


[image: images]






[image: images]









To James Crawford












PART ONE













Chapter One


Present day


‘Are you listening, Emily?’


‘Yes, yes … of course.’ But she wasn’t, even though she knew she should be. Will was talking as he drove and she was sitting next to him, thinking about Carrie.


She’ll be fine, she thought, trying to quell the uneasiness she felt. The babysitter seemed very nice and she promised to give her another dose of Calpol if she couldn’t sleep. I wish Paula had been free, though. She’s so good with Carrie.


Emily shivered a little and glanced down at her evening dress: a short black sleeveless silk number with a flattering low-cut neckline. It had already seen her through a least half a dozen of Will’s work functions, a charity gala and her birthday dinner at the Savoy.


But it’s too chilly for this evening. I should have put on a jacket. I’ll freeze. Oh dear. Poor Carrie, she did look pale. Perhaps I should have stayed at home.


But Will wouldn’t hear of it, and it was too late now. The car was making its stop-start progress towards the motorway, the traffic lights adding their own red, green and amber to the light display. London sparkled, its lamp posts festooned with shimmering lights in red, green, blue and white: bells, stars and angel wings twinkling in the darkness above the slowly snaking traffic pushing its way along the city’s arterial roads, slushy with grey-streaked remnants of the snowfall two days ago.


She imagined the evening ahead at Sophie and Alex’s party. They always threw lavish dos: cocktails and canapés handed round by waiting staff, a dinner catered for the thirty or so guests, lots of wine liberally poured, some dancing afterwards before taxis came to take them home. It would be fun to let her hair down a little.


I haven’t been to a good party in ages. But I’ll call the sitter first, to check on Carrie. I won’t be able to relax till then.


Life had been dull lately. Evening after evening spent putting the children to bed, waiting for Will to come home from work, then the two of them eating a late supper in front of the television, Will too tired to talk much. He’d been so preoccupied recently, veering between a kind of repressed excitement and a black irritability.


They’d all been tiptoeing more than ever around his moods. The children seemed to know that one spilled glass could set off a fearsome tirade, and they were quiet and wide-eyed around him. Emily knew it was often like this in the run-up to the end of the year but even so, he was touchier than ever. It took all her energy to soothe first him and then the children, trying to absorb as much of his tension as she could. Sometimes she’d wake in the night and sense him wide awake beside her, the whirrings of his mind almost audible. She’d roll over and hug him, hoping that her nearness might calm him. Sometimes it would, but mostly he’d turn over with an irritated sigh and she’d have to leave him to it, blinking in the darkness while she slept.


It’ll do us good to have fun, have a drink. She glanced at her husband, who had stopped talking as he negotiated a junction. I wonder why Will decided to drive tonight. He won’t be able to drink much. Perhaps he was afraid we’d have to share a cab back with the Watsons.


As soon as they were clear of the junction, Will said, ‘Please, Emily, this is important.’


‘I’m listening,’ she promised.


A driver in the lane beside them signalled his intention to push in just ahead and Will muttered a sarcastic comment, his expression thunderous. The way the orange glow from the street lights fell on him gave him unexpectedly cavernous cheeks and hooded eyes, and for a moment he looked almost like a stranger and not like her Will at all. His face had been thinner lately, now she came to think of it. But of course he wasn’t the same as when they’d married six years ago, or when they’d got together four years before that.


Ten years, she marvelled. How can it be so long? Where did the time go? She knew where, of course: on producing two children, on moving house twice, on living their lives without noticing that every day changed them just a little more. Will’s hair had been a burnished red-gold when she’d met him but now, without her ever seeing the change, it had faded to brown flecked with grey, and he kept it very short to hide its growing sparseness. The lines on his face were deeper and he had a permanent crease between his brows. But he looks good on it. He still looks young – at least, he does to me.


She gazed for a moment at her husband’s profile with its long, straight nose and firm, round chin. A strong, decided face. From the start, Will had always seemed to know where he was going and what he was doing. He always had a plan, an idea of where he would be in a few years’ time. She’d let him lead the way, making the decisions about what was best, steering their course unhesitatingly to wherever it was they were going. After all, it was Will’s career as the chief financial officer of a hedge fund that paid all their bills, bought the house, and provided the comforts they needed. It was only right that it took priority. Her part of the bargain was raising the family, taking care of the home, running their domestic lives as well as she could, with the idea that she would return to work when the children were older.


‘Did you hear what I said, Emily?’ Will asked tetchily. She realised he had been talking again and she had not been listening properly. They had made the break at last, the slow dual carriageway opening up into the three lanes of motorway. The lights of the city were behind them as the car accelerated into the relative darkness ahead. Huge street lamps bent over the motorway at intervals, like strange bowing giants, while red tail lights flickered ahead and white headlights glared and spun behind. Emily was glad Will was driving. She always felt bewildered by the flashing, moving beams, and intimidated by the way they approached remorselessly from behind, dazzling in the rear-view mirror. Driving at night seemed to be about understanding the rays and beams, the starbursts of white light that cut through the dark.


‘Emily?’ Will’s voice was low and intense.


‘Sorry …’ Why am I so distracted? I need to concentrate. What was he saying? Something about work … She remembered an echo of something he’d said before. ‘Is Vlady still giving you hell?’ She tried to pretend she’d heard. ‘What does Helen say?’


There was a strained pause. Will stared straight ahead through the dark windscreen, his gaze hardening. ‘Do you ever listen to me, Emily?’ he asked in a gritted voice.


‘Of course I do!’ she said, repentant at once. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve had so much on my mind lately. Christmas is so close, I’ve still got a million things to do. The school’s carol concert’s coming up and for some crazy reason I promised to run the mince pie and mulled wine stall.’


‘Christmas,’ said Will, his voice strangely hollow. ‘I’d almost forgotten.’


‘Forgotten?’ Emily laughed in disbelief. ‘How could you? It’s everywhere.’


And yet, she realised, it wasn’t here. Christmas had suddenly vanished. There were no decorations on the motorway, no strings of lights or dangling baubles. No background of carols or Yuletide pop tunes. No scent of cinnamon and spice. Just the seriousness of the high-speed journey.


‘So,’ she ventured almost timidly. ‘Is it Vlady?’


Vlady was the Russian businessman who owned the hedge fund Will worked for, notoriously temperamental and prone to outbursts of autocratic behaviour. They were grateful to him for giving Will a job and elevating him up that all important step to CFO, but his mercurial nature and refusal to accept that he had to comply with the way things were done led to conflict and exasperation in his team.


‘In a way.’ Will’s knuckles tightened round the steering wheel. The traffic had thinned out and they were speeding along in the fast lane, flying by the slower cars in the middle.


‘What’s he up to? Arguments with Natalia again?’ Emily said, trying to lighten the atmosphere; she and Will had often laughed about the state of his boss’s relationship with his wife, which had an operatic intensity, full of rifts, threats and magnificent reconciliations.


‘If you’d been listening, you’d know,’ Will replied briefly. His voice was growing flatter, losing its expression. ‘I was saying that Vlady hasn’t been himself lately. In fact, we haven’t seen him for days.’


‘Has he gone away for the holidays?’ Emily suggested. ‘Skiing or something?’


‘I don’t know. We don’t know where he’s gone. That’s the point. I was telling you that the last time I saw Vlad was when he came in and gave me that rocket over the figures for the Kommer deal. He said I’d made a mistake. But I hadn’t. I couldn’t convince him.’


‘That’s odd, isn’t it?’ Emily looked over at him, worried for Will. He prided himself on handling Vlady’s volatility and on always being on top of his brief. ‘You can usually talk him round. Show him where he’s gone wrong.’


‘I know. Not this time.’


‘So?’ Anxiety curled in the pit of her stomach. Is he trying to prepare me for something?


‘For Christ’s sake, Emily.’ He closed his eyes for a moment and she realised that they were flying along the road at over eighty miles an hour.


Oh God, she thought, her anxiety growing. He’s going too fast. ‘Slow down a little, sweetie,’ she said, trying to sound calm. This is why he’s been so on edge lately. What’s wrong? Has he been sacked? A whole future flashed through her mind: Will out of work, no money coming in, new jobs hard to find. There would be bills to be paid, arguments over money, the shopping put on credit cards. Perhaps she’d have to go back to work as a primary school teacher while Will looked after the children, workless and hopeless, spending long hours on the internet searching for jobs. But we could get through that, she thought, we’d be fine. It’d be tough but we could do it. At least some of the awful pressure we live with now would be gone.


In the second that it had taken her to envisage this future, Will opened his eyes and took the speed of the car back down. The needle had been nudging ninety. Now she saw with relief that it was trembling over eighty again.


‘So,’ he said, his voice calmer, ‘we haven’t heard from Vlady for four days now. Nothing. No contact. His phone dead. His emails unanswered. No reply from his houses, or his driver, or his pilot, or anyone.’


‘Oh.’ Emily stared at her husband’s profile again, as if she could read some answers in its firm lines. ‘Have you tried to reach Natalia?’


‘Yes. Of course. But she’s vanished as well.’


‘Oh.’ Emily turned to look at the dark road ahead, the white lines on either side of the lane converging in the far distance as they disappeared into the night. ‘So … what are you going to do?’


‘Today, Helen decided that we had to start investigating. She said that with no contact for so long from the CEO, we had to assume control of what was happening. She said it could be a worst-case scenario and that we can’t sit and wait and let the ship go down because the captain had gone overboard. But she’s only been on the team six months, she doesn’t know Vlady like we do. You and I know that he’s a bit of a drama queen. He and Natalia could have had a screaming row followed by a huge make-up session and flown off to some Bali resort and turned off their phones.’ Will’s jaw tightened. ‘That’s what I wanted to believe.’


Wanted to believe? Wanted?


‘So what did Helen do?’ Emily ventured. Her hands, she realised, were clutched tightly together in her lap, hot and tense on the black silk.


‘She went into Vlady’s office. She called the techy boys and made them open up the system so we could see what’s going on. She broke open the whole thing.’


‘Did you find out what’s happened to Vlady?’ The anxiety was back, flickering and hot in her stomach. She was completely focused on Will now.


‘We don’t need to know now. It’s kind of irrelevant, in fact. I’ll probably never see him again.’


A nasty coldness spread across her skin. When she spoke, her voice came out almost as a whisper. ‘Why?’


For the first time, Will flicked his gaze round to look at her. Those eyes – soft hazel when he was happy, a hard green when he was angry or miserable. She couldn’t see them here in the darkness. How many times had he looked at her, and she’d marvelled at how beautiful they were, with their fine almond shape and frame of dark lashes? Now she came to think of it, they’d been green all the time lately.


Will turned back to the road and when he spoke, his voice was heavy and leaden. ‘Vlady’s been running the fund on empty for a month or two now. He’s managed to keep the truth hidden from all of us, even me.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘You can imagine what that does to my credentials as the CFO. What kind of buffoon doesn’t realise his fund doesn’t exist?’ There was a tiny pause, a breath, when, for Emily, the world teetered on a brink – on one side was normality and on the other, something awful waited. She wanted to stop him speaking, as though that would make it all right, but before she could draw the breath or open her mouth, he went on implacably. ‘It’s over. Everything’s gone. The whole damn lot. He’s made some spectacular blunders – I mean crazy, rookie stuff, like the trader boys who throw billions away trying to hide a loss of millions. I don’t even know how he did it, or what possessed him to throw everything away after the years we’ve put in building the fund, getting the clients, the investors, and when we were just on the verge of pulling in some really big fish—’


‘Wait. I don’t understand. So …’ Emily tried to take it in. It seemed too much to comprehend, too big a leap from her life as it had been ten minutes ago to what it might be now. ‘You mean … Vlady’s done something criminal?’


Will considered this and then said in a bitterly amused voice, ‘You know, I’ve not even thought about that. Yeah. I imagine there’ll be grounds for quite a lot of legal action but it will all be pointless. He’ll end up in jail – if anyone ever finds him – but they’ll never see their money again. No one will.’


The dark road outside flew by in a blur and ahead of them red lights glowed like danger beacons in the distance. Emily knew she ought to feel something but she was numb. Her anxiety had turned to a kind of stillness, as if she wouldn’t let herself react until she had a full knowledge of the facts and their implication. There was only a small fluttering sense of horror somewhere just outside herself, waiting to swoop in and take possession.


Fear began to crawl under her skin. ‘And you? Can you be made responsible for any of this?’


‘I have no idea what Vlad did to cover his tracks. But I do know that I am responsible. For more than you know.’


‘Of course you feel responsible, but it’s not your fault! How could it be? You had no idea what Vlady was doing.’


‘I should have known.’


‘He pulled the wool over your eyes. He deceived you. You trusted him. That’s not a crime.’ She spoke quickly, urgently, desperate to convince him. She knew what Will was like once an idea had taken a firm hold in his mind. Her old uncle used to talk about the painful effort of uprooting the mangels on his land. It was like that, trying to unplant one of Will’s notions. ‘You can’t be to blame for that, Will. Helen knows. Everyone will know. Vlady’s to blame. They’ll find him and he’ll take the consequences. He was always a loose cannon but I had no idea he’d be capable of something like this.’ She reached out a hand and put it on his thigh. It was hard and muscled from the hours he spent in the gym. ‘We’ll be okay. We’ve got savings. We’ve got the house. You’ll find another job and I can go back to work if that makes sense – if the childcare cost isn’t too much.’


‘Oh Emily.’


His voice was so freighted with sadness, it frightened her. ‘What is it? I know it’s awful, but we’re still us, we’ve still got the kids …’


‘You don’t understand. He duped me. He told me everything was great. More than great. He said if I invested now, I’d get a return on my money that I would hardly believe possible. He took me out for dinner, showed me the paperwork, painted great glorious pictures of what was waiting for us both. It seems so stupid to think about it now – sitting in one of those crazily expensive City restaurants, ordering Pol Roger and beluga caviar, toasting how much richer we were going to be.’ Will’s voice dropped lower and grew more monotonous. ‘I believed him. Completely believed him.’


‘What did you do?’ she asked, fear gradually breaking through the numbness. Her heart began thumping hard in her chest. She sensed that the nub of the matter was close.


‘I took it all – everything. I emptied the savings accounts, the ISAs. I cashed in the pension, the shares, everything I could get my hands on. I remortgaged the house as much as they would let me. I got everything together … and I gave it all to Vlad.’


The world buzzed and roared all around Emily. Images poured into her mind as she mentally raced through everything they had. All those carefully hoarded bulwarks against the unknown, the funds to provide for the children, a guarantee for their future. All the safety nets – the house (mortgage free), the savings … Something occurred to her; she managed to speak. ‘My … my legacy … the money Mum and Dad left me …’


‘Gone,’ he said abruptly. ‘I took it. I thought I was making us rich. But I’ve made us paupers. We’ve got nothing, Emily. It’s all gone, all of it.’


She was dazed and breathless, grasping at her seat, her neck suddenly barely able to support her head. ‘What … gone? All of it? You mean …’ She stopped, trying to take it in. An hour ago she’d been sitting at her dressing table, picking her jewellery, spraying scent on her freshly showered skin, finishing her make-up. She’d been listening to the babysitter reading the children one last story before their light was turned off. Even though she’d been worried about Carrie, she’d been happy, though she hadn’t known it.


Will went on relentlessly, not trying to soften what he was saying, as though he’d hardened himself to delivering the blows. ‘Yes. It’s all gone. I don’t have a job. There’s not enough in the current account to pay more than a couple of months of mortgage payments, before we’ve bought any food or paid any bills.’


‘We’ll sell the house,’ she said frantically. ‘We’ll move.’


‘The bank will take it and we’ll still owe them everything on the slate.’


‘No, no, that can’t be right. We’ll sell it. The market’s healthy enough around us. We’ll …’ She squeezed her eyes shut against the chaos exploding inside her head. Nothing? My money from Mum and Dad is gone? Outrage boomed in some part of her mind, and a terrible anger was screaming for her attention, but she had no time for it now, not right now. She had to solve a problem first. But what was the problem? We have no money, Will has no job and he might be criminally responsible for Vlady’s actions. He’s wiped out everything, everything, everything. In one part of her mind she was thinking about selling her jewellery, taking all her fancy bits and pieces to market on eBay. In another she was already mourning the loss of what they’d had. And yet … that wasn’t the problem she had to solve right now. It was something else altogether.


She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at Will. They were speeding again, the needle moving inexorably up from eighty towards eighty-five miles an hour. The car was alone on the stretch of motorway, hugging the central reservation as it sped through the night in the fast lane. Far off in the darkness flickered the red lights of distant traffic on which they were steadily gaining. Slowly, Will turned his head and looked at her, his eyes strange in the blue-black light.


He’s been so different lately. Not like my Will at all. How long has he been like this? Not weeks. Months. Even longer … She didn’t want to admit how long it had been. Oh Will, what’s happened to you? When did you change? Why haven’t I let myself see it? She had the sudden urgent sensation that she had to reassure him that he was loved and needed; she had to pull him back from some awful pit … but where were the right words?


‘There’s no coming back from this,’ he said in a tone of such utter bleakness that she felt her blood go icy in her veins. ‘We’re ruined. It’s over.’


‘No.’ Panic began to speed through her. ‘Over? It’s not over.’


‘Yes. I’ve failed you. The children. Everyone. I can’t face what will happen to us, and you shouldn’t have to either.’


She felt the car take another powerful thrust forward. The needle shook up to ninety, and then over. ‘Will,’ she said, fear gripping her insides. ‘Slow down. What are you doing?’


She realised he was still looking at her. How long had it been since he’d glanced at the road? The speedometer moved over ninety-five.


‘Slow down! Watch where you’re going!’ she cried, her voice tinny with panic. Carrie! she thought. She saw her daughter tucked up in bed asleep, her forehead a little damp with fever. Joe! The little boy was curled up in his cot, thumb in his mouth, eyelashes curling on his soft cheek. ‘Will! Stop it!’


The strange hooded eyes didn’t take their gaze off her. ‘I’m sorry, Emily,’ he said in a flat tone. With one swift movement he pulled the steering wheel downwards with his left hand. Emily felt the car career abruptly to her left, the suddenness throwing her to the right, as they hurtled over the middle lane towards pitch black.


She opened her mouth to scream but they were already off the motorway and all around them was an explosion of sound and blackness and vast movement so inexorable that she was unable to do anything but surrender to it.














Chapter Two


1962


Oh please, please, don’t go!


As she emerged from the side street, Cressie had seen the bus’s huge red curved behind and had started to trot, hoping the jostling mass of people waiting to board would keep it at the stop until she got there. But the crowd seemed to melt onto it, and her way was blocked by people stepping in front of her or loitering almost purposefully, it seemed, to prevent her reaching it.


Blast! I must get it. I can’t keep Papa waiting. More than my life’s worth.


She broke into a run, sidestepping the slower pedestrians who blocked her way, one hand pressing her hat to her head, but she could hear the grating roar of the engine and see the great behind shaking like a huge lumbering animal preparing to pounce on something.


‘Please wait!’ she cried, hoping a tender-hearted conductor might see her and hold the bus for a moment, but her voice sailed upwards and away unheeded. The bus started to pull away from the pavement.


Oh, bother it! She slowed a little, panting, and then a determination gripped her. No, I shan’t give up. I want that bus! And she was running again as the bus rumbled away, too big to gather speed at any rapid rate. She was gaining on it now, the platform tantalisingly close, and she was just planning how she would reach out and grab the steel pole to help her leap on-board when it seemed to begin pulling away from her at too great a speed.


I shall have to stop, I’ve missed it, she thought, her chest burning and her heart pounding. Then she saw a tall shape appear on the platform and a hand extend out towards her.


‘Come on!’ a voice urged. ‘You can do it!’


As if bound to obey, she found a sudden burst of speed, reached out and grasped the hand. It closed on hers, the long fingers wrapping around her wrist, and as she leapt up towards the platform, the stranger pulled and she flew upwards, feeling suddenly quite weightless, as if she’d unexpectedly taken off and begun to fly. The next moment she had landed on the platform, breathless and delighted to find herself on-board the bus as it ground its way up Piccadilly.


‘Thank you,’ she panted, looking up at the man who had helped her. He released her wrist and she pulled her hand away.


A pair of deep-set grey eyes gazed down at her, a look of amusement making them sparkle with a bluish light. She blinked at him, wondering if she knew this man somehow, he seemed so strangely familiar: the pale complexion, the fine-boned face and the large forehead with a swoop of brown hair falling over it. But I don’t know him. I’m sure of it.


‘You’re welcome,’ he said in a low, rather musical voice. ‘You’re obviously in a hurry.’


‘Yes … yes.’ She felt an urge to explain to him exactly why she’d had to catch the bus but then looked away, a little embarrassed. There was no need. Why would he be interested, after all? She went to make her way into the bus but all the seats on the lower deck were taken and a hulking man in a raincoat stood in her way, one hand clutching a leather strap that dangled from the roof.


‘No room upstairs either,’ her rescuer said conversationally. ‘I just came down and saw you pelting along after us. Are you going far?’


‘No,’ she said, still getting her breath back. Her cheeks felt warm. ‘Only to Pall Mall.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘You could have walked that. Or run it, at the pace you were going.’ He glanced out at the road through the open gap by the platform where they stood. ‘Look, we’re stopping at lights again.’


She wanted to explain that, even so, the bus was quicker but she had the faint feeling he was laughing at her somehow, and so said nothing. As he looked out, she took the opportunity to observe him more closely. His face was one of those deceptive types: seemingly rather ordinary, a little too pale perhaps, but otherwise unremarkable until one noticed the structure of it, with the hollows beneath the cheeks emphasising their high bones, and the straight lines of the brow and the nose. It held a hint of nobility and the light in the eyes was intelligent and sensitive. It was only now, standing so close to him, that she could see the shape of his eyes, the flecks of green and gold within the grey of the irises, and the dark lashes.


He’s beautiful, she thought, and then, surprised that she should think such a thing, she dragged her gaze away in case he sensed her gawping at him.


The conductor came down the stairs, calling for fares as he joined them on the platform, crowding them even more. Cressie paid her money and he churned out a ticket from the canister hanging from his neck just as the bus pulled up at the next stop. In the jostling of the incomers, she got pushed past the raincoat man and into the depths of the bus. A man stood up to offer her a seat but she refused with a breathless, ‘No … no, thank you. I’m getting off in a minute.’ Her helper was now obscured from her view. She could only catch a glimpse of his mac, a beige gabardine, and his hand on the pole, long slender fingers wrapped around it. The fingers that a few minutes before had been clasped around her wrist. Her skin seemed to burn where he’d touched it.


You’re being ridiculous, she scolded herself. Besides, there’s Adam.


Adam had been paying court to her for a few weeks now, ever since she’d been placed next to him at the dinner party at the Robertsons’. A pupil in legal chambers at Temple Inn, he had a promising future and Cressie had no doubt that her father would be more than pleased with him as a suitor. He was nice enough and she tried to see the best in him, but she couldn’t quite overcome her resistance to his looks. He was plain, that was all there was to it. She didn’t find him in the least appealing despite the scoldings she administered to herself for being so shallow and not responding to the person within rather than the outer shell.


Sometimes it occurred to her that while she was telling herself off and suffering waves of guilt for being so superficial, none of the young men at balls and parties ever paid any attention to poor Alicia Bond, who had inherited her father’s looks. The fact that she had also inherited her mother’s very sweet nature was neither here nor there. There were naked double standards, with the girls judged by their faces and the boys by their intelligence and prospects.


I’m just as bad. Look at me, dazzled by a handsome man without knowing anything about him.


She tried to glimpse him again as she clutched hard at a strap. The bus rumbled on up Piccadilly, making her sway and bump against her fellow passengers as it halted at lights and then surged off again when they changed. She pushed against the drag of the bus as it swung round a sharp bend. Was he still there? she wondered, but she could no longer even see his arm or his hand on the pole. When she got off at the bottom of Haymarket, pushing her way out through the crowded lower deck, he was gone. He’d got off somewhere and she hadn’t noticed.


Oh. Her heart fell, though what she’d been hoping for, she had no idea. He was already striding away somewhere, the distance between them increasing every moment. Then she caught a glimpse of the clock hanging over the Theatre Royal. Only five minutes to meet Papa. She dashed over the road, dodging cars, vans and buzzing motorbikes, and headed down Pall Mall.


The staff in the club knew her. The man in the gold-buttoned uniform took her coat and hat, and watched sympathetically as she smoothed her hair while she got her breath back. When she’d recovered, she made her way towards the green dining room. Ladies were only allowed in this small part of the club: the stretch of corridor from the marble-floored hall to the dining room and this room itself, green and gilt, lit by crystal chandeliers and hung with huge oil portraits. The rest of the place remained a mystery revealed only to the men who belonged to the club, but she caught a whiff of cigar smoke and the tang of whisky from one room, the musty smell of books and newspapers from another and guessed what lay hidden from view. She was not much interested in it: the snoozing clergy, the portly gentlemen in suits absorbing the day’s news while they coughed and drank and nodded at one another. As far as she was concerned, they could have their sleepy old clubs while the world outside changed and grew more interesting. If only they saw what she did when she took the Underground out east.


Standing at the entrance to the green dining room, she spotted her father at once, sitting at his favourite table by the window where he could watch people going up and down the front steps. He must have seen her arrive, but nevertheless he was simultaneously consulting his watch and glancing up at the doorway with a stern expression that barely softened when he saw Cressie standing there. By the time she reached his table, though, he had evidently relented and was almost smiling.


I must be in his good books.


‘Only a little late.’ He stood up. A waiter hurried up and pulled out a chair for Cressie.


‘Two minutes?’ she asked, sitting down.


‘Yes, two,’ her father said gravely, taking his seat again. His mania for punctuality and order ruled all their lives. ‘Almost three.’


‘I’m sorry, Papa.’ The waiter came up, picked up the napkin that lay on her plate, snapped it out and draped it gently on her lap. The rituals of the meal began: the menus in large red leather folders – hers without prices – the choice of the food, the little slip and silver pencil that was brought over so that her father could write out what they wanted. Water glasses were filled, and a decanter of claret was brought over by the white-gloved sommelier and her father’s glass filled while hers was left empty.


‘What have you been doing with yourself?’ he asked, as the ceremonies unfolded around them. ‘Soup first. Then beef or lamb?’


‘Lamb, please,’ Cressie said, although she quailed at the thought of one of the big club lunches which always seemed to sit heavily inside her for hours, so she felt like the wolf in the fairy tale whose belly was filled with stones while he slept. ‘I’ve been in the library, reading up about educational techniques.’


Her father’s expression darkened. ‘You intend to go through with it then?’


‘Of course.’ She sipped her water. ‘You know I do.’


‘I see I won’t be able to stop you.’ He sighed.


‘Why would you want to?’ returned Cressie with a touch of tartness, more than she would usually allow herself when talking to her father. But honestly, why is he being so obstructive? I can’t see the problem. I’m not leaving home or anything like that, only spreading my wings a little … trying to be useful.


He hesitated while he handed the menu slip to the waiter. ‘I don’t think … I don’t know. If you want education, there are plenty of things you could do – a course or something … French, sewing …’


She laughed. ‘I don’t need the educating! I want to educate others, you know that. I want to do what I can to help. If you went out and saw what I’ve seen, you’d know there’s so much to be done …’ Enthusiasm surged through her and she longed to talk, tell him everything and convince him. If he only knew how things really were just a mile or so from this place with its ludicrous self-importance and all the plush cushioning against reality. Not far away from white-gloved waiters and chandeliers and pudding trolleys, children were going hungry, growing up ignorant and condemned to a life without the kind of comfort or charm her father considered essential to a tolerable existence.


‘But really, Cressida, what can you do?’ he retorted. ‘I don’t mean it to sound as though you can do nothing, but really … If you’re bored, why not do a little wholesome charity work – like holding bazaars and so on? Once you’re married, which could be very soon, you won’t be working. I don’t understand why you want to go to such trouble when at most you could be teaching for a year. What good will that do for the downtrodden, eh?’


She stared at him, seeing suddenly how very old he had become lately. She had a picture of him in her brain that must have formed in her childhood: a dark-haired, vigorous man with icy blue eyes and an air of determination. Sometimes it came as a shock to realise that man had gone and the one in his place was stouter, his hair now gun-metal and silver, his cheeks crosshatched with red veins from the club claret, his eyes a little faded. He didn’t see the future as she did – a glorious unknown full of adventures yet to be lived – but as a postscript to a vanished time when life was better. He wanted her to embrace his vision of the world as a place of dangers and irritants best avoided, and to see her safely tucked away like a child put to bed at night, where she could slumber her own life through. He disliked the changes in the world and the loud demands of the young for something other than what had gone before.


But I’m young. I want to be a part of it. Life’s changing for everyone. For women. For the poor. She looked down at her fingers twisting in her lap, choking silently on her speech, her throat feeling full, as though everything she wanted to say was jammed there, unable to escape.


A waiter came over with a basket of bread rolls and her father took one and broke it open. Then he looked up with a different expression and said, ‘That reminds me … I was talking to old Few last night. His nephew’s only gone and become a painter.’


‘Oh?’ Cressie was polite but she had no idea who her father was talking about.


‘Naturally, it’s a blow for the family. Few’s the boy’s guardian, you see, since the parents died and there’s only a sister otherwise. They’ve all tried to talk him out of it but he’s determined, apparently, so Few is trying to take it well.’ Her father glanced up with a smile. ‘We old men sometimes do, you know.’


She smiled back, wondering if that meant he was telling her he would come to accept her plans. It had been hard enough to talk him round to her taking a diploma in literature at the college. Two years of pleading before he finally agreed had meant she was older than most of the others on the course. She’d been allowed in the end, partly, she suspected, because her mother had done slow but steady work behind the scenes. Perhaps some bargain had been struck, although her father would not usually tolerate bargaining. But in the end he had grudgingly given his permission.


Her father continued: ‘He’s only just getting started, of course, this boy, but Few tells me that he shows some talent.’


‘What sort of things does he paint?’


‘Portraits. And not the kind with the noses off kilter and two eyes on the same side either. Quite respectable-looking things, apparently. Few says it’s possible that he might become well regarded in time. And there’s much less to deplore in a decent man painting portraits of his own class. Take Birley, for example.’


Cressie burst out laughing. ‘Honestly, Papa, the way you sound! It’s very old-fashioned. Lucky for you that Henry and Gus never wanted to go into art or design or trade.’


Her father looked at her from under his brows. Her brothers were nicely settled in banks in the City and he was more than content with that. ‘Indeed. They both know better. But it occurred to me that one should do what one can to help the boy get on. So I told Few that I’d commission him to have your portrait done.’


Cressie blinked in surprise. ‘My portrait?’


‘Yes. I had the idea as I was talking to Few. I’ve been thinking of finding someone to paint your picture and it struck me this was an opportunity. His nephew has a studio over in Blackheath so you’ll have to go there a few times to sit for him.’


At once irritation sparked through her but she spoke calmly. ‘Blackheath? I can’t do that, Papa. I’m about to start at the school.’


‘You’re not going every day, are you?’


‘Not at once …’


‘Well then, we’ll arrange it so that the portrait is started right away. It will only take a few hours.’


She opened her mouth to protest but suddenly did not know what to say. There was no real reason why she couldn’t have her portrait painted, but she resented her father’s bullying, the way he imposed things on her, promising her commitment without asking her first. But it was always the same: he never asked and rarely changed his mind. His dictum was that under his roof, his will held sway. The problem was, there was no way of not being under his roof.


‘I do not want to hear objections, Cressida,’ her father said, seeing her expression. ‘Most young women would like to have themselves painted. An hour or two and it will all be done. You’ll be glad of it in the future. You’re at the right age to have yourself preserved on canvas.’


‘Can’t I have my photograph taken?’ Cressie asked, inspired. ‘It’s more accurate and a great deal quicker.’


Her father ignored her. ‘That’s settled then. I’ll tell Few that you’ll be at his nephew’s disposal and that we’d like to start immediately.’


‘What’s his name?’ Cressie asked, trying to bite back her exasperation.


‘Oh … er … Few did tell me but I’ve forgotten. Richard? Robert? Something like that.’ Her father lifted his hand to summon the wine waiter for a refill. ‘I shall write to him this afternoon and you young people can make the arrangements between you. Now … where’s our soup?’


Cressie let herself in through the large black front door of their house on a quiet Kensington street. Inside, everything was still. Only the huge grandfather clock by the stairs made a sound, its heavy tock beating time. The place had never changed in her lifetime and she suspected it had always looked the same, with the heavy dark furniture, the potted palms, the fringed velvet curtains that seemed to echo fashions of sixty years before. The rooms were kept dim because of some order given long ago to keep sunlight off the furnishings, and even though Cressie was accustomed to the fusty twilight of the downstairs, she still felt oppressed by it. In her own room, she’d done what she could to bring light and air inside, persuading her mother to let her do away with the heavily floral wallpaper and brocade curtains. She had had the walls painted a fresh green and had put up curtains of plain linen in off-white, and escaped there as often as she could to read or write letters or paint the little watercolour pictures that relaxed her like nothing else.


She took off her coat. The summer was showing signs of finally making way for autumn, but it was still chilly. Ellen, the maid, came into the hall, peering curiously to see who was there, on edge in case it was Mr Fellbridge.


‘Hello, Ellen, I’m home.’ She smiled as the maid visibly relaxed at the sight of her. ‘How’s Mama?’


‘She’s fine, miss. Ruth came down half an hour ago and said she was comfortable and sleeping.’


‘That’s good.’ She had expected nothing else. Her mother had drifted on in her invalid state for so many years that Cressie could no longer imagine her doing anything other than lying propped among pillows so snowy white they made the pallor of her skin more ghastly than ever. Somewhere she had memories of a different mother who was not ill and who laughed and ran up and down stairs. Every year she had taken the young family to their house in Cumbria for the summer, leaving the children’s father behind to work in the City. Cressie remembered long train journeys north, their cases and boxes stuffed into the luggage car, the three children bouncing on the seats of their compartment while Mama tried to read despite the huge picnic basket on her lap. At some glorious, long-anticipated point in the journey, she would open it and they would feast on cold meat sandwiches and cake as the train bore them to that place of strange wild beauty so far from dirty, smoky London. The summer would be spent mostly out of doors, unless the weather was too bad, and Mama was always there, sitting on a rug and reading, organising boating on the lake, or playing cricket with them. She didn’t ride the hardy little ponies they loved so much, but Cressie remembered her holding the bridle of one, laughing as the wind whipped her dark hair around, vibrant with healthy strength. Papa came for a week in August but usually spent most of it shooting. The air would be full of the pops and cracks of the distant guns, and occasionally she saw a drive of birds rise up in the distance, and small black shapes flutter and fall to earth. They all went back when it was time to prepare for the return to school, and the train ride home had a mournful air, the picnic basket holding the last sandwiches of summer, and the sky had always turned grey by the time they pulled in at Euston.


‘Never mind, chickens,’ Mama would say, ‘summer will be here again before you know it. It can’t always be the holidays. And we’ll always have December House. We’ll be back there next year, never you fear.’


But those days were long gone. Sickness came, an unspecified condition that was spoken of in such vague terms, it was hard to know exactly what was wrong, only that Mama grew weak and thin, and despite many attempts at a cure – the endless doctors’ visits, the huge brown bottles lined up on the chimney piece in her room, the journeys not to the north but to the seaside and the spa towns on the continent – nothing had come of it. They stopped going to December House and Mama had shrunk and diminished to the thin, pale creature in the bed upstairs, coming down only occasionally after great preparations had been made. The presence of a nurse in the house was now quite accepted, and the hush that pervaded it was not only that of a place where the children had grown up and gone, but of one where quiet was enforced for the comfort of the sick. The air had the bitter tang of medicine and disinfectant, the faint sourness of a hospital.


‘Would you like tea, miss?’


‘Thank you, Ellen. I’ll have some in the drawing room while I get on with my reading.’


The maid went off and Cressie walked over to the hall mirror to inspect her reflection in case she’d picked up smudges on her journey home. She smoothed her hair. In the lamplight it glowed burnished brown like the table in the dining room. As she inspected her face, her attention was caught suddenly by another face just behind hers and she jumped slightly before she realised it was something she had seen many times before in this very place: the portrait of her mother that hung on the wall opposite. She turned to look at it. It had been there for as long as she could remember but she had not properly looked at it, or even noticed it, for a long time. Mama had been painted at the age of twenty-five, just four years older than Cressie was now, in the languid style of the early thirties, with an emphasis on her long neck, slender hands and fine-boned face. But, Cressie realised, the face was like hers, the dark eyes set back in the skull with brows arching above, the fuller lower lip, and the mahogany-coloured hair full of glints and lights.


I never realised I look so like her. She put a hand to her own cheek and brushed it over, feeling the contours for herself as though to give reality to what she was seeing, and remembered that her father had commissioned a portrait of her. Here was her mother, still young, still beautiful, wearing a silk blouse that had long vanished and a string of pearls that now sat unworn in her jewellery box, caught forever at a moment in her life that had gone irretrievably. Cressie was struck by a sudden sense that her seemingly immutable youth would vanish and fade just as her mother’s had done.


But that’s so far away. There are years and years to live first.


She went to wash her hands before tea.














Chapter Three





The ventilator moved up and down with quiet determination, hissing lightly as it went about its job of keeping Will alive. The whole place seemed to be nothing but machinery and tubes – the thick white plastic tube taped into his mouth delivering oxygen, the nasal tubes, the lines in his arms and chest and stomach, delivering saline, painkillers, food, removing waste and doing everything his body needed to live while it lay shattered on the bed.


Emily knew it was Will lying there even though his red-brown stubble was not visible under the bandages around his skull and his face was obscured by tape and tubes. It was his eyelids – their pale greeny translucence was something that she remembered from when he was ill at home with the flu. His skin had a papery fineness when he was unwell, quickly taking on the greenish-blue tinge of old copper. Below bandaged wrists where lines into his veins were secured, his hands lay in loose fists on the covers, the skin lightly freckled, the knuckles reddened; their width and strong fingers, one with the red-gold wedding band she knew so well, were unmistakable. The hands and the eyelids were what made the prone man on the bed into Will.


But who is Will anyway? Did I ever know him?


The room was less like a place of sickness and more like a kind of scientific laboratory, with its dozens of power outlets, the hooks and stands, the complex computer screens banked beside the bed where coloured lines waved and undulated across the black background, and where numbers came and went, lights flashed, and mechanical chirrups and beeps sounded at intervals. Even the bed wasn’t a bed, but a kind of plastic trolley with sides that could be clipped up or down or taken away entirely. The mattress was filled with air to reduce pressure points on Will’s body.


Intensive care was, it seemed, a matter of electrics as much as anything else. Once the electrics were taken away, you were either getting better, or dead.


The question was how long the electrical currents would continue to breathe for Will, feeding him and nurturing him while he slept on, his brain apparently frozen and his spirit locked away somewhere in his depths. Unless, of course, it had already gone somewhere else.


Emily had the sudden thought of a kind of disembodied Will flying about the room, like the Ancient Egyptian concept of the soul after death, with the person’s head on the body of a bird that flew off to the afterlife. She pictured a fat-chested pigeon with Will’s head, flapping up to the ceiling and roosting on the metal arm of the thing that lifted his tubes away from his face. Perhaps he was there now, head cocked, regarding her with a bright eye, watching as she stood by the door on her crutches and wondering what she was doing there.


Wondering why I’m still alive, maybe. Wondering why it didn’t all go according to plan. Her hands tightened around the handles of the crutches. A bitter bolt of fury raged through her. She had a sudden urge to yank out all the tubes and wires and electrical cables and scream, Die then, you bastard, if you wanted it so bloody much! and her heart began to pound. She felt dizziness overpower her. Oh God, am I going to faint?


The door behind her opened and someone strode in with a cheerful, ‘Hello there!’


Emily took a deep breath and turned to see one of the nurses, a smiling black woman in the hospital uniform of loose blue tunic and trousers. On her hands were latex gloves and a badge clipped to her pocket showed her name to be Rita. ‘H … hello.’


‘How are we doing?’ Rita went to the machines and began to inspect the screens. The lights and lines and numbers seemed to make sense to her. She checked the plastic pouches of fluid that hung from the hooks – one the colour of dark red wine, one with a sickly straw-coloured middle, and the other clear – and all the other inlets and outlets connected to Will.


‘I’m fine,’ Emily said. Her heart had stopped racing and her deep breaths had restored some calm to her.


Rita glanced over her shoulder at her. ‘How’s that leg?’


Emily looked down at the thick plaster encasing her left leg from the ankle to just below the knee. She was getting used to the weight and awkwardness, and to moving with crutches. ‘They say it will heal all right. But I’m going to be like this for a while. Then there’ll be physio to get it back to health. Months of it, I expect.’


Rita’s gaze travelled over Emily’s face to the bulky bandage that covered the left side of her head. ‘And that?’


‘They … they won’t know for a while. It’s been stitched, of course.’


The nurse stared for a moment, frowning, her mouth in a slight grimace that made Emily feel sick, and then seemed to remember her job was to be unfailingly optimistic. Her smile returned. ‘It’ll be fine. Mr Watkins is the best, you know, the best in the country!’


Emily managed a smile. ‘That’s good.’ Everyone here seemed to be the best in the country or pre-eminent in their field. Maybe it was true and it was simply luck that they had all ended up at this particular hospital. Or perhaps it was just part of something she suspected was the tissue of lies that padded the relationship between patients and doctors. It was like being wrapped in cotton wadding so that the unpleasantness of reality would not cause too much pain. The wadding was only taken away when the sorry truth could no longer be hidden. It was not so much an exercise in deceit, she felt, as one in misplaced kindness and optimism. So many doctors had looked at her injuries and hissed or frowned, and then said brightly how wonderful it all was. Something told her that further down the line they might pronounce quite a different judgement. ‘He’s going to see me in a few days when the initial healing is complete.’


Rita returned to her work and Emily watched her for a while before venturing. ‘How is he?’


‘Yeees, he’s doing well.’ The reply was half distracted, as Rita noted Will’s blood pressure on a chart. ‘He’s doing really very well.’


Emily gazed down at her husband and wondered how he could possibly be described as doing well. He was barely alive. Compared to being actually dead, he was doing well, but in all other comparisons, surely, he was doing very badly. ‘Do they think he’ll get better? Will he wake up?’


Rita was silent for a moment and then said, ‘We’ll have to see. He’s still in the artificial coma. It all depends on how he responds when they withdraw the drugs keeping him under. We’ll just have to wait, I’m afraid. But he’s coping well, considering. No infections yet. We’re keeping a close eye on the lungs and bladder. I’m just going to massage him now.’


She watched as Rita began work on Will’s limbs, lifting and kneading them to keep the blood flowing and prevent atrophy. Already he looked thinner, his once strong arms more wasted than before. It was so odd to see him weak and floppy, when he’d always been so vital. Those arms had been wrapped tightly around her so often. Now they were useless.


Will he ever come back?


No one had yet given her a straight answer about this, despite the fact that she and Will had been in hospital for over a week. It seemed like an eternity. She was beginning to wonder if there’d ever been a time when she hadn’t lived here on a noisy ward, the children brought in by Will’s mother to see her, her life shrunk down to a hospital bed cut off from the others on the ward by curtains.


How had her life changed so much? How had she ended up in this place? She remembered being brought in because suddenly, after much darkness, she was dazzled by white lights, orb after orb beaming down on her as she sailed beneath them, people all around her. She was in pain but in such a fundamental way that it became almost more of a mental challenge than a physical one. They took her to strange rooms with more light, where she was pummelled and probed, her dress cut off her (My dress, she thought, whenever she remembered. Where can it be? Discarded in a bin somewhere, cut into shreds. It seemed as though the dress represented her previous life – expensive frippery, gone forever) and a needle pressed into her skin, the pain negligible compared to the elemental agony she was in elsewhere in her body. She’d sunk into blessed oblivion after that.


When she woke, hours later, the pain was different: sharper, more intense, more localised instead of possessing her whole body. But that was good, wasn’t it? It meant she was still alive.


What the hell happened? she thought, dazed. Then it came flashing into her mind. Will wanted to kill us. He wanted to kill us both.


She knew it was true and yet it was so utterly incredible that the knowledge left her numb. As she lay in her hospital bed, stunned and immobile, her leg now heavy with plaster, pictures of Will riffled through her mind: he was standing in the kitchen in his old grey T-shirt, turning to laugh as he poured out coffee; he was heading into the sea in Dorset, Carrie clinging on to his hand as she raced along beside him; he was jiggling Joe on his lap and singing a song to him, making him chortle; he was kissing the children just before they went to sleep. She knew he hadn’t been that Will for quite a while, but even so, how could he possibly want to orphan them, abandon them? How could he imagine leaving them? How could he take her away too? Hot tears leaked from the outer corners of her eyes to be absorbed by the thick white bandages that encased her head.


But I’m still here, she thought. All she knew was that she had to survive.


At first she didn’t even wonder what had happened to Will. No one told her anything. She assumed that he was dead – they’d obviously been in a traumatic crash of enormous impact; he must surely have been killed. She didn’t care, she realised. She hoped he was dead, so that she would never have to face him, look him in the eye, say something to him. Dead or alive, though, he stalked her dreams, trying to get her attention, shout at her, while she ran away as fast as she could, only to come face to face with him around some corner. Sometimes he was trying to get to the children to kill them, and her dream would take her on a desperate, dreadful journey to stop him.


She’d wake, tearful, breathless and panting, and find herself in the relative silence of the night-time ward, trying to recover from the panic. Nausea swirled around her stomach and she almost longed for the release of vomiting. Everything in her was revolted by Will now.


On the first morning, she’d woken to find her brother sitting at her bedside, hunched over with his hands clasped tightly together, his eyes reddened.


‘Em? Em?’ he’d said huskily, his voice shaking a little. ‘Em, are you okay?’


She’d groaned. Speech hadn’t come. Her tongue had been too thickened, her jaw restricted by the bandage wound tightly round her skull. Besides, every tiny movement hurt, and as her brain was moving sluggishly, she couldn’t seem to get her thoughts from her mind to her mouth.


‘Oh God, I can’t believe this.’ Tom blinked hard, his lips tightening. ‘Christ, Em, what happened? You were both nearly killed. Was Will driving too fast? That bloody car of his, I knew it was a deathtrap.’


She’d wanted to shout, He did it on purpose, he tried to kill me! But only another groan came out.


‘You’re all right,’ he said, reaching out and taking her hand. He squeezed it gently. ‘You’ve been amazingly lucky. You’ve broken your leg just above the ankle, and you’re a mass of cuts and bruises, and …’ His eyes flickered up over her face and she knew he was looking at the bandages swaddling her head. He looked away from them quickly and smiled at her. ‘And a few other gashes here and there, but you’re going to be fine.’


Fine? Fine seemed an unimaginable condition that might be achieved in some future so remote it was hardly worth considering. All she could do right now was exist from moment to moment, considering in turn the bits of her that hurt or ached or tingled or itched, and wondering how she could endure it.


God, I’m thirsty, she realised. She had been continually thirsty since she had arrived in this place. The little cups of water they gave her to wash down pills were tormentingly small. Despite the dryness of her mouth, there was one word that she managed to force out through her swollen lips. It came out thick and husky.


‘Children,’ she whispered. ‘Children.’


Tom’s grasp tightened around her fingers. ‘Don’t worry, they’re okay. They’re completely fine. They went to Polly’s last night. She can keep them for a bit. I’ll move in and look after them if you need me to.’


In a distant part of her brain, a voice was piping up with problems. Polly couldn’t be expected to look after the children for long; she had three of her own, one of them a small baby. Tom could move in, but how would he know the children’s routine? He was a single man with no real experience of small children. How could it possibly work? But her brain refused to let her care. It knew her limitations, it seemed. It told her that there was nothing she could do but lie here and attempt to recover her strength. As a kind of recompense, it offered another word.


‘Diana,’ she whispered. Will’s mother would know how to look after the children. She had taken them for weekend stays and knew what they needed.


Tom nodded. ‘She’s here. She’s with Will at the moment. I’ll talk to her as well. I’m sure we can sort out the children between us. You mustn’t worry, Em, we’ll take care of everything.’


She wished it could be so easily solved, this terrible mess she’d woken and found herself in. But between Polly, Diana and Tom, she had to trust that the children would be looked after.


‘Shall I bring them in to see you?’ Tom asked earnestly.


She shook her head as well as she could, a movement that turned out to be tiny, barely more than a shift. She longed for them but she didn’t want them to see her like this, it would frighten them.


‘Maybe another day soon,’ Tom said, understanding. ‘You have to rest. You must sleep and concentrate on healing.’


She sighed. A moment later she slipped into sleep and when she woke again from another racing nightmare, she was alone. It was then that she remembered Tom’s words – You were both nearly killed … Diana is with Will – and realised with horror what they meant.


She began to shake and a violent sickness swept through her.


Oh Christ. Will’s alive.


Now here she was standing in front of him, watching his chest rise and fall, obedient to the commands of the machine keeping him in existence, as he occupied the strange half-world between life and death.


Rita carried on her checks, recording the results on Will’s notes. Emily stared hard at the face just visible beneath the tubing, the mask and the bandages.


All I hope is that I never have to see you again in my life.


‘Mrs Conway?’


The consultant smiled down at her. His little flock of medical students hovered behind him, peering over his shoulder with earnest expressions.


She turned to look at him. She’d been in hospital for a lifetime, or so it felt. How long is it? A month? It was something like that. Or perhaps it was just a few weeks.


‘We are going to discharge you today. You can go home.’ He smiled at her with jollity, as though this meant she was completely restored to health, the same Emily as the one before she had arrived here.


‘That’s good,’ she said blankly. Home? She wanted to go home, of course, but here at least she was safe. No one had tried to make her do anything impossible, or tell her things she was too frightened to hear. At home, she would have to start facing life again. It would be her job to piece together the fragments of the existence that had been shattered by Will. She was afraid.


The consultant nodded. ‘You’ll be seen as an outpatient for your leg …’ Eight weeks in plaster at least, they said, then physio to rebuild its strength. ‘And as for the facial wounds, they’re healing very nicely.’ He nodded with satisfaction. ‘Very nicely indeed. You’re lucky that Mr Watkins is such a competent plastic surgeon.’


She already knew that something awful lay underneath the bandages down the left side of her face. The thick swaddling had gradually reduced to bulky bandages and was now a dressing taped from the side of her skull down past her ear to the curve of her jaw. It had been lifted and inspected only by medical staff. By the time she was standing in front of the mirror in the loos, it had been covered again, the clean snowy white outer covering making whatever was underneath look benign, almost innocent. When her friends had come in, they’d studiously avoided talking too much about the injury to her face, accepting it when she said, ‘Oh, a bit of a cut, apparently. It’ll be fine.’ She didn’t mention the plastic surgeon’s work, or the intricate cleaning and checking that went on when the nurses uncovered it, or the antibiotics she was on.


‘You’re so lucky!’ they said almost admiringly. ‘It could have been so much worse. Fancy getting out of a crash like that with some minor cuts and a broken leg!’


Then they remembered Will and clutched her hand, offering all their help and support and anything, anything they could do.


She said they were very kind and of course she would ask.


But what can they do?


Besides, it was her dirty secret that if she had her way, Will wouldn’t be lying upstairs being kept alive in a peaceful painless sleep. He’d be dead.


When they’d asked what happened that night, she said she couldn’t remember. The police had come to interview her about the accident, and the insurers had sent an assessor to talk to her as well, and she’d said the same thing: that she had a complete memory blank. They all seemed to understand and accept this, and no one pushed her on it. She didn’t know why she couldn’t tell anyone the truth, except that she felt ashamed of it – perhaps for not being able to stop him, perhaps because only a monster would do such a thing, and how had she not known that’s what he was?


Maybe when she got home, discovered whatever was waiting for her – letters, phone messages – she might be able to start admitting the awful, shaming, stupid, cruel thing that had happened to them, not by accident but by terrible and malicious design. But at the moment it was such a sickeningly awful reflection on Will and by extension on her, that she couldn’t bring herself to imagine telling anyone. It would make her look at all sorts of other things she had hidden from herself.


‘When do I go?’ she asked at last.


‘We’ll start discharge right away,’ the doctor said, ‘and I’ll pass you on to the very competent care of the outpatients’ department. You should be able to leave this afternoon.’


This afternoon? She longed to be in her own space again, with her own bed and bathroom, to have the ability to make a cup of decent tea when she wanted one. She’d craved the presence of the children, their sweet scent and the comfort of their cosy room. But … The fear gripped her again. I’m afraid.


‘I’m sure you’ll be pleased to go home,’ said the consultant. ‘You’ll need to arrange for someone to collect you, though. Will that be a problem?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Good. Then goodbye, Mrs Conway, and all the best for your continued recovery.’ He turned to go, his brood of students following obediently.


‘Doctor …’


He swung back, peering at her over his glasses. ‘Yes?’


‘I … I …’ She swallowed. ‘My … husband. How is he?’ The smiled faded, his expression became grave. ‘Much the same, I believe. But you’ll need to talk to the staff in intensive care about that.’


Tom came to get her at four o’clock, driving his small white van. Emily limped on her crutches through the wide hospital corridors with their signs to the many departments every few paces. Some of the nurses stopped to say goodbye and good luck, but on the whole, she left unnoticed, feeling as though her trauma was just one small story in this vast house of human sorrow.


The van made slow progress on the way back to the house. Christmas had come and gone in her absence, and the decorations had been taken down. She was grateful to Tom for not talking too much as she absorbed the strange sensation of being out in the world again. She felt unanchored, cut loose, afraid that if she wasn’t careful, she could spiral up and out of the car and away over the London sky. It was such a curious feeling – knowing that she was going home after leaving weeks before, thinking she was going to a party.


‘Diana’s going to bring the children back later,’ Tom said conversationally. ‘And I’m going to stay with you for a while. No arguments.’


‘Okay,’ Emily agreed, relieved. She didn’t want any kind of argument. She could only take kindness at the moment.


‘Polly’s going to look in too. Apparently your freezer is full to bursting with stews and lasagnes. The girls have all been busy.’


‘That’s nice,’ she said. The thought of the fridge packed with homely, comforting food was a balance to the fear she felt of whatever was lying on the mat.


Tom slid his gaze across to her as he drove. ‘You okay?’


She nodded. Of course she wasn’t okay. But she was alive and she was going home to the children. That was all that mattered right now.


Tom parked in front of the house. From the outside it looked just the same, perhaps a little abandoned, with no sign of life behind the windows. The burglar alarm was off. No one could have set it since they’d left that night. She felt a sudden feverish hope that there had been a break-in and everything inside had been taken, so that she could consider the past utterly wiped out and she would be free to start again with the children. Then she felt just as severe a panic that it might have been, and she’d be left stripped bare of her entire life.


Oh God, I have no idea what I want. Why has everything become so terrible? Why the hell did this have to happen?


The picture of Will on his bed rose before her eyes again and she felt the same murderous rage, the desire to yank out the tubes and then pick something up and begin to pound it down on his head and …


She gasped for breath under the onslaught of her rage, trying to damp it down and hide the dread cramping her chest as Tom got her keys from the plastic bag that contained all her possessions. The evening purse she’d had on the night of the crash had vanished along with her dress and shoes. Polly had brought in the clothes she was wearing. Tom came round to her side and helped her get out of the car. She moved slowly, manoeuvring her plastered leg and taking the crutches from Tom. She watched apprehensively as he went ahead down the path and unlocked the house. The front door swung open but the mat was clear of post, just littered with a few circulars. As she limped inside behind him, her gaze flew to the hall table and there it was: a neat pile of unopened envelopes. The coloured ones were probably get-well and sympathy cards, but there were enough manila and white window-fronted ones to make her feel sick and shaky.


Ignore them for now. They’ll wait a bit longer.


The house had a musty chill from being unoccupied. Tom went about switching on lights and the heating, and getting the kettle on so that they could make some coffee while Emily was mute, overwhelmed by the force of the emotions racing through her as she looked at all the familiar things in their places, all blamelessly normal and somehow touchingly unaware that everything had changed.


When they had their coffee and were sitting at the kitchen table, Emily’s crutches propped against a chair, Tom tried to keep the atmosphere as jolly as possible but eventually he paused and said gently, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’


She gazed at him. He was her junior by four years but they’d always been close. They looked alike, people said, though she couldn’t see it. Tom was good-looking, with bright blue eyes, regular features in a well-shaped face and a slightly pointed chin. His sandy hair was short and untidy, and he wore dark stubble speckled with sandy patches. She felt that they’d been closer since their parents had died, now that it was just the two of them left, but of course it had been hard lately to see him often when she had the children and the busyness of daily life to negotiate. She felt a rush of gratitude that he was here for her now. ‘You mean talk about the accident?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’ An expression of worry crossed his face. ‘You’ve hardly spoken about it … about what happened. You’ve hardly mentioned the fact that Will is … so ill.’


She stared back at him. Inside her head, a flurry of words began, a breathless explanation that felt as though it would never stop. But she couldn’t begin to get the torrent to her lips. I can’t tell him. I can’t tell anyone. I’ve already lost enough. I can’t have them all knowing the truth.


Tom looked down into his mug. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t press you. You’re probably still in shock. It’s such a huge thing to happen to you. But I’m worried. I won’t lie about that.’ He looked back up at her, sorrow in his eyes. ‘It’s brought back such awful memories, Em … of when Mum and Dad died. Their accident. I thought I’d lost you too.’


‘I know. I’m so sorry to put you through that.’ She bit her lip. She’d guessed how awful it must have been for him, to think his sister might die in the same senseless way their parents had been killed. ‘But I’m still here.’


‘You’re not yourself, though I suppose that’s hardly surprising. I thought it might help to talk a bit, that’s all. You haven’t said a word about how you feel.’


Emily wrapped her chilly fingers around the hot mug, relishing the sting of heat. That was another thing. She’d been constantly cold since the accident. She was thinner, perhaps that was why. But this tingling chill in her hands and feet was frequently there, banished only when she finally managed to sleep. She longed for a hot bath to soothe and comfort her, but with this plaster on her leg, it was impossible.


She knew she had to speak. She wanted to tell Tom what was wrong but she felt an impassable barrier between the words in her head and her mouth. She couldn’t tell him, or anyone, the truth about the crash. There was a darkness around it that she couldn’t bear to look into herself, let alone speak about. She opened her mouth and let her thoughts emerge as they wanted. ‘Diana came to see me yesterday,’ she said.


Tom glanced up, glad that she had initiated something. ‘Yes? What did she say?’


‘It wasn’t the first time she came. She visited me just after the accident. She didn’t say much then – just held my hand and said, “I’m sorry”.’


‘We’re all sorry,’ Tom replied earnestly. ‘More than you can know.’


‘No, not like that. She wasn’t saying that she sympathised. She was apologising.’


‘Apologising?’ Tom frowned. ‘For what?’


‘The accident.’


‘Why should she apologise for it? She wasn’t to blame.’


‘But Will was. He was driving. Perhaps she felt she ought to apologise on his behalf.’


Tom snorted. ‘I’m surprised she’d ever blame Will for anything. If she hadn’t worshipped him quite so devotedly his whole life, perhaps he might be less of a shit sometimes.’ He flicked his gaze up to her. Usually when he said something like this, she rebuked him immediately, made excuses for Will. But she said nothing. ‘Sorry,’ he said, as though he was prepared to go through the usual routine even if she didn’t play her part. ‘I know I shouldn’t – not when Will is lying in hospital in a coma.’ He closed his eyes, and screwed up his face, then opened them again. ‘Christ, I can’t believe I really just said those words. This is a totally terrible thing, Em. I want you to know that I’m behind you every step. I might not have been Will’s biggest fan, but I wouldn’t wish what’s happened to him on anybody. He’s going to get better, I know it. You’re going to get your life back on track.’


She stared at him. But I don’t want him to get better. And my life will never be on track again.


‘So what did she say?’ Tom asked.


‘What?’ She was confused. Her brain still felt as though it was on a two-way system, her involvement with the outside world moving sluggishly while her interior mind raced and talked almost incessantly.


‘Diana. When she came to see you yesterday. What did she say?’


Emily remembered. Diana, elegant in a blue skirt, white blouse and grey cardigan, her white hair as carefully styled as ever, had sat by the bed, her hands, veined and liver-spotted, folded in her lap. Her hazel-green eyes, just like Will’s, were anxious, full of strain and sadness.


‘Oh Emily,’ she had said in her soft patrician tones. ‘Oh my dear girl. You mustn’t worry. He’s going to get better. I have absolute faith. We’ll get through this together.’


They had never been very close but now the gulf between them felt so vast, they might as well live on different planets. Emily could sense her mother-in-law’s deep need for her son to return to her but she understood it only in the vaguest way. She was completely untouched by it.


‘Well?’ Tom pressed.


‘She said we’re to go in for a talk from the doctors about Will’s condition. They’ve been doing all their tests – the scans, the imaging, MRI. They’re going to give us the long-term prediction.’


Tom reached out and took her hand again. She could see his sympathy for her all over his face. ‘Em, I’m so sorry. This is so hard for you. But Will’s young and strong. If anyone can recover from this, it’s him. But … brain injury.’ He seemed to wince at the thought. ‘God, what a nightmare.’


‘I have to think about what will happen if he doesn’t come back,’ she said. She sipped the hot coffee, letting it burn her tongue before she swallowed it. Will can’t do this, she thought with a tiny pang of triumph that she was able to lift a cup to her mouth, savour the taste of the coffee, feel it track its hot path down her throat.


Tom nodded seriously.


‘There’s so much to sort out,’ she said, and the surge of sickness returned to her stomach. How long will I have this house? How long will money come out of the bank machine? What about the bills?


‘Don’t think about that now,’ Tom said stoutly. He squeezed her hand and let it go. ‘Let’s just concentrate on getting you all better.’


She nodded, vaguely comforted. If Tom was happy to postpone the moment of truth, then she would be docile and let him protect her from it. But it seemed as if a small wailing siren of panic, one that only she could hear, was sounding from the hall, where the pile of letters waited on the console table.


All I want is the children home. Once they’re back, I’ll get the strength to look.
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