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  To my husband, with all my love




  







  In 1962 music teacher Frano Selak from Croatia was a passenger aboard a train that derailed and crashed into a river.




  In 1963 he was blown out of the door of the first plane he’d ever flown on, and landed on a haystack.




  In 1966 a bus he was travelling on crashed into a river.




  In 1970 Frano Selak’s car caught fire as he was driving on a motorway. He escaped just before it exploded.




  In 1973 his car caught fire again in a freak accident, burning away most of his hair.




  In 1995 Frano Selak was hit by a bus.




  In 1996 he met a truck head-on on a mountain road, and his car crashed down a 300-foot precipice.




  Frano Selak survived it all.




  Then won the lottery.




  







  When the child woke that Sunday morning, the thing was simply there, beside the window, as if it had always been. It had arrived during the night without sound, without

  fanfare. It had crept quietly between the rocking horse with its red saddle that Granddad had carved from hickory, and yesterday’s clothes, discarded in a pile, the wet clay from the wooded

  hills outside the house now caked hard along the seams.




  It slithered, jagged and full of threat, past the small shelf unit with the rows of books and the snowdome of a mountain, past the cuckoo clock Aunt Nelly brought back from Austria.




  The child blinked hard.




  Perhaps it was just a shadow, thrown by the flat morning light seeping under the drawn bedroom curtains?




  A piece of jumper or a trouser leg, twisted freakishly?




  Two blinks, three blinks – and open . . .




  No. It was real. Bigger than last time. Angrier, even, with a gaping mouth. A slice of light across the eiderdown from a gap in the curtains pointed straight at it like a dagger. The air in

  the bedroom felt chill.




  Gripping the eiderdown, the child looked around. The clock said 6.34 a.m. Nobody would be up yet. There was time, at least, to think.




  The child emerged slowly from the warm sheets, slipped onto the ground and stayed low, as if the thing were about to attack.




  It seemed to grow as the child edged nearer. Until it was right there, face to face, spitting out its cool poison.




  The child inhaled heavily. It was so much bigger than last time. It jaws gaped, revealing a tiny white spot within its depths. Where the poison came from.




  That was new. The tiny white spot.




  Without planning to, the child simply didn’t exhale again. It seemed to help for a moment, to hold the breath inside, as if controlling time. If there was no breath, no seconds counted

  away, time would stop, wouldn’t it?




  Nothing would happen.




  Mother would not see it.




  The clock ticked into the silence of the room. Out here on the hill, a mile from the nearest road, there was nothing else to hear.




  Ten, eleven, twelve, thirt—




  It was no use. The child’s lungs protested.




  Releasing the breath in a panic, the child ran to the half-open bedroom door and peeked one eye around the door frame.




  The hall was still. The light along it receded until the kitchen door at the far end was just a blurred shadow. Three doors down, Mother’s door was firmly shut. A gentle snoring from

  the small room next door to it confirmed Father was not in there with her.




  The child desperately looked ahead out of the feature window that ran the breadth of the long, one-storey chalet. Father had said the window was there because people thought the view of the

  peaks beyond was pretty. That people would envy their family this incredible position.




  They didn’t have to live here.




  The urge to run out of the front door to hide in the woods was tempered only by the fear of the woods themselves. The dark hollows and weaves of branches that liked to suck you in and spin

  you around until you didn’t know where you were any more.




  Moving back into the bedroom, the child shut the door gently.




  There had to be something. Anything.




  On the floor lay yesterday’s dressing gown.




  On an impulse, the child bent down and flung it, as if it were burning hot, over the rocking horse. By tweaking the corners, you could cover most of it. You could trap its chilly poison

  behind a curtain of flannel.




  What choice was there?




  Otherwise, today would be like yesterday, but much worse.




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  It was one of those days when you didn’t know what was going on. Just that something unexpected had happened. You could tell by the maverick puff of dark grey smoke that

  hung above the M40 motorway, the kaleidoscope jam of cars glinting under an otherwise blue sky, by the way that the adults craned their necks out of windows to see what was up ahead.




  Jack kicked his football boots together in the back seat, feeling carsick.




  ‘Where are we?’




  ‘Nearly there. Oh, will you get out of the bloody way! What is wrong with these . . .?’




  He glanced up to see his mother glaring in the rear-view mirror. Behind them in the slow lane, a lorry jutted up the back of their car, its engine growling.




  ‘Him?’




  Kate shook her head crossly. ‘He’s right up my back,’ she spat, clicking on her indicator and looking for an empty space in the adjacent lane.




  Jack rubbed his face, which was still rubbery and red from running around the football field. The warm May afternoon air that blew in through the window was mucky with exhaust fumes as three

  thick rows of traffic tried in vain to force their way slowly towards Oxford.




  ‘I can’t even see his lights now . . .’




  A spasm gripped Jack’s stomach. It made the nausea worse. He turned his eyes back to his computer game. ‘Mum, chill out. They probably have sensors or something to tell them when

  they’re going to hit something.’




  ‘Do they?’ She waved to a tiny hatchback in the middle lane that was flashing her to move in. ‘What, even the older ones?’




  ‘Hmm?’ he replied, pressing a button.




  ‘Jack? Even old lorries, like that?’




  He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I mean, they don’t want to hit you, Mum. They don’t want to go to jail.’




  Without looking up, he knew she was shaking her head again.




  ‘Yeah, well, it’s the one who’s not thinking that you’ve got to worry about, Jack. Last year, a British couple got killed by a French lorry doing the same thing

  – he was texting someone in a traffic jam and ran right over them. He didn’t even know he’d done it, they were so squashed.’




  ‘You told me,’ Jack muttered. He flicked the little man back and forwards, trying to get to the next level, trying to take his mind off his stomach.




  ‘Oh God – I’m going to be late,’ his mother said, looking at the car clock.




  ‘What for?’




  She hesitated. ‘Just this thing at six.’




  ‘What, the doctor’s?’




  ‘No. A work thing.’




  He glanced at her in the mirror. Her voice did that thing again, like when she told him the reason she went to London last week on the train. It went flat and calm, as if she were forcing it to

  stay still. There were no ups and downs in it. And her eyes slid a tiny bit off to the side, as if she were looking at him but not.




  A flicker of white caught Jack’s attention in the side mirror. The offending lorry was indicating to move in behind their car again.




  He watched his mother, waiting for her to see it. His stomach cramped even worse.




  Perhaps it was the cramp that pushed the words out of his mouth.




  ‘Mum . . .’




  ‘What?’




  He saw her note the lorry’s flashing indicator in the mirror, and her mouth dropped open angrily.




  ‘Oh Jesus – not again . . . What the . . .?’




  Jack banged his football boots together again. Dried mud sprinkled onto the newspaper she’d put down in the back.




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘WHAT?’




  When his voice came out it was so quiet, he could barely hear it himself over all the straining car engines.




  ‘I could have come back in the minibus. You could have picked me up at school like everyone else.’




  He saw her shoulders jar.




  ‘It’s fine. I wanted to see you play; it’s the tournament final!’ she said, the shrillness entering her voice again. ‘What, am I an embarrassing mum?’




  ‘I didn’t say that,’ he said into his computer game.




  ‘Maybe next time I’ll come wearing my pants on my head.’




  She made a silly face at him in the mirror. He smiled, even though he knew that the silly face wasn’t hers. It was stolen property. He’d seen her studying Gabe’s mum when she

  did it. Gabe’s mum did it a lot, and it made them laugh. When Jack’s mum did it, it was as if the corners of her lips were pulled up by clothes pegs. Then, two minutes later,

  they’d slip out of the clothes pegs, back to their normal position, where half of her bottom lip was permanently tucked under the top one, kept firmly in place by her teeth; her face set in a

  grimace that suggested she was concentrating hard on something private.




  ‘It was nice to see Gabe today,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you ask him round soon?’




  Jack kept his eyes on his game. After what she’d done to their house this week, he’d never be able to ask anyone around again.




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Oh . . . there it is . . . Can you see?’




  He leaned over and looked out of the passenger side of the car. There was a flashing blue light around the bend to the left.




  ‘Police,’ he said, straining forward. ‘And . . . a fire engine.’




  ‘Really?’




  Her voice sounded like splintering glass. He sighed quietly and put down his game.




  ‘Oh, Mum . . . I’ve got something really good to tell you.’




  ‘Uhuh?’




  ‘Next term, Mr Dixon wants me to play reserve for this junior team he runs after school.’




  ‘Does he?’ She glanced at him. ‘That’s brilliant, Jack . . .’




  ‘But I’ll have to train on Wednesdays after school, as well, so perhaps I can go to . . .’




  In the mirror, he saw her eyes dart wildly back and forward between the blue light and the lorry now crossing lanes to sit behind them again.




  His stomach was starting to feel as if it were strung tightly across the middle, like when he tuned the electric guitar Aunt Sass had bought him for Christmas too high to see what would

  happen.




  ‘MUM?’




  Her eyes darted to him, bewildered.




  ‘WHAT?’




  ‘Why don’t you move into the fast lane? Lorries aren’t allowed in there.’




  And she’d be further away from the burned-out car that was currently coming into view around the bend on the hard shoulder.




  His mother stared at him for a second. Finally, she focused back. Then the clothes-peg smile returned.




  ‘Good idea, Captain,’ she said brightly. ‘But we’re fine here. Don’t worry about it, Jack.’




  He saw her force her eyes to crinkle at the sides, just like Gabe’s mum’s did. Except Gabe’s mum’s eyes were warm and blue, set in furrows of laughter lines and friendly

  freckles. Jack’s mum’s eyes were still, like amber-coloured glass; they sat in skin as white and smooth as Nana’s china, smudged underneath by dark shadows.




  He knew his mum’s extra-crinkly smile was supposed to reassure him that there was nothing to worry about. He was only ten and three-quarter years old, it said. She was the grown-up. She

  was in charge, and everything was fine.




  Jack rubbed his stomach, and watched the lorry in the side mirror.




  Oh God. She was so late. She couldn’t miss this appointment. The motorway traffic had concertinaed onto the A40 and now into the city and jammed that up too.




  Kate turned off the packed main road and sped through the back streets of east Oxford, taking routes the tourists wouldn’t know. Bouncing over speed bumps, she dodged around shoals of

  cyclists and badly parked rental vans evacuating ramshackle student houses for the summer. Where there was only room for one vehicle down streets so narrow that cars had parked on the pavement, she

  forced her way through, waving with a smile at on-coming queues of drivers, ignoring their mouthed insults.




  ‘They’re here!’ Jack shouted, as she made the last turn into the welcoming width of Hubert Street.




  Damn. He was right.




  Richard’s black 4x4 was parked in its usual gentlemanly way outside her house, leaving the gravelled driveway free for her. A box of pink tissues on the dashboard announced Helen’s

  presence. Of course they were here. They would have been here on the dot of five. Desperate to get their hands on him.




  ‘So they are,’ she said, turning into the drive and braking abruptly in front of the side gate. She pulled on the handbrake harder than she meant to. ‘Right – run.

  I’m late.’




  They spilled out of the car, hands full of plastic bags of Jack’s school clothes, the empty wrappers of post-football snacks and his homework folder for the weekend.




  ‘Hi!’ Jack called out, waving. Helen was mouthing ‘Hello’ from between Kate’s sitting room curtains, her indented two front teeth giving her a strangely girlish

  smile for a woman in her sixties.




  Kate growled inwardly. Why hadn’t they waited in their car? That house key was for when they were looking after Jack. Not for letting themselves in when she was late. Mentally, she tried

  to visualize what the house had looked like when she left this morning. What state was the bathroom in? Had she tidied away her bras off the radiators?




  Then she remembered what was upstairs.




  Oh no.




  She slammed the car door and locked it. She was supposed to tell them, before they saw it. Explain.




  Keeping her head down, Kate marched after Jack to the front porch.




  ‘Hello! Have you grown again, young man?’ Helen called, flinging open the door.




  ‘Not since last week, I don’t think, Helen,’ Kate said. Why did she do that? They all knew he was small. Pretending he wasn’t, was not doing Jack any favours.




  ‘Gosh, you’re going to be tall like your dad.’ Helen laughed, ignoring her. She placed her arm round Jack, and led him along the hall to the kitchen.




  ‘Everything OK, Kate?’ she called back. ‘Traffic?’




  ‘Yup. Sorry.’




  Kate couldn’t help it. She gritted her teeth, as she turned to close the door behind her.




  ‘Let me take those.’




  Rapidly, she ungritted them, and turned to see Richard striding towards her, his hands outstretched, without any apparent awkwardness at having let himself into his daughter-in-law’s

  house. His imposing frame filled the hallway. ‘How did you get on? Traffic?’




  ‘Hmm, sorry,’ she said, giving him Jack’s homework. Richard’s usual fragrance of pipe smoke and TCP drifted over to her.




  They stood for a second, fumbling their fingers between the plastic bag handover. Kate looked up at Richard’s brown eyes, waiting for them to check that Jack was out of earshot, then

  glance up to the upstairs landing above them, then firmly fix back down on her face, serious and questioning. But they didn’t. Instead, he turned on his heels and bounced after Helen and Jack

  to the kitchen at the back of the house, grinning through his grey-flecked beard at the sight of his grandson.




  ‘So did you beat their socks off, sir?’ he boomed at Jack, who was stuffing a muffin in his mouth.




  Kate glanced upstairs.




  It was still there.




  Richard just hadn’t seen it. This was interesting.




  She checked her watch. Five-twenty. The woman wanted to see her at six sharp in north Oxford. The traffic was so bad she was going to have to cycle. Concentrating, Kate worked out a few figures.

  Thirty-four . . . Eighty-one – or was it eighty-two? Damn it, she needed that new laptop. It was high, anyway.




  She shook her head. It would have to be OK.




  She followed Richard through to the kitchen, opened a cupboard and bent down to find her helmet.




  ‘Helen, do you mind if I rush off?’




  ‘Of course not, dear,’ Helen replied, filling up a jug at the sink. ‘Something interesting?’




  ‘Um . . . just a woman who might have some renovation work,’ Kate said, avoiding Helen’s eyes.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘In Summertown.’




  ‘Oh well, good luck, dear.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  Kate turned to see Jack, his mouth still too full of muffin to answer his grandfather’s question about the match score in this afternoon’s tournament final. He was grinning and

  sticking up two fingers like Winston Churchill.




  ‘Peace, man?’ roared Richard. ‘It’s the 1960s, is it? No! Two all, then? No? What? A bunny rabbit jumped on to the pitch?’ Richard chortled, his arms wrapped round

  his rugby player’s chest, as his grandson shook his head at his jokes. ‘What? Two– nil, then?’




  Jack nodded, laughing, dropping crumbs out of his mouth.




  ‘Aw – well done!’ Helen clapped, cheeks as pink as fairycakes.




  ‘Good lad!’ Richard exclaimed. ‘Was he good, Mum?’




  Kate grabbed her helmet from the back of the cupboard and went to stand up. ‘He was. He made a good save, didn’t you?’




  As she turned round, the sight of Helen and Jack together took her by surprise.




  A pit of disappointment opened up in her stomach.




  Jack was a clone of her. You couldn’t deny it.




  Kate buckled up her helmet, watching them. It simply wasn’t happening. However desperately she willed her son’s hair to darken and coarsen like Hugo’s, or his green eyes to

  turn brown, it was Helen and Saskia whom Jack took after. As he sat, arms touching with his grandmother, the similarities were painfully obvious. The same pale hair that was slightly too fine for

  the long skater-boy cut he desperately wanted; delicate features that would remain immune to the nasal bumps and widening jaws that would wipe out his friends’ childhood beauty; the flawless

  skin that tanned so easily and would remain unmarked by Kate’s dark moles or Richard and Hugo’s unruly eyebrows.




  No, he was nearly eleven. Nothing was going to change now. Jack would be a physically uncomplicated adult, like his grandmother and aunt, with none of the familiar landmarks of his father.




  Kate stood up straight and tried to think about something else. She walked to the fridge and opened it.




  ‘Oh, by the way, Helen, I’ve made this for tonight,’ she said, pulling out a casserole dish and lifting the lid. ‘It’s just vegetables and lentils. And some

  potatoes . . .’




  Kate stopped.




  She stared at the dark brown glutinous sludge of the stew. It was an inch or two shallower in the dish than she’d left it this morning.




  ‘Jack, did you eat some of this?’ Kate asked, turning around alarmed. He shook his head.




  Kate’s eyes flew to the kitchen window locks and the back door. All intact. She then spun round to check the window at the side return – and came face to face with Helen, who had

  come up behind her.




  Watching her.




  Helen gave Kate a smile and took the casserole gently from her, replacing it in the fridge.




  ‘Now, don’t worry about us, Kate. We stopped at Marks on the way over. I got some salmon and new potatoes, and a bit of salad.’




  Kate noted the salmon sitting in her fridge on the shelf above the casserole and felt the waves of Helen’s firm resolve radiate towards her. ‘Oh. But I made it for tonight. Really.

  There’s plenty for the three of you. I’m just confused at how so much of it has disappeared. It’s as if . . .’




  ‘Oh, it’ll have just sunk down in the dish when it was cooling,’ Helen interrupted, shooting a reassuring smile at Jack. ‘No, Kate. You keep it for tomorrow.’




  Kate peered into the fridge. Was Helen right? She lifted the lid again to check if she could see a faint line of dried casserole that would prove its original height.




  There was nothing there.




  ‘Absolutely,’ Richard boomed. ‘Take the weight off.’




  Richard and Helen together. Two against one, as always.




  ‘OK,’ she heard herself say lamely. She replaced the lid and shut the fridge. They could eat their bloody salmon. Jack didn’t even like it. He only ate it to be polite.




  ‘Now, you’re probably starving, darling, aren’t you?’ Helen said to Jack, taking Kate’s apron off a hook and putting it on. There was a fragment of tinned tomato on

  it left over from making the stew this morning. It was about to press against Helen’s white summer cardigan.




  Kate went to speak, and then didn’t.




  ‘OK, then . . .’ She hesitated. ‘By the way . . .’




  They both glanced up.




  Jack looked down at the table.




  ‘I’ve . . . have you been up . . .?’ She pointed at the ceiling.




  They shook their heads.




  ‘No, dear,’ Helen replied. ‘Why?’




  Jack kept his eyes on the table, slowly finishing his muffin.




  ‘Well, I haven’t got time to explain, but anyway, don’t worry about it. It’s just . . .’




  They waited, expectantly. Jack’s jaws stopped moving.




  ‘I needed to do it. And it’s done now. So – see you later.’




  And with that, she marched out of the door of her house – her house – cross that she had to explain at all.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  It was a warm May evening and Oxford was bathed in a pale lemon tint. Kate pushed her bike across Donnington Bridge, then freewheeled down the steep path on the other side to

  cycle along the river.




  It was busy. She set off, cycling around a woman with two big wet dogs, and a student on a bike who had clearly not learned to drive yet and wasn’t sticking to the left side. Kate pumped

  her legs hard, averting her eyes from the water on her right, trying to clear her mind of what she was about to do. She pushed against the resistance of each pedal stroke, changing gear when the

  journey along the flat path became too easy, until she could hear her own breath whistling gently on the summer breeze.




  A swarm settled around her head like tiny flies.




  One out of five. About 20 per cent, she thought, trying to ignore it.




  She hit a steady pace around Christchurch Meadow. The grand old college looked especially beautiful tonight across the river, its stone facade soft and pretty in the low light. The grass in

  front of it glowed that rich, saturated Oxford green that suggested high teas and country estates. It was scattered with groups of the cheery, hard-working students who imbued the air in Oxford

  with their optimism and best efforts, who sprinkled its streets and parks and alleyways with goodwill, like bubbles of sweetness in a fizzy drink. Who made Oxford feel safe.




  No, on nights like these, she hardly missed London at all.




  After Folly Bridge Kate cleared the crowds and stepped up her speed again. She sailed past the waterside flats at Botley and the circus-coloured canal boats moored around Osney Lock. Behind

  Jericho, she ducked under a graffitied bridge and carried on along the canal path till she could cross into north Oxford.




  There. She had done it. Dismounting to cross the bridge, she checked her watch. Twenty-five minutes flat. She could still make it for six.




  As she set off, pushing her bike along the pavement to Summertown, the enormity of what lay ahead hit her.




  She was here finally. She was actually going to do it this time.




  Before she could change her mind for the tenth time, Kate made herself walk on, pushing the bike along the pavements of quiet side streets before emerging into the rush-hour traffic of Woodstock

  Road and Banbury Road, which she crossed to arrive in a leafy Summertown avenue.




  Peace descended as she entered the exclusive Oxford enclave. The houses were spectacular. Imposing Victorian detacheds, with grand pianos in grand bay windows and walled gardens. Inspector Morse

  streets, as Helen would call them. As far from the clattering noise and cheerful chaos of east Oxford as you could be. The kind of leafy avenue Helen and Richard had assumed Kate would buy in when

  she and Jack moved from London – the first thing she had done to annoy them.




  To avoid thinking about her destination, Kate observed each house as she passed, searching for a feature Hugo would appreciate. The houses were Victorian Gothic revival. Not his period, but she

  bet he would have known the correct name for every architectural detail on their splendid frontages.




  Before she knew it, the sign was in front of her. Hemingway Avenue.




  Kate stopped. Her cheeks were covered in a gentle sheen of perspiration, her lips still slightly numb from riding fast into the breeze.




  Her watch said five to six. She had made it.




  She was nearly there.




  This was nearly it.




  The urge to run overwhelmed her so abruptly, she put a hand out and touched a wall.




  She was outside No. 1. If she carried on to No. 15 Hemingway Avenue there would be no going back.




  Shutting her eyes, she forced herself to summon the memory of Jack’s face in her rear-view mirror an hour ago. His cheeks rigid like a mask, his lips thrust forward as he bit the inside of

  his mouth.




  ‘You are going to do this,’ she whispered, pushing herself off the wall.




  And on she went, with smaller and smaller steps.




  The house was even more impressive than its neighbours. One gable jutted in front of the other. Ivy grew around medieval-style stone window frames. The glass revealed nothing inside but the red

  silk fringe of standard lamp, then darkness beyond.




  Kate pushed her bike into the driveway and locked it to a railing. She removed her helmet and ran her fingers through her hair. It fell forwards, thick with the Celtic blackness Mum told her she

  had inherited from an Irish aunt, blocking out the early evening sun for a second. She threw her head back and straightened her hair down to her shoulders, then forced herself up the stone steps to

  a white, carved portico. The front door was magnificent. Hugo would have loved it. An eight-foot-high Gothic revival arch, wooden, with roughly hewn baronial black metal hinges and a thick

  knocker.




  Kate paused.




  She lifted her hand before she could run away – and banged it.




  The sound made her jump. It resonated around the front garden, like a shotgun. The huge door swung open to reveal a blonde woman in her sixties. She was as tall as Richard, and broad, with a

  matronly bosom. Her hair was drawn up into an elaborate bun which looked as if it had first been created in the sixties. The woman wore a green print dress and had a strong piece of turquoise

  jewellery around her neck.




  ‘Kate?’




  Her voice was pleasant and soft, like ripe fruit.




  Kate nodded, feeling like a child.




  ‘I’m Sylvia. Come in.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  Kate walked into an elegant hall, tiled with gold and blue geometric Victorian tiles. ‘Do you want to leave your helmet there?’ Sylvia said, pointing to a mahogany table adorned by a

  giant vase of lilies.




  Kate nodded again, praying the plastic buckles wouldn’t scratch it.




  ‘I’m so glad you finally managed to come,’ Sylvia said.




  Kate looked at the floor.




  ‘I know. Sorry. Things just kept coming up.’




  ‘You managed to find someone to look after your son?’ Sylvia said, opening a door off the hall, and guiding Kate through. There was a fragrance of roses.




  ‘Yes, I did, thanks. His grandparents. My in-laws.’




  The sitting room was even more impressive than the hall, furnished with antique tables, bookshelves and over-stuffed chairs and sofas. It smelled of polish. The wallpaper looked original

  Victorian, too, or at least one of those expensive reproductions Hugo used to buy through specialists. Sage green with an intricate spray of curling dark stems and ruby-red roses.




  Sylvia pointed to an armchair.




  ‘Please, have a seat, Kate.’




  But Kate couldn’t.




  She stood in front of the chair. She was here now. It was time to start.




  Looking Sylvia in the eye, she made herself speak the words. Maybe it was the numbness in her lips from cycling, but the voice didn’t sound like hers. The words came out half-formed and

  uncertain, as if she had missed off the hard edges and spoken only the soft bits in the middle.




  ‘I told them I was seeing a woman who wanted to discuss renovating her house.’




  Sylvia nodded, as she moved to the sofa.




  ‘I see. Well, that’s something we can talk about, Kate.’




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  There he was. That weirdo again.




  Saskia stood second in line at a cash till in Tesco on Cowley Road, watching the student in front put through two microwaveable beefburgers in buns, three tins of hotdogs and a bumper pack of

  Curly Wurlys.




  Yum, she thought, touching a French-polished fingertip on the chilled glass of the sparkling rosé she had placed on the belt. Some lucky girl was going to be wined and dined tonight.




  Cautiously, she lifted her eyes, to check he didn’t know she was looking. It was the first time she had seen him up close. It was his height that had originally caught her attention on the

  pavement a few weeks ago. Not that he was particularly taller than any other tall man she knew. Dad, for instance. His legs just seemed overly long, perhaps due to the shapeless black trousers he

  wore. His T-shirt was black too, and slightly too short, revealing a white slab of belly each time he moved. Inside Tesco, the student looked even odder. His out-dated spiky, dark blond hair and

  bad glasses marked him out from the cool indie kids from the poly – or Oxford Brookes University, as it was these days. Not that Hugo had ever let Saskia forget the former identity of her

  college. Oxford Puniversity, he called it, to wind her up.




  Five minutes later she left Tesco with her wine, and found herself behind the student again as they both wound through the back streets of east Oxford. He was doing that strange walk again.

  Bouncing along on his oddly extended legs, his upper torso bobbing with the motion. It gave him the impression of being both physically awkward and arrogant. His strides were so much longer than

  Saskia’s that by the time she reached the corner of Walter Street he had disappeared from sight.




  Saskia stopped at an estate agent’s window, perusing her reflection for a second. With the early evening sun behind her head, it appeared as if she was wearing a halo, the white-blonde

  tips of her hair melding into its rays. She flattened down the front of her pale blue summer dress, wondering if Jonathan was missing her at all.




  With a sigh, she checked the property values. Hubert Street was holding its own. That was good. Something, at least, for Jack’s sake.




  Oh no. Jack.




  He would be waiting for her, desperate to know her decision.




  On impulse, Saskia dived into the newsagent next door and searched through the boys’ magazines to find one she hadn’t bought him yet. That would distract him till she decided what to

  do. Because if she did it, Kate would kill her. If she didn’t – well, things were bad enough as it was for her nephew.




  At the last minute she grabbed some cough sweets for her presentation at work on Monday morning and headed back outside.




  As she set off, popping a cough sweet in her mouth, there was a flash of movement to her right.




  Saskia jumped.




  What the hell was that?




  A large black shape shifted between two cars.




  Walking fast, she waited until she was at a safe distance before turning round.




  A black-clad backside peeked out from between the cars. She recognized the slice of white flabby skin that lay above it.




  The weirdo. He was crouched down between two cars, facing a row of houses across the road.




  Why was he behaving so furtively?




  Saskia surveyed the house opposite. It looked like a normal residential house. No piles of bikes or posters in the window to suggest students. A well-painted red door. Cream curtains

  half-closed. Faint classical music drifting out of an open sash window.




  A figure crossed the window. A woman in her thirties with a brunette bob.




  Saskia heard a little click, and then another.




  A camera?




  Was he watching someone? A woman?




  Oh, that was gross.




  Then, before she could help herself, Saskia felt a tickle of cold air at the back of her throat behind the sweet – and coughed.




  The student moved. A flag of spiky hair began to rise above the car’s bonnet.




  ‘No, I’ll get some pizza,’ she exclaimed, walking off and talking into her hand as if it were a phone, realizing too late that a woman with a buggy was coming straight at her,

  staring at her curiously.




  Saskia dropped her hand and continued quickly towards Hubert Street. She had better tell Kate. Although who knew where that would lead – as if they needed any more problems.




  Saskia turned into Hubert Street, trying to shake off the sense of unease at what she’d just witnessed. Kate’s semi-detached Edwardian house looked pretty in the evening sunshine,

  the freshly whitewashed windowsills sparkling, the burnt-orange passionflower that Helen had planted trailing around the front door. Saskia glanced at the house next door, to which Kate’s was

  attached. It looked like the un-identical twin. Whereas Kate’s frontage was tidy, her bins behind a wooden fence Richard had erected and stained a pale lilac chosen by Helen, the one next

  door was undoubtedly a student house. It was worn and tired; its windowsills also painted white, but this time, the paint sloshed cheaply over the joins and onto the windowpanes. Bikes lay in

  heaps, chained together. A wheelie bin was half open, binbags bursting out, the faint smell of rubbish detectable from here.




  That was the best thing about living in a Cotswold village. No students. Not for the first time, Saskia wished Mum and Dad had worked harder to persuade Kate not to rush into buying when she

  moved from London; that they hadn’t been so wary of her bloody moods, that they had made her check who lived next door.




  Steeling herself, as she always did on arrival at Hubert Street, Saskia walked up to the door and pressed the bell.




  ‘Hello,’ a deep voice said behind her. The ‘oh’ was pronounced as ‘aw’, with a long, Scandinavian vowel.




  The weirdo was walking in through the gate next door. He regarded her impassively from behind his glasses.




  ‘Hi,’ she said, as chilly as she could.




  Creep.




  He’d probably followed her up the road, taking photos of her backside.




  To her relief, Jack flung open the door, grinning.




  ‘Hey, Jackasnory!’ she exclaimed in relief, walking inside and shutting the front door behind her. She held her hands slightly forward, in case he wanted to hug. She was never sure

  these days. Did boys of nearly eleven hug?




  Luckily, her nephew was in the mood. He came straight to her, wrapping himself tightly around her waist. She put her arms round him and moved his body gently from left to right. He stayed there

  happily. Or was it desperately? She wasn’t sure any more.




  ‘God, you give the best cuddles. Did you win?’




  ‘Two–nil,’ Richard shouted from the sitting room. ‘And he’s in the reserves for a junior league team next term.’




  ‘Oh, are you now? Smartybum.’ Saskia grinned, pushing Jack back to see a beaming, upturned face.




  Then the smile disappeared and was replaced with a meaningful stare.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Please?’ he mouthed, holding his hands in the prayer position.




  ‘Oh.’ She glanced through to the kitchen, where Helen was lifting a pot. That was odd. Her mother hadn’t looked up and given her one of her cheery hellos.




  ‘No. Not now. Later. You’ll get me into trouble, Snores. I’m still thinking about it,’ she whispered, pushing him towards the sitting room. ‘Take this.’ She

  gave him the magazine. ‘Go and keep Granddad company. Stop him annoying me.’




  Jack obeyed, as he always did, thrusting out his lip to make her laugh.




  Saskia checked her mother again in the kitchen. She was seemingly unaware that Saskia had arrived. What was different about her? Her shoulders? They were rigid. And even from here her face

  appeared rosier than normal.




  Saskia went to hang her bag on the balustrade.




  There was a silver flash above her head.




  She blinked, as her mind tried to process what she had just seen.




  She looked up again.




  As she stood staring, her father walked out of the sitting room and placed his hands on her shoulders.




  She turned and saw his jovial face as serious as it had ever been.




  ‘What. The. Hell?’ she mouthed, incredulous, pointing upstairs.




  ‘Later,’ he murmured, nodding towards the sitting room, where Jack was.




  Her dad headed off down the hallway, shoulders hunched, towards her mother, who, Saskia realized, had been crying. It was all she could do not to shout, ‘Kate?’ and run off around

  Oxford looking for her stupid bloody idiot of a sister-in-law.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  It was a while until Kate began to talk to Sylvia. They sat in silence, as she knew they might. It was an old-fashioned silence, Kate thought. Inside these thick walls there

  were none of the normal city sounds. No kids shouting in the street. No sirens. The silence felt thick and upper class and dusty.




  She scanned the room. In the centre was an oversized stone fireplace, its heart blackened and empty. A Chinese urn sat on an oak table. This was the type of house a housekeeper used to run, Kate

  thought. Sylvia still probably had a woman who cleaned every day. She couldn’t see elegant Sylvia kneeling down and scrubbing away coal dust.




  Sylvia sat opposite her on a sofa. The fabric was strewn with a faint orange-and-green botanical print. Just the right tone of faded, Hugo would have said.




  Above the fireplace was an oil painting of a woman in a wine-coloured velvet dress, with Veronica Lake blonde hair, sitting with her hands in her lap, staring out.




  ‘That’s amazing,’ Kate said, pointing.




  Sylvia smiled. ‘Thank you.’




  Kate shifted in her seat. She crossed her legs, then her arms, then tried to uncross them again. That was amateur stuff. Everyone knew that. The defensive move.




  Sylvia kept looking at her. She had a face both long and broad, with generous cheekbones. Her lips were painted a pale red. Kate suspected she was a woman who had grown comfortable in her large

  frame in later years.




  She shifted in her seat, trying to find something to say. ‘It reminds me of those horror films when you were a child. Where you move around the room and the eyes in the painting follow

  you.’




  Sylvia nodded.




  Kate sighed. This was hopeless.




  The ticking of a grandfather clock filled the room like a heavy heartbeat.




  Kate looked out the window.




  She forced her lips apart. ‘It is going to sound silly.’




  ‘Why don’t you try?’




  Kate placed her elbows on her knees and dropped her face into her hands.




  ‘OK. Well. It appears . . .’




  She heard Sylvia breathing steadily.




  ‘. . . that I am cursed.’




  The word sang out into the old-fashioned room.




  Kate gasped. Sitting up abruptly, she covered her mouth. But she was too late. Laughter burst out. ‘Oh God. I’m sorry. That just sounded funny.’ She pointed up. ‘You

  know, with the painting, and everything.’




  Sylvia smiled.




  ‘Like I’m in a Vincent Price movie, or something . . . You know, “I’m CURSED, I tell you!”’ She rolled the syllables like a comedy horror actor, curling her

  fingers like talons beside her face.




  Sylvia held her gaze.




  ‘Sorry. I’m nervous,’ Kate said. She stopped fighting her arms and let them wrap around her chest.




  Sylvia dropped her head to one side, like a bird.




  ‘Can you tell me what you mean by cursed, Kate?’




  How could she explain this? It sounded so crazy. ‘OK. Well, I mean, that I’m someone to whom bad things happen.’




  She lifted her thumb to her mouth and bit the nail. It tasted gritty and the little biting noises seemed to fill the room.




  ‘What kind of bad things, Kate.’




  Out of the blue, a tear pricked at her eye. Damn. Where had that come from? Kate swallowed hard. ‘Uh, it happens all the time. For instance, ten days ago I was burgled. They broke into the

  back of the house when I was out at a work meeting and stole my laptop and my son’s Wii.’




  Sylvia nodded sympathetically. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. But it’s not unusual to be burgled, Kate.’




  Kate pushed her hands into her knees. ‘No, but it’s the second time I’ve been burgled in five months. Every time I come home, I’m terrified I’m going to walk in and

  find there’s been another break-in. Even if there hasn’t been, I keep thinking that things have been taken or moved. I can’t find things I thought I’d left on a table or on

  a shelf. I’m sure I’ve left a cupboard door shut, then I find it open.’




  ‘Burglary can be traumatic.’ Sylvia nodded. ‘It can leave you feeling very invaded.’




  Kate threw her head back, trying not to sound irritated. ‘Yes, but it’s not just that. It’s not just the burglary. You asked for an example. I was just giving you one. No one

  else in my street has been burgled this year. Out of fifty houses. Just me. Twice.’ She frowned as Sylvia’s face remained impassive. ‘Oh. I don’t know how to explain it . .

  . OK. You know how most people will never be in a train crash, but a tiny number will be in two? Well, I’m always the person who’s in two train crashes.’




  Sylvia nodded. ‘OK. Could you give me another example?’




  Kate sighed. This was harder than she’d imagined.




  ‘OK. Well. Five years ago my h—’




  She stopped. The tears were welling again. Threatening to betray her. To expose soft wounds beneath toughened bones.




  She tried again but the word remained stuck in her mouth. Sylvia waited.




  ‘I find it difficult to say the word.’




  ‘Take your time.’




  She swallowed hard and forced the syllables forwards. ‘My hus-band.’ The word came out strangled and sore.




  ‘Your husband?’




  Kate stared.




  Of course, Sylvia didn’t know.




  For a second, the word ‘husband’ sounded real in this woman’s mouth. As if it applied to now. As if it were still precious and present. It was such a shock that Kate forgot

  about fighting the tears. One burst free and ran down her cheek.




  ‘Please.’ Sylvia leaned forwards, offering tissues.




  ‘Oh,’ Kate groaned involuntarily, taking one. She sniffed and wiped her cheek. ‘No. My husband . . . was killed.’




  The flash of violence, silver and sharp. She automatically touched her stomach.




  ‘Oh, Kate. How terrible for you. I’m so sorry,’ Sylvia said. Kate held up one hand and took a breath so deep to control herself that she felt her lungs would burst.




  ‘And my parents.’




  It was no good. When the breath returned back out of her lips, it had transformed into a sob. It forced its way out of her chest and burst noisily into the room.




  She sat back in the chair, horrified.




  ‘Sorry,’ she gasped, trying to force it back.




  ‘Kate, it’s fine to cry.’




  Kate shook her head vigorously. She tried to form the words ‘It’s not’ with her lips, but the motion threatened to allow the tears to escape properly. She shut her eyes and

  fought hard, focusing on the torrent that she knew was trying to force through the tunnels of her interior, weakening the walls that kept her upright and functioning on the worst days, before

  knocking them down with an effortless wave, to send her wearily, exhausted, to another lost day under the covers in bed.




  No.




  Angrily, Kate sniffed even harder.




  She did not cry any more.




  She would not.




  ‘One thousand.’ She forced herself to count internally. ‘Two thousand . . . Three thousand . . . Four . . .’




  The heave of her chest settled gradually.




  Sylvia clasped her hands in her lap. ‘Kate. I can see this is very difficult for you. Would you like to tell me what happened?’




  ‘No,’ Kate said, gratefully feeling her composure gradually return. ‘It was years ago. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. Not right now.’




  She sat up, determined, facing Sylvia. It was time.




  ‘I’m here because I do sums.’




  ‘Sums?’




  ‘Yes. Obsessively. All the time, in my head.’




  ‘Could you tell me what kind of sums?’




  Kate shrugged.




  ‘I calculate stuff . . . statistics. Constantly. To stop more bad things happening to us.’




  ‘You and your son?’




  ‘Jack. Yes.’




  ‘Could you give me an example?’




  ‘Well, I could. But before I do, I need to know something.’




  ‘Please.’




  Kate sat forwards. ‘If I tell you, do you have the power to take away my son?’




  Sylvia blinked. Just once. ‘Kate, if I feel a child is in immediate danger, I have an obligation to take some action. But the fact that you are here, seeking help in relation to your son,

  makes me think you are a good mother.’




  Kate nodded, surprised. ‘I try to be,’ she said, fighting back fresh tears.




  ‘Well, why don’t we concentrate on you? Can you tell me more about these sums?’




  Kate looked out of the window. For a whole minute, she didn’t speak.




  ‘OK, there was a lot of traffic tonight so I decided to cycle. But before I cycled, I did a sum. I worked out that because it’s May, my chances of having a bike accident are higher

  because it’s summer, and about 80 per cent of accidents take place during daylight hours, but more than half of cycling fatalities happen at road junctions, so if I went off-road I could

  lower it drastically. So I did. And because I am thirty-five, I have more chance of having an accident than another woman in Oxfordshire in her twenties, but because I was wearing my helmet, I have

  – according to one American report I read, anyway – about an 85 per cent chance of reducing my risk of head injury. Then, when I was cycling I balanced my chances of having an accident

  with the fact that by doing half an hour of sustained cardio cycling, I can lower my risk of getting cancer. Of course, that meant I increased my chances of being sexually attacked by being alone

  on a quiet canal path, but as I have roughly a one in a thousand chance in Oxfordshire, I think it’s worth taking.’




  She thought she saw Sylvia flinch.




  ‘And then when I was cycling here, I kept doing calculations. When I passed through Osney weir, I didn’t think how pretty it was; I looked for the tree I’d cling on to if I

  accidentally fell in, and planned how I’d swim with the current, not against it, because if you plan your escape you improve your chances of survival. And when I passed the waterside flats at

  Botley, I didn’t think how lovely it must be to live there, I thought about how I’d just read that three thousand properties are at risk of a one-in-a-hundred-year flood in Oxford. Same

  when I passed the cottages backing on to the river path at Jericho: I thought about how more burglaries take place at the rear of a house, and . . .’




  Her breath ran out, as if her lungs had been squeezed like an airbed to be packed away.




  ‘They just come at me like swarms. I can’t explain it any other way. They come out of nowhere.’




  Sylvia kept her arms and legs uncrossed, pointed resolutely at Kate.




  ‘Where do you get these figures from?’




  ‘I Google them – I get them from insurance websites, newspapers. Every day the newspapers have new figures about how to lower or increase the chances of things happening to you

  – not that it’s always clear, because they contradict each other sometimes, and I get them muddled up, but . . .’




  ‘And you compile them, what, into lists?’




  ‘Yes. But when the laptop got stolen, I lost my list, so I’ve been trying to remember until the new one is delivered next week. I can remember quite a lot, roughly anyway, and I use

  my iPhone when I can. And I know it’s stupid, but I’m worried that I might be getting some figures completely wrong and changing my chances of things happening. Like today – I

  picked my son up from football because his PE teacher is in his twenties, which I think – if I remember rightly – makes him more likely to have an accident than I am. But my phone

  battery needed charging, and the kids were travelling in a minibus, and I didn’t know how safe that was, so I picked Jack up anyway, in front of his friends, and he just looked so . .

  .’




  She slumped.




  ‘Oh God. I know what it sounds like.’




  ‘What does it sound like, Kate?’




  ‘Crazy.’ She sniffed. ‘It sounds crazy.’




  ‘Crazy that you want to protect your son?’




  Kate looked up, surprised. She wiped her eyes again. ‘Thank you. My in-laws think I’m crazy. They don’t understand that’s all I’m trying to do. After his dad . .

  .’ Her voice faded away. ‘I see their faces when I talk about these things, especially in front of Jack. The thing is, I want him to know. I want him to be careful because I’m so

  scared of anything happening to him too. It’s my responsibility to keep him safe. And yet, at the same time, I know it worries him.’ She wiped her nose. The words she’d hidden for

  so long were coming thick and fast now. ‘The thing is, I find it hard to judge any more if I’m being rational or not. Like last week – I spent over a thousand pounds in a private

  clinic in London having a whole-body scan.’




  Sylvia shifted in her seat. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Kate, are you . . .?’




  Kate waved her hand. ‘No. Not at all. I do one every year to check that I’m not becoming ill. That I don’t have even the start of a tumour. Because I keep reading that

  catching tumours early can increase your chances of survival. I have to be there for Jack, now Hugo has gone, you see.’ She pushed the wet tissues below her eyes as if physically holding back

  any more tears. ‘I mean, is that normal? I don’t know any more.’ She placed the tissues on her lap and sniffed. ‘When Hugo was here he’d rein me in. When my parents

  died, and Jack was a baby, I was all over the place, but he never let it get out of hand. He’d let me go into meltdown when I needed to – but then he’d also expect me to be normal

  sometimes, too. That made me expect it, too.’




  Sylvia nodded. ‘He gave you perspective.’




  ‘Mmm. I had bad days and good days, then eventually more good days. But now, it’s not even about bad days. It’s gone so far past that that it’s like I’m in free

  fall. That I’ll never get back.’




  Kate put her head in her hands, concentrating on the swirl of the rug below. From between her knees, she heard the forbidden words emerge from her mouth.




  ‘I miss Hugo so much.’




  Sylvia allowed the words to echo around the room.




  Kate touched a hand to her hot cheeks.




  They sat together silently for a while.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Kate said finally, sitting back. ‘I’m all over the place today.’




  Sylvia regarded her warmly. ‘First sessions can be very emotional, Kate. You’ve waited a long time to talk about some very private and distressing feelings.’




  Kate nodded. ‘Thanks. You must think I’m a complete lunatic.’




  Sylvia sat very still, giving nothing away with her body language, Kate noted.




  ‘I certainly don’t think you’re a lunatic. I think you have been very brave coming here. From the little you’ve told me, I think you are a young woman who has experienced

  extreme trauma and has understandably been left with overwhelming feelings of anxiety. But you’re here now, and that’s the first step.’




  Kate licked her dry lips. ‘Really?’




  Sylvia nodded. ‘Absolutely. Now, before we go on, can I fetch you a glass of water?’




  Kate nodded gratefully.




  Sylvia stood up. She walked out of the sitting room, leaving the door ajar.




  Kate sat back into the comfortable chair. She looked round the room again. This wouldn’t be a bad place to sit for an hour or two a week. This woman might really help her find her way back

  to Jack.




  As she allowed the silence to calm her, the sound of laughter drifted from a room in the back of the house.




  A man laughing. Followed by a murmuring of voices.




  Sylvia’s voice, and a man’s voice. Kate strained her ears to hear what they were saying.




  They were talking. Sylvia and a man. He was laughing.




  She sat up straight.




  A second later, she heard Sylvia’s heavy step on the hall tiles. She entered the room with a glass of water and shut the door.




  ‘Sorry about that.’




  Kate stared. ‘Is there someone else here?’




  Sylvia sat down. ‘Um, Kate, that’s something we should clarify. As you know, I see clients in the evening, but because I work from home, I should explain that there may be people

  around from time to time. But I can assure you that nobody can hear our discussions. Everything we say in here is confidential.’




  Kate paused to choose her words carefully.




  ‘You were laughing.’




  Sylvia folded her hands on her lap. ‘Oh. Kate. I promise you that I was not laughing. And it was nothing at all to do with you.’




  ‘But who was it?’




  ‘Is that important to you?’




  ‘Yes. It is.’




  Sylvia kept her jaw strong. ‘It was my husband. He just walked in through the garage door talking to a colleague on his mobile. I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting him home this

  early. He didn’t realize that I had a client.’




  My husband.




  Kate flinched. When this woman said the word ‘husband’, it didn’t stick in her mouth. It didn’t hurt. It spoke of a life where husbands came home early, not of a life

  where they never came home.




  Different.




  Very different.




  Same as everyone else.




  Pushing her hands on the firm chair, Kate reluctantly stood up.




  Sylvia blinked. ‘Kate, we still have forty minutes left.’




  Kate fumbled in her pockets. ‘You know, when Hugo died, they told me not to start bereavement counselling too early. They said I needed to process things first. And by that point, it hurt

  so badly, I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to cry any more. And I think that maybe that was a mistake now.’ She pulled out some money. ‘I came here because of

  the damage that decision has done to my son. And what do you do? I tell you these awful things, that I’ve told no one in five years, and you go into the kitchen . . .’ She gave Sylvia

  an astonished look. ‘. . . And you laugh.’




  Sylvia stood up. ‘Kate. I’m so sorry. Please sit down and we can talk a little more.’




  ‘No,’ Kate said, placing the money on the oak table and walking to the door. She waved a hand around the room.




  ‘You know, I imagine some of your clients might feel intimidated by this house. But the irony is that, if I wanted, I could buy it. That’s what happens when all the people around you

  are killed. You’d be amazed at how much money people give you. Like this horrible consolation prize. But, you know what? I’d give it all up to escape from this.’ She pointed at

  her head. ‘To feel like I used to, even for one day. To be a normal person again, and a decent mother.’




  A lump came into her throat. What had she said to this woman? What had she been thinking even coming here?




  ‘Kate!’ Sylvia exclaimed, standing up. ‘Please. I’m so sorry if you feel I’ve let you down. Could we discuss it a little more?’




  Kate held up her hand. ‘If you tell anyone what I told you, or talk to anyone about my son, I’ll deny I was ever here.’




  With that, she marched into the hall, picked up her helmet without caring whether it scratched the table or not, swung open the wooden door and slammed it behind her.




  Saskia came downstairs, shaking head in disbelief. She walked into the kitchen. Richard was reading a newspaper. Helen stabbed potatoes with a knife.




  ‘Have you talked to Jack about it?’ she asked quietly.




  Richard carried on reading, raising his eyebrows.




  ‘Dad tried, but he just looked embarrassed, poor pet,’ Helen replied. She stuck the knife in again. ‘Oh help, I’ve overdone these. Sorry, you lot.’




  The dots on her cheeks were a deep raspberry now, like a Russian doll’s. Her pale green eyes were watery.




  Saskia rested her hands on her father’s chair. ‘But it’s ridiculous,’ she whispered. ‘We’ve got to do something.’




  ‘Now now,’ Richard murmured, indicating the sitting room.




  ‘When then? He can’t live like this.’




  ‘I said, NOT NOW, darling.’




  His eyes darted to the hall. Jack was sticking his head round the door frame, watching. The theme tune from The Simpsons blared behind him.




  ‘Five minutes, Snores,’ Saskia called cheerily. ‘Go and wash your hands.’




  He nodded and disappeared upstairs.




  ‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked.




  ‘Set the table, will you, darling?’ her mother said. ‘I’ll have to mash these over the heat to dry them out.’ As she carried the pot to the sink, Saskia could see

  she was struggling not to drop it.




  Saskia spun round. She was sick of it. Seeing Dad, the powerful businessman who took nonsense from no one, walking around Kate on eggshells. Him and Mum summoning bright smiles and constantly

  calling her ‘dear’ and ‘darling’ in an attempt to diffuse the tense atmosphere their daughter-in-law created. Well, if they weren’t going to force Kate to see sense,

  she would.




  Saskia’s eyes settled on a closed door next to the sitting room. She checked the clock. Kate would be back after seven.




  That would do it. Send a message.




  Quietly, Saskia took down a tray from above the fridge and placed glasses, a jug of water and cutlery on it. Then she walked past the kitchen table where her father sat, and carried it to the

  hallway.




  She turned the handle of the closed door. As she expected, it was locked.




  ‘Sass, darling, don’t . . .’ she heard her mother whisper loudly from the kitchen. ‘You know what she’s like.’




  ‘I’m doing it, Mum,’ she said, reaching above the door frame for the new key. She saw her father shake his head.




  She turned it in the door, and pushed it open.




  It was the smell that hit her first. The smell of disuse. The odours of fresh paint and a new carpet, incarcerated for four years in this locked room. Forced to ripen into a chemical reek, now

  complimented by the sweet tang of fresh putty.




  Shutting the door gently so Jack wouldn’t hear, she walked to the window and pushed the curtains further apart to brighten the room. It had little effect. The room was naturally sombre.

  Like that gloomy parlour in the eighteenth-century cottage she and Jonathan had rented in North Wales one Easter that felt as if bodies had once been laid out in it before funerals. Or perhaps it

  had just been a foreboding about the fate of their marriage.




  She placed the tray gently on the long walnut Georgian table, one of the few beautiful pieces Kate had kept of Hugo’s. How many times had she been in here? Once? Twice? In four years? The

  room was painted the same white Kate had chosen for the rest the house. Not the careful shade of off-white Hugo would have spent a month tracking down. This was Kate’s white. An

  I-don’t-care, this-will-do shade of white. The fresh putty used to fix the window broken by the burglar was lighter than the rest. She ran a finger over it. Dry.




  Curious, Saskia looked round. There was nothing in here apart from a four-drawer oak sideboard with turned legs that she remembered from the Highgate house, too. Something Hugo had salvaged from

  one of his restoration projects.




  She knelt down on the carpet and opened a door.




  A silver Georgian-era epergne stared back at her, its delicate arms and tiny bowls, once ready to shine as the centre piece of a lavish dinner party, now tarnished and unloved.




  Her hand shot out to touch its cold surface. She hadn’t seen this for years.




  A rush of memories came at Saskia, unexpected and pungent.




  Dinner at Hugo and Kate’s.




  Opening the door further, she found the sets of gold-plated bone china that Hugo collected, his exquisite silver soup terrine, found in a cellar in a derelict property in Bath and polished to

  within an inch of its life, now blackened and dull once again.




  She shut her eyes and saw it all for a moment. Friends seated along the Georgian table, silver cutlery, laughing, eyes shining under Hugo’s prized candelabra. Hugo pouring the wine so

  generously that she’d find herself emptying half-drunk goblets into the sink at the end of the night, with Kate growling something about ‘there goes our bloody pension down the

  drain’. Hugo the fabulous host. The spirit of Hugo.




  Now all hidden away in a cupboard in a locked room.




  She took out a modern taupe table runner that she recognized from their casual suppers around the kitchen table in the basement. A musty smell arose from it. She ran her fingers along it, then

  stopped.




  There was a dark-grey stain on it, the size of a two-pence piece. Red wine, perhaps.




  Why hadn’t it been washed off?




  A glint of glass below the china caught her attention. What was that? Kneeling down, Saskia pushed her hand into the back, trying not to knock over a set of cut-glass crystal. It was a bottle.

  Grimacing, she delicately placed her fingers around its neck and pulled it out.




  As soon as she saw it, she knew what it was.




  Saskia froze.




  A dusty bottle of red wine, half-drunk, with a stopper in its top lay in her hands. Not a particularly good one. In fact, it was one she recognized as the high-end limit of the corner shop near

  where Hugo and Kate lived in Highgate. She had bought it in there enough times on the way to visit if she was late.




  Kate had kept it. Hugo’s last bottle of wine, from that night. The one he must have been drinking when those people came to his front door.




  Now left to fester. Like all of them.




  Saskia opened the wine and sniffed its faint, rotten tang. She surveyed its label, sad that her brother, the generous connoisseur, had been subjected to this bottle of crap as his last.




  Just as it was unfair that the son who had inherited his father’s fun-loving spirit was having it squeezed out of him, drop by drop, by Kate.




  ‘Hugs,’ she whispered into the bottle. ‘Don’t be cross at me. I promise you, you wouldn’t recognize her now.’




  There was a noise to her right. The door was opening.




  Saskia shoved the bottle back inside.




  Jack appeared. His eyes were wide with surprise. He looked round the room and back at her.




  ‘We’re not supposed to eat in here.’




  ‘Snores,’ she said, standing up. ‘Leave it to the grown-ups to worry about things like that. Anyway, you know that thing we were talking about?’




  His expression changed.




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘You know what? I’ve decided to let you do it. But if you tell anyone, I will seriously kill your head.’




  







  CHAPTER FIVE




  Oxford High Street was packed with people out enjoying the summer evening. Kate pushed her bike home over Magdalen Bridge, behind a young couple who had just bolted out of the

  hatch-door in the giant wooden gate of one of the university colleges on the High Street like rabbits from a secret burrow. Kate tried not to look at them but couldn’t help herself.




  Clearly they had just tumbled out of bed. They stalked along on long, skinny-jean-clad legs, their arms roaming from waist to shoulder then back again, fluidly, as if they were so high on each

  other they couldn’t stop touching. The girl’s hair was long and expertly teased into a perfect bed-head ponytail. The boy wore pointed Chelsea boots and had a black quiff. They spoke in

  loud confident voices. Oxford University–King’s Road–Val d’Isère–Barbados, Kate thought. She knew that type of student.




  Not her favourite.




  She preferred the odds and sods. The girls in shapeless floral shirts and denim shorts, heavy legs self-consciously covered in dark tights, pointlessly long hair pulled back off spotty faces;

  the delicate-framed boys in glasses, dressed in white chinos and striped shirts, who looked as if their brains had developed so fast their bodies had never had time to catch up. The outsiders with

  their awkward physicality and brilliant intellects who looked as if they would spend a lifetime searching for like-minded souls.




  That type were easier to bear right now.




  Kate crossed the bridge and entered east Oxford. She pushed her bike up the relative peace of Iffley Road towards home, trying to shake off the humiliation of her aborted session with

  Sylvia.
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