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For Keely Buckle, the sister I never had











Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops


And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him


For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,


Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,


He lay in the four-foot box as in his cot.


No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.


A four-foot box, a foot for every year.


– Seamus Heaney, ‘Mid-Term Break’








PRESS ASSOCIATION (PA) Breaking news


MIDTOWN-ON-SEA − 18 NOVEMBER 2023 – ESSEX Police has confirmed that an arrest was made this morning following an eleven-month investigation into the murder of one of its officers, Detective Constable Douglas Lynch.


The police officer was found dead at his home in December last year, with his wrists and ankles bound and multiple facial lacerations consistent with a seagull attack. A post-mortem revealed that DC Lynch, who had a phobia of birds, died from heart failure induced by fear.


This is a breaking news story. More to follow.










PROLOGUE



Wednesday, 27 September 2023


Saul


The call came on a sultry night when it seemed as though summer would last forever and winter was a lifetime away.


Saul Anguish was gathering marsh samphire, cutting through the succulent stems with the edge of a blade. A wisp of snipes was wading through the wetlands, their bills probing the mud for insects, the striped crown of their feathers illuminated by the dying rays of sunlight.


It was from a number he didn’t recognize, but the young man had been primed to expect it. He placed the vivid stalks into his cloth bag and kicked at the crusted edges of the salt-soaked earth, watching colours bleed from the sky.


The voice was male and authoritative. The last time Saul had heard it was a few weeks earlier, when he’d received a commendation for outstanding bravery from its owner, the Chief Constable of Essex Police.


Lauded for the brilliance of his tactical thinking and his unparalleled courage in saving the life of a young boy, Saul, with few friends and no family to celebrate his success, had slipped away from the ceremony as soon as the official photographs had been taken.


But the Chief Constable had not forgotten the sharp-eyed detective with his gift for policing and the secrets in his heart.


He offered Saul a choice. He did not have to accept the assignment. He understood if it put him in a difficult position among his fellow officers, if going off-book didn’t conform to his personal code of ethics, if he was unable to operate alone and under the radar. If lying for the greater good went against his principles. But he’d come highly recommended by his former inspector, whose opinion, despite his fall from grace, was still widely respected.


At twenty-six, Saul was too cynical to believe that choice in this scenario was anything other than illusory. A part of him was surprised by the call, a forensic trail connecting them both, but he understood that no one rose to such a senior rank without mastering the art of plausible deniability. If he declined, he could kiss goodbye to his promising career. But that wasn’t the reason he agreed to the request.


When the Chief Constable had told him that he was authorizing him – unofficially, of course – to quietly investigate a suspected killer operating from inside the force, a bad apple rotting – infecting – their revered institution in plain sight, he’d given him a name.


It was a name Saul recognized.


A name that terrified him.


But knowledge was not only power. It was a weapon.





ASSOCIATED PRESS (AP) Advisory notice


MIDTOWN-ON-SEA − 22 JULY 2024 – THE Emmy-Award-winning actress Winter Kellaway will give evidence at Midtown Crown Court this week as part of the gross negligence manslaughter proceedings involving her four-year-old nephew, Teddy Miller.


Witnesses expected to take the stand during the two-week trial include investigating officer Detective Constable Saul Anguish, as well as Jen Miller, Teddy’s mother, and the boy’s older sister, Iris Miller.










NOW


Monday, 22 July 2024


Jen


Some days are full of motion. A man on the morning train spills his coffee on her coat and dries it with tissues and overblown apologies. During her dash to St John’s for afternoon pick-up, a pre-schooler on a scooter careens into the back of her legs, laddering her almost new tights. When dusk falls, the wind commands the trees to dance, to twist and bend and bow. As she runs hard and fast through the night-time streets, her hair whips around her face and she concentrates on the sound of her footsteps, trying to outpace the past.


Some days are still. She is still. Even the act of breathing is an effort, a chore she can barely persuade herself to complete. She doesn’t rise from her bed in the morning. She doesn’t shower or turn on the radio or make a cup of coffee. Instead she listens to the murmured voices of her husband, cajoling their daughter to eat her cereal, and her daughter, not questioning why her mother is in bed, but whether she’ll still be there at the end of the day. Like yesterday. And the day before.


As the front door slams behind them, as the sounds of their conversation drift away, the house holds its breath again, silence pushing down on her chest. Her arms are resting by her sides, her legs unmoving against the sheets. She tells herself if she waits just a moment longer, he will come.


But the minutes liquefy into hours, and shadows creep across the bedroom wall, swallowing up the light. However long she waits, the outcome is always the same. No small boy burrowing beneath her duvet; no plump fingers, sticky with jam, smoothing her hair from her face and planting kisses on her forehead; no trips to the swimming pool or jumping in puddles or racing each other to the swings and the slide.


No Teddy.


And some days, like today, are both. She is up and dressed before sunrise. But she doesn’t turn on the television or the radio because she knows the airwaves will be full of analysis and discussion, photographs of her family and judgement disguised as opinion.


She cannot stomach these ‘experts’, these so-called talking heads. Their sombre faces and authoritative declarations of how and what she must be feeling sicken her. It is their good fortune to have no experience of what it means to be a part of her family, members of an exclusive club no sane person wants to belong to.


She stands at the window overlooking the bay and watches the fishing boats bring in their catch, the crawl of the sun from sea line to sky. A moment of serenity before the forthcoming storm.


Her daughter is staying with friends for a few days; her husband is – where? She doesn’t know and he hasn’t told her. She is certain only of one thing. He won’t be watching from the public gallery when the trial begins.


As soon as she steps out of the front door, photographers cluster around the gate at the end of the path. One of them shouts out, a rough appeal, ‘Head up, love. Can you look this way?’ But she doesn’t lift her head. It’s a story to them, all in a day’s work. To her, it’s the remnants of a life that grief has all but destroyed.


The taxi’s engine is running. A journalist – she’s seen him before, both here and on television – is waiting by its passenger door. A cameraman films her as she walks briskly towards the kerb. She won’t challenge them because their response is always delivered with the same pigeon-chested belligerence. The pavement’s a public space. We’re allowed to be here.


She presses her lips together and opens the taxi’s rear door. Eyes down. Zero engagement.


‘Have you spoken to your sister since that day, Mrs Miller?’ The journalist’s accent is northern, nasal. When she doesn’t reply, he tries again with the kind of faux intimacy she despises. ‘Jen? How are things with your parents? Can you tell our viewers what it—’


She slams the door and his words are cut off. She breathes out and fastens her seatbelt with trembling hands.


‘Midtown Crown Court?’ She hears the question mark in the driver’s voice and knows he’s asking for more than a confirmation of her destination. Even now, she is unused to the curiosity of strangers.


‘Yes.’ She doesn’t elaborate, but even if she was in the mood for conversation, her voice sounds scratchy with nerves and emotion.


He catches her eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Tough day ahead.’ His tone is sympathetic. It’s clear he’s recognized her. She nods because it’s not his fault and she doesn’t want to be rude. When they pull up outside the court, she fumbles for her purse but he shakes his head. ‘No charge.’


At this act of kindness, a rush of heat spreads across her chest and she blinks back tears.


Outside the courthouse, a phalanx of photographers lies in wait. They haven’t noticed her yet but they will. As soon as she steps from the safety of the cab.


Her phone vibrates with a message. It’s David Jarvis, the prosecution barrister, short and to the point: How are things? He doesn’t care about her feelings, though. There’s a subtext here and it’s as clear to her as the cloudless sky above. Are you still coming?


Eight months and four days ago, her son – her Teddy – was taken from her in an act of reckless stupidity by her sister.


If Jen appears in the witness box today, she will condemn that sister to a life behind bars and a child to a future without a mother. Her parents – almost broken by the tragic events oflast year – will lose their daughter as well as their grandson. But if she does not, her husband will divorce her and seek full custody of their surviving child. As things stand, he will probably win.


The taxi driver looks at the waiting photographers and back at her, a gentleness to his voice that softens his accent, half Albanian, half estuary vowels and glottal stops. ‘Shall I drive around the block a couple of times?’


She offers him a ghost of a smile, grateful for his understanding, his display of compassion.


They drive away from the court building, following the curve of the bay. The traffic is light on this July morning, signalling the start of the summer holidays, but it’s only a brief postponement. Crowds will arrive later in the day, swarming Midtown-on-Sea’s pretty streets and artisan cafes. In the distance, the beach is dotted with a handful of early sunseekers. By lunchtime, it will be packed.


Memory throws her back to the afternoon of the accident on the cusp of autumn and winter, that same bright sand dulled by the rising tide, the gunmetal wash of the estuary and the patches of fog that hung in the air like nebulae. Teddy’s laughter carried on the wind. Her parents, her sisters’ families and her own, friends and colleagues, gathered for a joyous celebration that tipped into tragedy of the most searing and irreversible kind.


‘Are you ready to go back to the courthouse?’ The taxi driver interrupts her thoughts. A simple question. Except it’s not so simple after all.


Because Jen Miller doesn’t know whether to tell the truth.


Or to take her daughter and run.










PART ONE


BEFORE
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Thursday, 16 November 2023


Saul


When the fog rolled in from the bay, it was impossible to tell where the sea ended and the land began. This was pertinent to the detective Saul Anguish because he was marooned in a kayak in the middle of a greyness that swallowed everything.


It had come on without warning, in the way that coastal fog sometimes does. A change in air temperature, pushed inland by the wind. Some of the fishermen called it fret, but Saul had another name for it. The darkening. While it gave the illusion of light, it switched off the senses, made him feel disorientated and vulnerable, especially on open water. It was so thick he could not see beyond the bow of the vessel.


He cursed, the clouds of moisture cold against his face. He’d checked the weather forecast before he’d left, but there had been no signs until he’d found himself ambushed by stealth. He couldn’t call for help. Mobile phone coverage here was patchy at best. Saul had overheard the fishermen grumbling as they brought in their nets, ringing hotels and restaurants to hustle for orders as soon as they landed on the jetty, but often too late, at a disadvantage to their competitors who’d trawled the waters further along the coast.


The foghorn let out a groan. Saul lifted his head and scanned his surroundings, a flicker of unease stirring within him. He had only the vaguest sense of where he was, the fog transforming the seascape he had come to know intimately into a monochrome canvas. All around him, he could hear the rhythm of the waves, gaining in power and intensity as the wind swept in from the east. He listened for the cry of the gulls, seeking a connection to the natural world, to other living things, and glanced upwards. He’d read somewhere that seabirds fly above fog, using the sun to navigate. But there was nothing inside this murk except him.


He bent, his hair damp in the November chill, and squared his shoulders. From memory, the marina was in a north-westerly direction. He felt in his pocket for the brass compass he’d acquired from the house of a murder victim in the spring of the previous year, her initials engraved across its back.


As soon as he’d seen it, he’d had to have it. It gave him a rush to use it out here on the waves, knowing it had once belonged to her. He ran a thumb across the inscription and wondered if she’d ever done the same. Her name had been Evelyn Parker. She was fifty-eight. The streaks of egg yolk from her breakfast had barely dried on her plate when she was strangled by her husband for having the audacity to undercook his bacon.


Although a gifted detective, Saul hid many secrets. One of them was his compulsion to collect mementoes from every crime scene he attended, intimate treasures that had belonged to the dead and spoke to the darkness within him.


He confirmed his nautical position and put the compass away.


Saul’s arms moved at a steady tempo, his paddles carving through the spume. A year ago, he’d never been in a kayak, but after being shot and badly injured by a pair of spree killers at a hotel in Scotland, he’d been undergoing intensive rehabilitation. The scars that the young couple had left on him were more than physical. But the detective was determined to mend his body, if not his mind, and part of that included strengthening the muscles in his back. Blue had suggested sea-kayaking and Saul, seduced by the challenge of mastering an unfamiliar skill in a place he loved, had fallen hard.


That first time, it had felt like a riot to his senses. A robust wind, tempered by the tentative rays of spring sunshine, had exhilarated him in ways he hadn’t felt for months. But it had been difficult, in the beginning. Frustratingly so. His deltoids and hamstrings, weakened by lack of exercise, had burned from effort. And when the instructor had guided the kayak back to shore, Saul had stumbled across the wet sand, reaching for his cane, a shadow of the man he’d been.


But, as the seasons turned, as he bought his own kayak and took her out every day, his physique transformed, becoming stronger, leaner. The softness of his post-injury body hardened to match his damaged heart, scarred by everything he’d seen and done. He pushed himself until his mind emptied, and all he could focus on was the movement of his arms, that repetitive rise and slice. He learned how to ride the tides, and to read the weather, and what to do if his kayak was swamped or capsized. Early morning, if those tides allowed, he would drag himself from the coastguard’s lookout, his cottage on the promontory of a cliff, while the rest of the world slept, and he would be alone, at the mercy of the gods of sea and sky.


The deeds of his past still taunted him as he lay, open-eyed and heartsore, in the quiet hours of the night, but while his mind was active, the intense physicality of being on open water wearied him, and sometimes he lost himself to the luxury of sleep.


On those nights when sleep eluded him, he would rise in the hours before dawn and sift through the paperwork he’d begun to assemble as part of the Chief Constable’s off-the-record investigation, the call logs and CCTV footage, and scraps of evidence he’d gathered himself. To avoid suspicion, his work was conducted in the hours around his own duties, in those shadowy between-times when he was alone.


While he did not like the liar that duplicity had made of him, he recognized its necessity. It was a long game, one of skill and strategy, and Saul was determined to win it. But like any game, the power balance could shift at any time, and he could not afford to make costly mistakes.


A sound caught his attention, as if something was breaking the surface of the waves. He stilled for a minute, catching his breath, allowing his kayak to drift. Above the pump of his heart, he heard a rhythmic splashing, like a seal he’d once seen by the wharf.


Through the grey cloak of the fog, a small rowing boat came into view. Its occupant had her back to him, but he could tell it was a woman, resting the handles of the oars in her lap. He opened his mouth to call to her, to warn her about a nearby rocky outcrop that had torn a hole in the hull of many unsuspecting vessels in this corner of the bay, but she’d picked up the oars again and was moving at a determined clip across the water.


Something about the urgency of her movement piqued Saul’s curiosity, and he angled his kayak in her direction, keeping his paddles loose and still.


When the woman came into view again, she was much closer. The wind had begun to strengthen, thinning the fog, and she was clearly visible, although she hadn’t noticed him yet. She placed her oars in the bottom of the boat and reached down to retrieve an item from a plastic bag. Saul frowned, unsure if the drifting clouds of fret were playing tricks on his vision. He inched his kayak towards her, his movements quiet and discreet.


In her right hand she was holding a white dress with a large print of a rose at its breast. Saul was no expert, but if he’d been forced to make a guess, he’d have said it belonged to a child. The wind ran through it, and it moved, like the ghost of a past he could not know and didn’t understand.


The woman half stood, and the boat lurched, knocking her off balance. Heart in mouth, Saul watched her steady herself. The dress had capped sleeves and was full-skirted, embroidered with a handful of blue and yellow flowers. A summer dress. A promise.


The woman held it close to her for a few seconds, and then tossed it into the sea. As she lifted her head, she caught sight of Saul. Shocked, she turned away from him, obscuring her face. But it was too late. He’d already seen her.


As quickly as she’d arrived, she was gone, rowing hard and fast across the waves in the direction of the marina and the expensive waterfront estates. Saul considered following her, but could not find a reason to do so. Instead, he found himself peering into the choppy waves, wondering why she’d gone to the effort of disposing of it in this way, and what had caused her to commit such a final and deliberate act.


It didn’t take him long to find it. In a quirk of fortune, the dress had snagged on the rocky outcrop he’d intended to warn her about, and the ebb and flow of the water made the fabric billow, as if it was a living thing. A cog whirred in Saul’s mind, a mechanical click and grind. For reasons he could not articulate, he wished to take ownership of that dress, an instinct he would not interrogate but had come to trust.


It was only when he drew close enough to touch it that Saul realized it was not a rose at its breast at all, but the faded bloom of a bloodstain.
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Thursday, 16 November 2023


Jen


The doorbell rang, three sharp blasts. Jen Miller murmured an expletive-ridden plea to a higher power that the noise had not woken her exhausted younger sister or six-day-old niece and hurried to answer it.


Winter – dressed in a calf-length pastel pink fur coat and oversized sunglasses – was standing on the doorstep, arms outstretched. Her outfit might have looked ridiculous on some women, but not Winter.


The eldest of the three sisters – and an actor of international stature – Winter was used to commanding attention. From her early teens, she had ticked all the boxes of what many consider to be conventional beauty: she was tall and slender with the kind of striking good looks that saw her front international modelling campaigns for several high-end fashion houses. A motorist had once crashed his car into a telephone box because he’d been distracted by the sight of her on the way to the beach, dressed in a metallic high-neck bodysuit and cut-off shorts. Even before she was famous, she was always served first in a bar or given the best table at a restaurant. Beauty was a powerful currency.


It would have been easy to hate her, but her generosity, both materially and of spirit, saved her from ruin. But she wasn’t without flaws. Despite her genetic advantages, she was prone to jealousy and could be judgemental, and she still sucked her thumb, although the newspapers didn’t know that. Her real name was Deborah, but that was too pedestrian, so everyone, including her own family, had called her by her professional moniker for years.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said, shrugging off her coat, rain clinging to the artificial fibres like teardrops. She pushed an extravagantly beribboned box full of cakes at Jen. ‘Absolutely bloody perfect.’


Jen, an advertising copywriter, exhaled in relief and flashed her sister an appreciative smile. She had a work deadline in three hours that she couldn’t miss and a meal to prepare, plus she needed to collect Teddy from nursery and Iris from school. She didn’t have time to disappear down to the waterfront and check if the event planners had pulled off a miracle. The cakes looked delicious. She promised herself she wouldn’t eat one unless her dress zipped up at tomorrow’s final fitting.


Winter wandered into the hallway, chucked her faux fur over the newel post at the bottom of the stairs and kissed her sister on both cheeks. Her perfume tickled Jen’s nose. It was sophisticated. Expensive. Like everything about her.


A pull of longing surprised the younger woman. Winter, stylish in a cashmere jumper and tailored trousers, was widely recognized for her talents, fêted by their extended family and her army of fans, responsible for no one but herself. Who was Jen? A mother. Wife. Sister. Daughter. Of course she was, and she was proud to be those things. But as she glanced down at her faded jeans and her cardigan that had lost its shape several washes ago, she couldn’t remember what it was to be herself, independent of the wants and desires of others.


Winter removed her sunglasses, the gold designer logo glinting against her manicured fingernails. In a moment of cattiness, Jen wondered why she’d bothered to wear them when the weather outside was so damp and grey, but she chided herself for such an uncharitable thought. Her sister was a celebrity. It came with the territory.


‘You’re not going to believe it when you see it. It’s insane.’ Winter pulled out her phone to show Jen some photographs, enthusiasm bubbling from her like the champagne she always drank. She was right. The transformation was breathtaking. Unreal.


Not for the first time, Jen was filled with gratitude that Winter had offered to project-manage the party to end all parties. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to celebrate her recent marriage to Phil, or their parents’ golden wedding anniversary, or Alyssa’s forthcoming fortieth, but with two young children and a flourishing business, even the idea of organizing such a lavish affair had felt exhausting.


When Winter stepped up and proposed that she not only lend them her vast beachside estate but pay for the celebrations as her gift to them all, Jen had bitten her hand off. Alyssa had been pregnant at the time and Jen knew from experience that early motherhood was all-consuming, so neither sister wanted to impose further pressure on her. Then Winter, often away from home for months at a time, had checked her schedule and confirmed she had a six-week break, starting in November, and everything had fallen into place.


‘Are you sure?’ Alyssa and Jen had asked this question in unison when Winter had outlined her plan. Their elder sister had replied by drawing them into a hug, as she’d done since they were little girls. The Kellaway sisters. All for one and one for all.


Winter had just wrapped filming on a television series that would net her more money than either of her siblings had made in the last twenty years combined. It was an eye-watering sum that had seen Jen choke on her mouthful of wine when Winter had mentioned it over lunch a few months earlier during a rare day off, a casual addendum to Jen’s own grumblings about the cost-of-living crisis and the rise in energy prices. But she was generous to a fault, Jen couldn’t deny that.


Eight years ago, when Iris was born, Winter had gifted Jen a million pounds to help her and Phil buy the house of their dreams. It was a ridiculous amount of money – far too much, Jen had protested – but Winter was not married, did not want children and insisted that her sisters share in her own good fortune. ‘It will go to you or your kiddos when I die. What’s the difference if you have some of it now?’ She’d presented Alyssa with the same amount, and the youngest of the sisters had used it to buy a house a few doors down from Jen, which meant all three of them now lived within a two-mile radius of each other.


‘When do Mum and Dad arrive?’


Jen pretended to consider this for a minute, but as the organized one of the trio, the date and time were etched into her mind, her desk diary and her Google calendar. Less than twenty-four hours from now. ‘Tomorrow afternoon.’


Winter clapped her hands together, her beautiful face creased into a smile. ‘This is going to be the greatest weekend of our lives.’


Jen grinned at her sister, but not for the reasons that Winter thought. Not surprisingly, the eldest Kellaway daughter had always demonstrated a taste for the hyperbolic. Still, even if it wasn’t going to be quite the greatest weekend of Jen’s life, she shared the sentiment that it was likely to be one of her most memorable, if nothing else.
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Thursday, 16 November 2023


Alyssa


Alyssa, the youngest of the Kellaway sisters, opened one sticky eye. She could see the fading light through the tall sash window, Jen’s sewing machine, a froth of fabric spilling from it, and a mug of tea that had cooled yet again before she’d found time to drink it. A trickle of drool had seeped from the corner of her mouth onto the sofa cushion, and the skin on her face felt crumpled when she touched it, which reminded her of the pile of ironing in the laundry basket at home.


The baby was still asleep. Mercifully. No one had warned her it would be like this. The constant demands for milk. The crying. Oh lord, the crying. She wanted to weep herself from the sheer exhaustion of feeding a newborn every two hours. Federico was next to useless. How he managed to snore through their daughter’s high-pitched wails was beyond her. Even thinking about it made her bristle with resentment.


She sat upright, her body still tender from the violence of birth. Hers had been an easy labour with no interventions, and she was physically fit and had recovered well. But every now and then, she was reminded that childbirth was an act of extreme brutality.


From the sitting room, she could pick out the voices of Jen and Winter, discussing The Party. Alyssa adored them both, but she’d never felt less like attending a party in her life. It wasn’t their fault that baby Claudia had arrived three weeks early. But Alyssa still looked six months pregnant. Nothing fitted her. At least, not any of her decent clothes, just those shapeless garments that magnified all the parts of her that she wanted to hide. Technically, she could wear the glitzy maternity dress she’d bought last month for the occasion, but it no longer sat right on her soft, leaking body.


That morning, when she’d stopped for a coffee – decaffeinated, naturally, although she’d longed to order her usual macchiato – one of the cafe staff had asked her when she was due. Even though she was pushing a pram with Claudia tucked inside it. Bloody cheek.


And then Claudia had started screaming, and she’d struggled with her takeaway cup and the pram, and trying to hold her baby, to comfort them both, and an elderly woman with sunken, over-rouged cheeks had pursed her lips and said was it any surprise the baby was unsettled if her mother was drinking caffeine, and Alyssa had snapped at her for making assumptions and cried all the way to Jen’s house.


The baby made a noise. Barely a mewl. Alyssa dragged herself over to the Moses basket that had last belonged to Teddy but had now been repurposed for the newest member of the family. It was impossible to believe that her sturdy nephew had once been small enough to fit inside it. Her mind flitted to earlier that day, her own tear-stained arrival, and the boy’s hot hand tugging her upstairs to his room, excited to show off his new racing-car bed.


‘Come and see, Auntie Lyssa.’


She’d been irritated, desperate for five minutes to herself to eat something – anything – while Jen cuddled the baby, but Teddy didn’t understand that and she’d snapped at him too. ‘For heaven’s sake. In a minute, OK?’ At his crestfallen face, she’d felt a stab of guilt and relented, allowing herself to be commandeered by a small boy when all she’d wanted was some chocolate and a weep on her sister’s shoulder.


Jen, practical, loving, had said to Teddy in a quiet voice that his aunt was a bit tired because new babies need lots of looking after, and then she’d persuaded Alyssa to turn on the television while she walked Teddy up to pre-school – and Claudia too, if Alyssa didn’t mind them taking her out for a stroll. She’d made her sister beans on toast before they left, and insisted Alyssa stay at their house for the rest of the day, and for dinner. ‘Spaghetti carbonara, your favourite.’


Alyssa had wanted to fall upon her with gratitude, but she didn’t have the energy for that, and instead had collapsed onto the sofa, feet tucked beneath her, and had nodded off at some point, exhausted by her early start. While she was sleeping, Jen must have returned from dropping Teddy at his afternoon session and put Claudia down for a nap.


The baby mewled again.


Her eyes were closed but her mouth opened up like a rosebud, searching for her mother’s breast. Alyssa lifted her from the basket and studied her screwed-up face, searching for signs, as she’d done from the moment she was born.


The maternity unit had been quiet, the rainy night keeping away all but those in active labour. Federico had dropped her at the entrance of Midtown’s hospital – ‘You’ll be ages,’ he’d said, confident, a touch dismissive, ‘I’ll catch you up’ – and she’d walked alone, pausing with each contraction, down a long corridor to the lift that took her up to the third floor, wondering whose idea it had been to make life for pregnant women as difficult as possible.


Her labour had been swift. Federico had barely made it, taking his time to park the car and then dropping by the hospital’s all-night cafeteria for a slice of cake and a cup of tea. ‘I didn’t have time for dinner.’ His voice had risen a notch with each word of self-justification. ‘I needed something to keep me going.’


The midwife had rung his mobile phone four times before he’d answered. When he’d appeared at Alyssa’s bedside, out of breath and with crumbs around his mouth, the baby was crowning. He’d thrust a packet of shortbread fingers at his fiancée and shouted words of encouragement that made her want to swear. Six minutes later, greasy with vernix and amniotic fluid, she was in Alyssa’s arms.


Her hair was dark, like her mother’s. Her eyes were brown, like Federico’s. But in the hollow of her spine, her newborn daughter had a birthmark in the shape of a cat’s eye.


Like him.
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THEN
Thursday, 26 June 1986


Hannah


The girl with the bunches ran at full pelt down the lane by the Safeway supermarket and across the field that led back to her house.


The sun had baked the earth until the mud had dried in clots that scraped the skin off her knees when she fell and the boys from school caught up with her to claim their prize.


She didn’t like playing the kissing game. Daniel tasted of the snot that streamed in a thick line from his nostrils to the cupid’s bow of his lips. Miss McGovern instructed him to blow his nose at least three times a day, but it was never enough.


At playtime, when the class lined up by the crates, he would lick the slug trail away with the tip of his tongue, but it was always back by the time she’d pierced the foil lid of the small glass bottle and forced down her milk through a straw. For the rest of the morning, her hands smelled sour, especially on days as hot as this one when condensation collected on the outside of the glass, and the milk was warm and on the brink of turning, and she watched Daniel’s face with grim fascination as the snot continued its endless descent.


But there would be no kiss chase today. Miss McGovern had asked her to wait while she wrote out a reply to her mother, who’d sent in a note querying why the teacher had not corrected her daughter’s spelling and punctuation errors.


Dear Mrs Matthews,


Hannah’s handwriting was so beautifully neat it seemed a shame to sully it with my red pen. Her mastery of the fountain pen is most impressive. But your point is noted for future consideration.


Yours, Sandra McGovern


As soon as she was let out of school, she had flown through the gates, past the ice-cream van, through the alleyway and across the field. Sweat trickled down her forehead, stinging her eyes, and she rubbed it away, wiping her damp palms on the white cotton fabric of her summer dress. She was late, and her mother would be cross because they were supposed to be going to British Home Stores to buy swimming costumes for their trip to Bognor Regis, and her father was going to meet them there as soon as he’d finished work at the electrics factory, and she and her siblings might be allowed to have sausages, chips and beans, washed down with that fizzy blackcurrant that made their noses tingle.


They didn’t go out for dinner very often. Only on birthdays, and sometimes to the carvery on Mother’s Day, and to the fancy Beefeater with its comp-li-ment-ary bread rolls and salad bar because it only cost one pound, and her brother had to pretend he was younger than twelve, even though it made his ears redden with shame because he was taller than their mother now.


At the far end of the field, which was overlooked by five or six houses but otherwise deserted, the girl paused to catch her breath. At the weekend, she and her friends had found the fraying remnants of one of their school’s ties and a single black patent shoe with a strap and buckle. They had scared themselves silly with stories about a bad man who stole children and fed them to the black panther he kept in a cage in the concrete yard at the back of his house.


The panther was not a figment of her imagination, but a fact. Even though the law had changed and it was now illegal to keep such exotic animals as household pets without a licence, it was regularly flouted.


Occasionally, on her walk to school, the girl heard the snarl of the big cat, and, terrified it would escape, would run past it and not stop running until she was through the gates and hanging her bag on her peg. On the days she was feeling brave, usually when one of the two sets of twins in her class walked home with her, she would persuade them to give her a leg-up and peer over the wall.


The panther, sleek and watchful, would pace the cage that was too small for it, and she would shiver with that heady combination of fear and excitement until the animal lunged at the rickety wire mesh that contained it, making her jump, and all of them would run off, screaming and laughing.


This was at the forefront of her mind because that afternoon, the whole of the fourth year juniors had watched a video recording of the previous day’s episode of John Craven’s Newsround. The black panther had escaped – or was deliberately released, her father muttered darkly – and a BBC television crew had filmed a segment in her home town, interviewing neighbours and shopkeepers, including her friend Michelle Duncan’s parents, who owned the caravan park where an e-visc-er-ated deer carcass had been found on the seventh hole of the crazy golf course. The ‘c’ was silent, Miss McGovern had explained, pursing her lips, when Hannah had asked what it meant. ‘To disembowel, dear. All internal organs removed.’


The girl licked her lips, thirsty. She would be home in less than five minutes, but she unscrewed the lid of her flask and poured the last remaining drops of orange squash into the blue plastic cup. At ten years old, she was embarrassed by the flask’s peeling edges and childish design. Three years ago, she had loved Holly Hobbie with all of her heart, but now, like her friends, she preferred Care Bears. She had asked for a matching lunchbox set for her birthday but her father had said it was a waste of money when her flask was still serviceable, and an old ice-cream tub was plenty good enough for her fish-paste sandwiches and crisps.


As she placed the cup back on top of the thermos, a flicker of movement at the far end of the field caught her eye. She stilled, flask in hand, unzipped school bag by her feet, mouth open. Catching flies, as her mother would say.


She watched the shadow as it moved through the long grass, disappearing and reappearing. She couldn’t think of the word to describe it, but it reminded her of Grandma’s curtains, swaying in the summer breeze.


The sun beat down from a cloudless sky. There was a stillness to the afternoon, a sense of this small corner of Hannah’s world holding its breath. A bluebottle circled her head with an irritating drone before landing on her arm, but she didn’t flick it away as she usually might. Her gaze was fixed on the progress of the dark shape, which seemed both erratic and purposeful. She wondered what it could be.


After a minute or so, it emerged from the undergrowth and she had her answer. Too big for a domestic cat. Too sin-ew-y to be a dog. Her heart thumped against her ribs, and she bent to retrieve her school bag, never taking her eyes from the wild animal at the far end of the field.


A pair of larks spiralled skywards in a burst of song, and the panther lifted its head and looked at her with its amber eyes. She ran.
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Thursday, 16 November 2023


Winter


Winter Kellaway had a personal assistant, a personal trainer, a personal chef and a personal stylist. She had a housekeeper and her own make-up artist, a business manager, a publicist and an agent, and fans in all corners of the globe. But she didn’t have children, or a spouse, and now, not even a lover.


It wasn’t that she didn’t crave these things. In her quiet moments, when the pace of her professional life stilled, as it occasionally did, she yearned for them.


But the man she might have built a life with was married and wouldn’t leave his family – wouldn’t even pretend to consider it – and she wasn’t the type of woman to settle for scraps. She loved him, in her way, but a part of her despised him too, for his lack of moral fibre. She wasn’t proud of her own behaviour either. He had a public profile, a wife at home, two children. Better for them all if she walked away.


A set of never-to-be-repeated circumstances had led them to spend a single drunken night together before her conscience and his shame had forced them both to break it off. If news of their brief liaison ever leaked, the fallout would be catastrophic: Winter’s career, her celebrity status, her reputation, would be destroyed in a matter of hours. In all scenarios, the woman, eternally cast as home-wrecker, was at best a temptress and at worst a whore.


Because of this, Winter’s family – her sisters, her nieces and nephews, and her parents – had become the lynchpin of her life. Although her filming commitments saw her travel extensively, and she was often away from home for months at a time, those closest to her provided the love and stability she needed to survive in an industry as ruthless as hers. Of course she had friends. All famous people did. But most of them were star-fuckers and hangers-on, or employees paid to like her. She wasn’t naive. Some hoped the gloss of celebrity might rub off on them and some hoped for the opposite, a slip-up worthy of a photograph or video that could be sold to the tabloid press.


Every now and then, she forged a bond with a fellow actor, who understood the pressures of the job in a way her family could not; but, like her, they were often filming in far-flung locations for long periods, and without careful nurturing, the shoots of those tentative friendships withered and died.


She was still in touch with a handful of school friends from her pre-fame days, but they were busy with their own families, and the closeness that blossomed from shared experiences eluded her. Her routine of first-class air travel, red-carpet premieres and designer clothes was too far removed from the Year 6 WhatsApp group chat about SATs and secondary schools. But that was OK. She was living the life she had chosen. And she had her sisters.


The radio was on, and Jen was boiling spaghetti for the carbonara. Winter didn’t eat pasta. Or cream. Limited cheese. No processed meat. But her sister sometimes forgot that. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy them, but armchair critics could be cruel. One summer, she had relaxed her healthy eating regimen and the comments about her body had been so vitriolic she’d vowed never to do that again. She took a restrained sip of her white wine, picked up a knife and began chopping tomatoes for the salad.


Jen let out a shriek and turned up the radio. A familiar song was playing, a nineties anthem: the soundtrack of their youth.


She grabbed Winter’s hand and pulled her into the centre of the kitchen, both of them laughing, cheeks flushed with alcohol.


‘Remember when we used to know all the moves?’ Jen was twisting her feet into a complicated series of dance steps. Winter felt a rush of affection. Her sister looked ridiculous in her oversized slipper boots and skinny jeans. And at least ten years younger than she actually was. Naturally pretty and blessed with good skin. Jen took a mouthful of wine, closed her eyes and shimmied her hips. ‘And what about that time you bunked off school with your mates to get your album signed?’


Winter laughed and swayed in time to the music. ‘The police removed us from the queue and carted us back to school. Mum went ballistic.’


Alyssa appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, a patch of dried baby sick on her shoulder and a grin on her face. ‘I haven’t heard this song in ages.’


Jen held up the wine bottle and a glass. ‘Drink?’


Alyssa bit her lip. She hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol during her pregnancy, and now she was breastfeeding, but Winter could tell that tonight she was tempted. ‘Go on, then. A tiny one. With soda water.’


The music played on. The women reached for each other, as they’d done as girls, holding hands and singing along, loud and raucous. The kitchen – the hub of Jen’s home – was filled with the love and laughter that comes from trust and familiarity and kinship.


‘Mummy,’ said a small voice into the melee. ‘You’re being noisy.’


Standing in the kitchen with his thumb in his mouth was Teddy, hair sticking up and one pyjama trouser halfway up his leg. Iris, his big sister, was holding his other hand, a stern expression on her face. ‘We can’t go to sleep.’


Jen rushed towards them and planted a kiss on the top of each of their heads. ‘Sorry, Mr Ted,’ said Winter, using the family’s affectionate nickname for the little boy. She crouched next to him and pulled him in for a hug.


Teddy took his thumb out of his mouth and leaned into her. ‘Your singing is very bad, Auntie Winter.’


‘That’s rude.’ Iris poked him in the ribs.


But Winter, who was used to fawning and compliments, laughed harder than his observation deserved. ‘Thank you, Teddy. I appreciate your honesty.’


Iris peered around the kitchen. ‘Where’s baby Claudia?’


‘Sleeping like a baby,’ said Alyssa, ‘which is a ridiculous expression when you think about it because babies never sleep for long.’


The eight-year-old shot her mother a hopeful look. ‘Are you going to have another baby, Mummy?’


Jen gave a snort of mirth. ‘No, sweetheart.’


‘But why not? Please, Mummy. Please. I really want a baby brother or sister.’


‘And I really want you to go to bed.’


When the children were settled back upstairs, and Alyssa had checked on the baby, the women gathered at the table. Jen’s pasta was delicious and nourishing, and even Winter, who had restricted herself to a bowl of salad without dressing, couldn’t resist a few forkfuls.


‘Are you scared about tomorrow night?’ Winter winked at her middle sister. 


Jen crossed her eyes in return, their favoured call and response since childhood. ‘I don’t think so.’ She drew out that last vowel sound. ‘Should I be?’


Alyssa leaned forward, her elbows on the table. ‘Be afraid. Be very afraid.’ She and Winter shared a conspiratorial glance. 


Jen put down her glass and narrowed her eyes. ‘You promised.’


‘We promised not to embarrass you,’ said Winter. 


‘Yes,’ said Alyssa, ‘although it depends on your definition of embarrassment, I suppose.’


‘I didn’t want a hen do, remember?’ Jen spun the slender silver band on her ring finger. ‘I’m already married.’


‘It’s not a hen do,’ said Winter.


Alyssa chimed in. ‘It’s a celebration. Because we couldn’t let the momentous occasion of your marriage pass without a’ – she cocked her thumb and fingertip until they were almost touching – ‘little gathering of your nearest and dearest.’


‘But we’re already having a party on Saturday,’ said Jen.


‘Yes, but this is Friday night.’ Winter reached across the table and took her sister’s hand. ‘And that party’s for Mum and Dad too. And Alyssa. This is just for you. Some of the guests are already in town. You don’t have to worry about a thing. It will be fun, trust me.’


Neither Winter nor Alyssa had shared with Jen how disappointed they’d been to discover she and Phil had eloped without any of the family present except for Iris and Teddy. It had seemed churlish to complain when she had been elated, floating in a bubble of post-wedding euphoria. But both sisters had felt stung that Jen – the first of the Kellaway girls to marry – had chosen to do so without them. Since they were small, they’d talked about how they would be each other’s bridesmaids. While they recognized it was Jen’s choice and should be respected, it had served as a painful reminder that her primary loyalty was no longer to them.


The front door slammed. Phil stumbled into the kitchen, followed by Federico and a wave of alcohol fumes. A thin wail rose from the sitting room.


‘Fuck’s sake.’ Alyssa muttered it under her breath, but Winter caught her expression of irritation and said what her sister wouldn’t. ‘Keep it down, lads. You’ve woken up Claudia.’


‘Good evening, ladies.’ Phil gave them an unfocused grin. At the centre of his lips was the tell-tale stain that suggested he was currently one fifth human and four fifths red wine. Winter topped up her glass. Jen kissed him on the cheek.


‘I take it you had a good afternoon.’


Phil folded himself into one of the kitchen chairs, his limbs loose from too much alcohol. ‘It was’ – he eyed Federico – ‘magnificent.’


Federico grabbed an empty plate and began to load pasta and salad onto it. ‘I was magnificent, you mean.’


Winter and Jen exchanged a glance, a sisterly shorthand that didn’t need words: why was their brother-in-law more interested in filling his face than saying hello to his fiancée and infant daughter?


Phil helped himself to a beer from the fridge and held out his hand to Jen. When she took it in her own, he kissed the back of it and reached for a slice of garlicky flatbread. ‘You were, my friend.’


Federico and Phil had worked together for ten years. Federico, handsome, and with an edginess that appealed to both men and women, was a music producer whose star was in rapid ascendancy. The last two years had been a whirlwind of touring, collaboration and hours in the recording studio. Phil, his manager, was in charge of negotiation, contracts, royalties, sponsorship, licensing and merchandising. If Fed was the face of their collaboration, the creative energy, Phil was the money man with a talent for spotting lucrative opportunities. While the former was a darling of the music press, the latter, sharp-suited and serious, was regularly profiled in the financial pages. Best friends. Business partners. A formidable team.


Alyssa appeared in the kitchen, holding Claudia. The baby’s face was red and sweaty from crying. Federico dropped his fork against the plate with a clatter and held out his arms. ‘Give her to me.’


His girlfriend held the baby a bit closer to her chest. ‘When you’ve sobered up.’


A shadow of disappointment crossed Federico’s face. ‘Come on, Alyssa. I haven’t seen her all day.’


‘Whose fault is that?’


Alyssa spun around and left the room. Federico started to rise from his chair but Phil laid a hand on his arm. ‘Leave it, mate. She’s tired, and you’ve been out all day while she’s stuck at home with a newborn. It’s hard work.’


Winter sipped her wine and gave Federico a level look. ‘Are you planning on taking any paternity leave?’


‘We’re so busy at work it’s ridiculous.’ Federico turned his attention back to his food. ‘This is a pivotal moment in my career.’


Jen sat back down at the table, resting her chin on her steepled hands. Her voice was soft, non-judgemental. ‘She needs you too.’


Winter glanced at Phil but his expression was neutral. She waited for him to back his wife. To back his sister-in-law. He’d always been at great pains to insist he was a feminist. But he said nothing. Irritation flared inside her but she forced herself to dampen it down. The party was forty-two hours away. She didn’t want family tensions to derail the celebrations.


‘I’ll go,’ she said, expecting Alyssa’s boyfriend to take the hint. But Federico shovelled in his pasta and did not reply.


The sitting room was in darkness, the bloated moon hidden by cloud. The earlier fog had lifted but the night air held an opaque quality. Alyssa stood at the window overlooking the garden, her baby nestled against the crook of her neck, a tiny human comma.


‘He wasn’t always a prick.’


‘I know. But he’s adjusting, like you. Parenthood doesn’t come automatically to some men. Or women.’


‘Yes, but I don’t have the luxury of ignoring her, do I? One of us has got to look after Claudia. I can’t swan off to work or go down the pub.’ Tears glistened in Alyssa’s eyes.


Winter drew her younger sister towards her into a hug. Alyssa could be spiky at times, occasionally haughty, and, as the baby of the family, she was used to getting her own way. But Winter loved her so. She felt in her pocket and pulled out a small square box. ‘For you.’


‘What is it?’ Alyssa gave a tremulous smile. ‘I don’t have a gift for you, sorry.’


‘I wasn’t expecting anything. This is for you. I know I’m not at home very often, but I want you to know I’m always with you.’


A thin diamond-studded pendant with three entwined circles at its heart lay on the plush flocking. Winter pulled down the front of her top to reveal a matching chain. ‘I’ve got one too, and one for Jen.’


‘It’s beautiful. Thank you. Can you put it on for me?’


Winter placed the chain around her sister’s neck and fastened the clasp. ‘Family always.’


Alyssa slipped her hand into Winter’s and squeezed it. ‘Family always.’


Winter’s recollection of her childhood was muddied by memories of her parents and siblings. As the eldest – almost eight years separated them – she couldn’t remember the day Alyssa was born, but, standing in the sitting room, the feel of her sister’s hand in hers and watching the clouds cross the moon, she was struck by a vivid flashback to the summer she was thirteen and Alyssa was five.


Winter’s father had suggested a tent in the garden for a sleepover with her friends. Alyssa, who at the time had been obsessed by Winter in the way only younger sisters could be, begged to be allowed to join them, but her request had been denied. She’d been put to bed at the usual time with a story and a kiss, but refused to go to sleep, and occasionally, one of Winter’s friends pointed up at the small figure gazing down on the fun from her bedroom window.


At midnight, when the girls were scaring each other with tales of a disfigured man with a bladed glove and fedora who crept into their nightmares to kill them, Winter had caught the sound of singing, a high-pitched sound that was barely audible, like the breath of a ghost. It stirred a memory in her, something primal and dark.


She had clutched at her nearest friend, and pressed a finger to her lips. Each girl had nudged the next until the tent was silent and the only sound from the garden was the rustle of leaves and that quiet voice. Even now, the distinctive smell of canvas threw her back to that night, the fear and surprise of it, that lullaby about mamas and mockingbirds.


Winter, egged on by her friends, crawled across the groundsheet in her pyjamas. She remembered a twig digging into her knee and the feel of the night air on her face, cool and fresh. Her eyes took a moment to adjust from the torchlight inside the tent to the textured darkness outside and the shape of the bushes and trees, which felt like a threat now that daylight had fled. The house – at the distant end of the garden – was in darkness, except for a light shining at the back door.


Winter glanced around her, up the garden, away from the house and her friends in the tent, and towards the apple tree. A pale flash captured her attention, a nightdress and silver limbs against the backdrop of midnight. A slight form, sitting cross-legged among the windfalls, the scent of fermentation hanging on the breeze.


She was singing the same two lines over and over again, borrowed from that lullaby their mother used to sing, and when she saw Winter, she smiled, her teeth gleaming in the darkness.


‘Why aren’t you in bed? Mum and Dad will kill you if they find you out here.’


The expression on Alyssa’s face changed, as if shutters had been pulled across it. ‘Everyone’s sleeping.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Protecting you.’


Her voice was high and clear in the night. Alyssa, five years old. Chestnut curls. Rounded cheeks. But then, as now, Winter glimpsed the vulnerability in her eyes, a fleeting fear that made her feel something uncomfortable, like stumbling across a secret by accident or uncovering a truth that should remain buried. At thirteen, she did not want to interrogate this fear. She knew its origins, and it had no place in the sweet-smelling garden on a summer’s night. She swallowed down her feelings and did what her parents would expect of her.


‘You need to go back inside now.’


If she’d anticipated resistance from Alyssa, it didn’t happen. Her little sister was docile, accepting of her fate. Her nightdress, which hung off one shoulder and grazed the tops of her knees, was damp from the grass, and her eyes were hollows in her face. From their vantage point at the far end of the garden, both sisters paused to watch the silhouettes of Winter’s friends inside the tent, backlit by their torches, shadow figures from another realm. Mesmerized by the shape of them as they moved in the darkness, their bodies made fluid and mysterious.


‘Do you ever get scared?’ Alyssa spoke so quietly, Winter had to bend down to catch her words.


‘Yes. Of Mum finding all the uneaten fruit and vegetables that are rotting in my school bag.’ She grinned at her sister to show she was joking. But Alyssa did not smile back.


‘I do.’


Winter put an arm around the girl’s shoulder. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of, OK? Mum and Dad, and Jen and me, we’ll keep you safe.’


But Alyssa let out the tiniest of sighs.


A breeze rustled the leaves and made Winter shiver. They were still standing amidst the piles of fallen apples, and Winter wondered what had happened to the wasps she’d seen gorging on them that afternoon, bad-tempered from an excess of fermented sugar, too drunk to fly. Tucked safely in their nest, she decided, which is where Alyssa ought to be.


She turned to her then, to tell her that she couldn’t stay outside a minute longer, that it was late – too late – for a five-year-old to be awake, and that she must never leave the house again without their parents’ knowledge or permission.
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