevitably their efforts were somewhat erratic. When

  she’d finished, she went upstairs and looked in on Rose, who was lying curled up on her bed reading a book.




  Unlike Nella, Rose hardly spent any time at all on the computer. She seemed to prefer reading to surfing the net, pen and paper to tapping on a keyboard, and visiting friends to social

  networking. She was eleven now, but she seemed younger. She’d grown her hair down to her shoulders, but continued to wear it held back in an Alice band, and her clothes were still neat, tidy

  and modest. True, she no longer wore sweaters with cuddly animal designs on the front, or socks with frills on the cuffs, but Jessica sensed that she would have liked to, had it been socially

  acceptable among her peers.




  ‘How was your day?’ Jessica came and sat down on the end of the bed.




  Rose didn’t reply.




  Jess leaned forward and gently tapped her on the shoulder. Rose lifted her head, a distracted look on her face.




  ‘How was school today?’ Jess persevered.




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘Got much homework?’




  ‘Just some reading.’




  Jess glanced at the cover of the book. It was an old edition of I Capture the Castle that she’d had as a child.




  ‘I’ve got to give a talk about my favourite novel in class tomorrow,’ Rose explained.




  ‘D’you want to try it out on me, once you’ve done it?’




  ‘Maybe.’ Rose put her nose back in her book.




  Jess took the hint and got up. ‘Supper in an hour or so. OK?’




  Rose didn’t reply, so Jess left her to it. Then she went into her room, got undressed and had a shower, hoping that the warm water would wash away her fatigue. It did, to a certain extent,

  though while she was soaping herself, she found herself mulling over Elinor’s story again. What had Elinor’s mother been doing at the house when the break-in happened? Would the theft

  of a painting like that really warrant murder – or had the thief killed her in a panic at being discovered? How had she been killed? And why hadn’t the police come up with any leads,

  after four months? Were they just being incompetent, or could there perhaps be something that the family was hiding? Elinor hadn’t insured the painting; nobody outside the family would have

  known it was there, would they?




  She turned her face up to the shower head, letting the spray spill over it, before turning off the water. Then she stepped out of the shower, and began to dry herself. When she finished, she

  looked at herself in the mirror. She’d lost a bit of weight, especially around the waist and hips, she thought. All that lying awake at night and worrying, probably. She decided not to bother

  with underwear, pulling on a pair of loose patterned silk trousers and a baggy cashmere jumper, and went downstairs to cook supper.




  It wasn’t easy, these days, finding something that everyone in the family would eat. Rose had become a vegetarian, since she disapproved of killing animals. Nella was on a permanent diet,

  when she wasn’t stuffing herself with chocolate biscuits. Jess herself was fairly flexible, although she tried to keep an eye on her weight. In the end, she decided to make roasted vegetables

  and couscous, sprinkled with grated cheese and pine nuts for protein. That, she hoped, would keep everyone happy.




  She and the girls ate their supper in front of the television, watching an episode of Downton Abbey on catch-up. The girls adored it, and she quite enjoyed it too. She’d heard it

  was very successful abroad, and she could see why. The characters simply spoke the plot, and the dialogue was so straightforward that even someone with the most basic grasp of English could

  understand it. ‘Darling, I’m divorcing you because you can’t have children.’ ‘But that’s not fair.’ ‘I know, I’m so sorry. But it has to

  be.’ ‘Well, then, I’ll leave in the morning.’ The terse dialogue meant that the story galloped on at a cracking pace. No waiting around for nuance or conjecture – it

  was full steam ahead all the way. Rather the way she felt her own life was going at the moment, to be honest.




  That night, Rose crept into her bed. Jess woke, confused for a moment, feeling a warm body lying next to her.




  ‘What is it, love?’




  Rose was sniffling.




  Jess put her arm out and touched her daughter’s cheek. It was wet with tears.




  ‘I miss Dad.’




  ‘I know.’ Jess drew her close. She wanted to say, Never mind, you can go and see him any time you want, but she knew that wouldn’t help. Rose needed her sadness to be

  acknowledged, not brushed away.




  ‘Do you think . . . do you think you and he . . .’ Rose let her words trail off.




  Jess sighed. ‘Well, we’re trying our best. But whatever happens, your dad will always be around. He loves you. You know that, don’t you?’




  Rose sniffed.




  ‘We both love you. You’re safe. OK?’




  She sniffed again. ‘Can I sleep in here for the night?’




  Jess closed her eyes. She was exhausted. Recently, her nights had been disturbed by Nella’s comings and goings, and now Rose had taken to waking her up, too.




  ‘All right. Just for tonight.’




  Rose turned over, and within minutes, Jess could hear the regular sound of her breathing as she fell asleep. She herself lay awake, wondering how much longer she could shoulder all this on her

  own. Maybe it would be easier to ask Bob to come back. It was the girls who mattered most, after all. Perhaps they could live together until both of the children left home, then look at the

  situation again. After all, they were still friends. And plenty of couples lived like that, didn’t they, as friends, not lovers . . .




  She heard footsteps outside, a low murmur of voices. Nella and Gareth. She checked the clock beside the bed. It was one a.m. She heard them let themselves in, and creep down the corridor to the

  kitchen. This was ridiculous. Nella had college tomorrow. She’d said she could go out, but not until the small hours.




  She turned over, pulling the duvet up over her ears. Things were getting too lax in the house. Some male authority was needed.




  She closed her eyes. An image came into her mind. A woman was groping her way along a dark cave, holding a golden thread. Ariadne, a voice told her. The minotaur. She felt exhaustion overcome

  her, and drifted off to sleep.
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  The following week, Elinor Powell began her course of therapy. Jess had suggested they meet once a week, but Elinor had been keen to come in more often. Jess had warned her

  that this might not necessarily speed up the process, but Elinor had been adamant, so in the end they’d settled on twice-weekly sessions, on a Tuesday and a Thursday.




  On the Tuesday, Jess saw two patients, then went over the road and got herself a cup of coffee from the deli opposite her consulting room. When she came back, she logged on to the website of the

  Journal of Phenomenological Psychotherapy, looking for the most up-to-date papers on claustrophobia. She ran her eye over the latest explanations. One, rather obviously, that it arises when

  a person suffers a traumatic experience in an enclosed space, such as getting stuck in a lift, or being shut in a cupboard as a child. Two, rather intriguingly, that it’s caused by individual

  differences in the perception of ‘near space’ – the space around oneself that a person considers to be a safe, no-go zone. Three, rather obscurely, that it’s a vestigial

  evolutionary survival mechanism; four, rather familiarly, that it’s connected to trauma during the process of birth; and five, rather alarmingly, that it’s very often triggered by

  undergoing an MRI scan.




  As she read, she wasn’t looking for solutions – more for clues. Had Elinor perhaps discovered her mother’s body in a small, cluttered room, triggering a connection between the

  traumatic experience and the place in which it occurred? Or could the claustrophobia have a more symbolic meaning, indicating that her mother had repeatedly invaded her privacy in some way, been

  clingy, suffocating, unable to let her daughter grow up and go out into the big, wild world?




  There was a knock at the door.




  For a moment, the image of the woman, the cave and the thread that Jess had seen the previous night just before she fell asleep came back into her mind. She’d learned, over the years, not

  to dismiss such passing thoughts. They were messages, codes, there to tell us something, as Freud had noted long ago.




  Let Elinor feel her way back to safety, away from the minotaur, she told herself, rather than leading her down to it.




  When Elinor came in, she looked dejected. She barely acknowledged Jess; simply gave her a quick nod as she took off her mac. She hung the mac on the hat stand near the door, then walked over to

  the couch. Jess had opened the window a crack – and turned the heating up slightly in the room – in readiness for her.




  Jess went over and sat down in the chair behind the couch.




  There was a silence. During it, Jess cleared her head of all her thoughts. Well, no, not cleared them exactly, but tried to watch them float by, without intervening, as the images passed: Rose,

  and her tears for her father; Nella, lying in bed with Gareth, missing her lessons; Bob, getting off a train somewhere, his mobile clamped to his ear; the windscreen wipers that needed changing.

  They all filed by, one by one, and she let them go. It wasn’t hard to do; it was a pleasure, a joy even, to leave them all to their own devices while she got on with the job in hand, which

  was to attend to her client.




  Elinor leaned over and opened the window a little wider. But not, Jess noticed, as wide as she had before. Then she lay down on the couch and gazed out at the tree outside. Eventually, she

  spoke.




  ‘I did try to go down to the studio last night.’




  ‘The studio?’




  Jess pictured a room cluttered with painting paraphernalia. Elinor’s private zone.




  ‘It’s separate from the house, at the end of the garden. That’s where I found my mother’s body that day,’ Elinor went on. ‘It was no good, though. I

  couldn’t go in.’




  She passed a hand across her forehead, then kneaded the skin over her temples. She had beautiful hands, Jess noticed, long and slim with tapering fingers. Artist’s hands.




  ‘I don’t know what to do. Ever since . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘I just can’t seem to get back on track.’ She put her hand down from her face, and began to

  fidget with her scarf. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t try and work in the evening. It stops me sleeping.’




  She paused, as if expecting advice, but Jess didn’t voice an opinion.




  ‘The thing is, I can’t seem to find time during the day.’ Elinor sighed. ‘There are so many interruptions. Isobel comes round, always fussing about this or that, stuff to

  do with the estate – should she do up the house in Italy and rent it out or put it on the market straight away? Why can’t I help with it all?’




  Jess waited for Elinor to tell her who Isobel was, but she didn’t. She seemed to assume that she already knew, which was a little odd.




  ‘And then there’s this bloody policewoman calling to ask me all sorts of stupid questions.’ Elinor sighed again. ‘I really wish she’d let it go, give us some

  peace.’




  There was another silence. Jess waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. Eventually, she prompted her.




  ‘A policewoman, you say?’




  ‘She’s nice enough, I suppose, but she seems a bit dense. She doesn’t seem to understand that the painting was worth an awful lot of money. It’s not surprising that

  someone would . . . you know.’ Elinor’s voice trailed off for a moment, then resumed. ‘But she can’t see that. She obviously knows nothing about art whatsoever.’




  There was a silence.




  ‘I suppose she’s just doing her job,’ Elinor continued after a while. ‘I mean, we all want to find the person who killed my mother.’ She paused. ‘But the way

  this woman goes on, you’d think it was one of us.’




  Her words hung in the air.




  ‘One of us?’




  ‘Yes. Me. Or Isobel.’ There it was again, that name without any explanation. ‘Or Blake, her husband. It’s a pretty small family, when you come down to it. And even

  smaller now, without Ma.’ Elinor’s voice trembled slightly.




  She shifted her position on the couch, adjusting the cushion behind her head. Then she said, ‘I suppose you want to know all about the details of the murder? And then go into all the

  problems of my childhood, my relationship with my mother, and all that?’




  There was a slight hostility to her tone.




  ‘I don’t want anything, Elinor.’ That wasn’t quite true. Jess was inquisitive by nature, and her curiosity was more than piqued by this dramatic story of murder and

  robbery. She was also fascinated that the police had been continuing to ask questions, evidently not satisfied with the family’s account of events. But through long experience, she’d

  learned to put such thoughts to one side, bracket them, for the time being. They got in the way of listening properly to her patient, which was the task at hand.




  ‘It’s for you to decide what you want to do here,’ Jess continued. ‘What kind of help you want.’




  ‘I was hoping you might have some suggestions.’ The hostility was still there.




  ‘If I did, would you follow them?’




  ‘Probably not.’ A smile played briefly on Elinor’s lips, but she repressed it.




  Once again, silence fell.




  ‘OK, then.’ Elinor paused for a moment. ‘This is what I want to talk about. I know it sounds awful, given that I’ve just lost my mother. But all I keep thinking about is

  that painting. It was a Gwen John, rather an important one, actually.’




  Jess had seen Gwen John’s work in the National Museum. She was the sister of Augustus John, who in his day had been much more famous. She painted quiet, rather disturbing portraits of

  unknown women sitting in darkened rooms with their hands neatly folded. They spoke of frustration, confinement, of a cloying, domestic sphere, yet there was an intensity to their muted tones that

  was, in its way, more powerful and seductive than her brother’s flamboyant work.




  ‘It hung in my bedroom as a child, mine and Isobel’s, and I used to look at it when I woke up in the morning, before I got out of bed.’




  Jess guessed that Isobel must be Elinor’s sister.




  ‘It was of a young girl standing by a wall, her shadow behind her. She was wearing a thin blue dress, and although you couldn’t see the outline of her body beneath it, you could

  sense the structure of it, by the way the light fell on it. Yet it seemed to have been painted quickly, without lingering on the detail. I used to lie there in my warm bed, not wanting to get up,

  looking at the painting and wondering how she’d done it. It was very subtle, like all her work.’




  Elinor shifted her head again. As she did, her shoulders seemed to relax.




  ‘I suppose, looking back, it was a huge influence on me. Even as a child, I think I must have been trying to paint like that.’ She paused. ‘I’ve been trying ever

  since.’




  There was a silence, but Jess didn’t try to fill it.




  ‘When I left home and went to art college,’ Elinor went on, ‘the painting stayed in the bedroom. I’d come back for the holidays and wake up to it in the morning. It

  remained very much part of my life. My father noticed how much I loved it, so when I got my own studio, he insisted on giving it to me.’ Her voice softened. ‘He was a very sweet man.

  Thoughtful. Sensitive. He noticed what was going on with us kids. Every detail. Not like . . .’ She hesitated for a moment.




  The mother, thought Jess. Not thoughtful. Not sensitive. Intrusive, perhaps? Cloying?




  ‘Well, anyway,’ Elinor continued. ‘To be honest, by that time I didn’t want it. But I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so I took it.’




  There was a pause.




  ‘You say you loved the painting.’ Jess repeated Elinor’s words. ‘Yet you didn’t want to own it.’




  This was another psychotherapeutic technique. Not simply reflecting back, but pinpointing contradictions in the patient’s account.




  Elinor nodded. ‘It felt like too much of a responsibility. It’s worth quite a lot of money. And it wasn’t just the practical side of looking after it that bothered me,’

  she went on. ‘It felt like a responsibility in artistic terms, too. It seemed to limit me as a painter. To set a goal that I could never turn away from.’ A look of sadness came over her

  face. ‘In fact, I sometimes wonder if it ruined my career. I went to Goldsmith’s, you see, and during the time I was there, that kind of meticulous style was completely unfashionable.

  It was all installations, warehouses, cows sawed in half, conceptual stuff.’ Her expression became more composed. ‘I did well on paper, of course; I got a first, because there was no

  denying my work was good, but no one important came to my graduate show. No one was interested in collecting me.’ She paused. ‘I haven’t done too badly, I suppose. I’ve made

  a career as a painter, which is more than most of my contemporaries did. But I’m not a hot artist, never will be.’




  She pronounced the word ‘hot’ with distaste.




  ‘And then, of course,’ she went on, ‘there was the family connection. I often wondered if I’d just joined the family firm, and had no original ideas of my own.’




  She was beginning to unburden herself now. Jess had the impression that she had been mulling over these problems for a long time, never discussing them with anyone.




  ‘You see, Gwen John is said to be a relative of mine. My great aunt, supposedly.’




  ‘Supposedly?’




  ‘Yes. Through my mother, Ursula. She claimed she was the illegitimate daughter of Augustus John, Gwen’s brother. But it was never verified. He had rather a lot of illegitimate

  children, as it happened.’




  ‘What was your father’s view?’ From time to time, despite her training, Jess let her curiosity get the better of her.




  ‘My father died ten years ago. Cancer.’ Elinor’s tone was matter-of-fact, but Jess thought she detected a note of bravado in it, as if, after a whole decade, she had to marshal

  her best defences against her grief. ‘He actually thought the story was a load of nonsense. My grandmother Ariadne was a very flighty woman. She’d had a brief affair with John, like so

  many others. My father believed that she’d exaggerated the importance of it.’




  ‘Why would she do that?’




  ‘Because John was so famous. And to annoy her husband, of course.’ Elinor gave a wry smile. ‘That was the kind of relationship my grandparents had. One that my mother repeated

  with my father, I might add.’




  There was a pause. Parental conflict, thought Jess. The claustrophobia of an enduring but unhappy marriage, from which the child can never escape, carrying it internally into adulthood.




  ‘But one way and another, the story became part of family history,’ Elinor continued. ‘And something of a curse, maybe, for us all. This tenuous connection to a painter whose

  work has influenced mine – for the worse, at least in commercial terms – and whose existence, in the end, seems to have caused the death of my mother.’




  Silence fell. Jess had wondered when Elinor would begin to speak of her mother. The story of the painting was obviously important to her, but to some extent it was simply a preamble to

  discussing the traumatic event that had pitched her into claustrophobia. And, as so often happened in therapy sessions, she’d waited until the last minute to start talking about it.




  Jess glanced at the clock. They were already over time.




  ‘Elinor, I’m afraid we’ll have to finish there for today.’ Her voice was gentle. ‘Perhaps we can talk some more about that in our next session.’




  After Elinor left, Jess had another two patients to attend to, and then it was time for lunch. She and Bob had arranged to meet at the Welsh Assembly offices, where he worked,

  and to find somewhere to eat in the Bay. She was a little nervous about the encounter; she often spoke to him on the phone, or chatted briefly when he picked up Rose for the weekend, but

  they’d never actually gone out for a meal together since the split. She feared that perhaps this was an attempt on his part to woo her back; it was he who’d offered to take her out.

  He’d suggested a stylish brasserie in the vicinity; she’d countered by saying that she wouldn’t have much time, and that perhaps they should grab a sandwich somewhere. He’d

  sounded disappointed, and in the end they’d agreed to take a stroll around the Bay and find somewhere on the day. On a Tuesday lunchtime, the restaurants and cafes on the waterside would

  hardly be packed to the gunwales.




  Before she left her consulting rooms, she went to the loo, washed her hands, and combed her hair, checking her face in the mirror as she did so. She looked tired, she thought; there were bluish

  shadows under her eyes. To draw attention away from them, she took out a brightly coloured lipstick and applied it, rubbing the excess onto her cheeks. Immediately, she looked better; the slash of

  pinkish red suited her pale complexion and dark hair; it made her look sexy, but in a cheerful, rather than sultry, way. She stepped back from the mirror a little and adjusted her coat; it was a

  moss-green Harris tweed, with a nipped-in waist, a swing to the skirt, and a dark brown faux-fur collar. She always felt good in it; it was comfortable and snug, but with a touch of glamour,

  accentuating the curve of her waist. She wriggled her shoulders and hips, feeling the soft satin lining against them. Before Bob left, the coat had been getting a little tight for her. Now, with

  all this extra work and worry, she’d been eating less, and it was snug again, fitting just right.




  She went downstairs, pausing to let the receptionist, Branwen, know her plans for the afternoon, then walked quickly to her car, parked a little way up the street. She got in, started the

  engine, and swung out into the traffic. The jams had disappeared now, and she had a fairly clear run down through the city centre to the Bay. Once she was there, she found a space at the back of

  the Assembly, parked the car, walked round to the front of the building, and went in.




  Bob was waiting for her in the foyer, sitting reading the paper. That was a first. In the past, he’d always been in his office when she arrived, and she’d had to ask the receptionist

  to contact him, sometimes repeatedly, until he came down to meet her. Now the boot was on the other foot.




  For a moment, before he noticed her, she watched him – dispassionately almost, as if she were meeting him on a first date. It was odd, she thought, how someone so familiar to her could,

  all of a sudden, seem like a stranger. Now in his fifties, he was still a good-looking man, she could see that; the type women found attractive. He had a full head of hair, greying now, but still

  wild and curly, as it had been when she’d first met him. His reading glasses, perched on his nose, seemed somehow to be foreign to him, as if he’d borrowed them for a moment, rather

  than depending on them daily to cope with his failing sight as he grew older. His shoulders were broad, and even though he was sitting down, you could see that he was a big, thickset man. In days

  gone by, whenever she’d seen him after a short parting, even after years of marriage, her heart had given a little jump of excitement. Today there was nothing; nothing but a kind of

  affectionate sadness for the memory of that feeling. She wondered if he felt the same.




  ‘Jess.’ He jumped up when he saw her, walked over to her, and enveloped her in a hug.




  ‘Sorry I’m late.’ She extricated herself as tactfully as she could.




  ‘You’re not. It’s good to see you.’




  The formal politeness of their greetings these days hurt her a little, but she tried not to show it.




  They set out from the front of the Assembly, walking down the steps to the sea, and then on towards the far end of the Bay. It was a cold, grey day, and there weren’t many people

  about.




  ‘So, how are things?’ Bob had pushed his specs up into his hair, and was narrowing his eyes against the bitter wind.




  ‘Fine, really. Busy. You?’




  ‘Not too bad. Hanging on in there.’ He paused. Jess sensed there was something he wanted to tell her. Perhaps that was why he’d asked her to lunch.




  They walked on in silence. Jess looked at the paving stones to the side of the walkway, where there were a series of carvings set into the stone like fossils: shapes of seaweed, starfish, wet

  sand, birds’ footprints, mermaid’s purses, shells. Sculpted into the stone, running along the top, was a wavy, indented line, like a trail – or perhaps it symbolized the

  water’s edge.
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