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  one




  Do you know that feeling when you walk into a house and you’re instantly absolutely sure that it’s empty? That no one is there. Even if someone should be.




  That’s how it was the day it happened. The day my life, my nice comfortable ordinary life, changed for ever.




  I’d recently gone back to teaching, just one day a week, every Thursday, at Okehampton College, our nearest community school. I liked to keep busy when my husband Robert was away working.

  Not that looking after our home and our son wasn’t quite enough most of the time.




  This was a Thursday. The 3rd of November 2011. After work I’d gone to the supermarket. We grew most of our own vegetables at home and this was a mild and gentle autumn, so we still had

  lettuces in the ground along with leeks, carrots and young Brussels sprouts. Our spinach would keep going through the winter, and we had potatoes and apples in store. I’d intended just to

  shop for more of the things a good mother should try to feed a growing teenager, like fish, chicken and wholemeal bread. But I’d also picked up several of my son’s favourite pizzas, a

  rich chocolate cake and a block of clotted-cream ice cream. I could never resist spoiling Robbie.




  I’d been the same ever since he was born. After all, I’d thought I was going to lose him and I knew almost straight away I would never have another child.




  Robbie, named after his Scottish father, Robert, and always known by the Gaelic abbreviation, was fifteen years old, tall, black-haired, pale-skinned, and beautiful. Just like his dad. At least

  I thought he was beautiful. I thought they were both beautiful.




  He’d just begun his mock GCSEs, and I’d left him at home in his room studying. His school believed in making the mocks as much like the real thing as possible. They suspended the

  usual syllabus and allowed students to work in the library, or at home if they were day pupils, when they didn’t have exams.




  Robbie was a quiet studious boy. A little too quiet and studious some might think. He’d led a pretty sheltered life really. His father in particular had seen to that. But Robbie always

  seemed content enough. He did have his swimming, at which he excelled. He swam for his school and the county. And so far we’d not experienced with him the teenage nightmares so many other

  families seemed to have to deal with.




  The traffic was heavy on the road heading home. We lived in an isolated old farmhouse with an acre or so of land on the edge of Dartmoor. Our nearest village, Blackstone, was almost eight miles

  away. It was not the pretty chocolate-box kind of moorland village which attracted tourists in the summer. Indeed, it was rather a bleak place. A string of ill-assorted housing – a couple of

  quite grand thatched places, several rows of small cottages, a line of 1930s pebble-dashed semis and a smattering of modern bungalows – ran along a single narrow road up one side of a hill

  and down the other. But it was quiet and peaceful and we liked it.




  Highrise Farm could also be bleak in the winter. Even more so than the village. But by God, it was splendid. On this orange early evening, at the end of what had been an unseasonably sunny day,

  I was eager to get back home before darkness fell. Although there was a winterish nip in the air, threatening a frost that night, the sky was clear and glorious.




  It was the location, of course, and the house itself, dating back to the seventeenth century and retaining many original features, which made the place so special. But our home was, quite

  frankly, gorgeous in every way. The kitchen and the bathrooms had all been stylishly refurbished by my husband Robert, who worked pretty much non-stop on Highrise when he was at home.




  He was in the oil industry and spent far too much of his time away on the rigs. But we both agreed that it was worth it. He was a senior drilling engineer employed by Amaco Limited UK. It was an

  important and challenging job, and Robert talked to me a lot about the responsibilities and the stress of the post he held. He was involved in the most advanced aspects of the extraction of oil

  from the North Sea, and the generous salary he received for both his expertise and somewhat antisocial working arrangements enabled us to enjoy an excellent lifestyle.




  When he was on leave he said that nothing gave him greater joy than working on our home. ‘All I want to do, Marion, is to create a personal paradise for my family,’ he often said.

  ‘It just makes me so happy.’




  He had even, virtually single-handed, built a long, narrow swimming pool so that Robbie, who we at any rate believed to be potentially an international swimmer, could train at home.




  Robert loved our garden, which was mostly laid to shrubs and lawn so it wouldn’t need too much attention when he was away. But the vegetable patch and greenhouse, his pride and joy, did

  need attention and, as this had been another in a succession of dry and relatively warm days, might well require watering in spite of the time of year. I cursed silently as yet another set of

  traffic lights demanded I stop at roadworks on the A30.




  One of the two lanes on my side of the dual carriageway was closed. Speed camera warnings lined the roadside along with 50-mile-an-hour limit signs. Chance would be a fine thing, I thought

  irritably, as I was forced to slow almost to a standstill.




  There seemed to be major works going on involving resurfacing and the widening of lanes and it looked as if this lot was going to last well into the Christmas holidays. I texted Robbie to tell

  him I was going to be a bit later than I’d expected. We always kept in touch, usually texting and calling several times a day when we were apart, but that day we hadn’t been in contact

  since late morning. I’d not had my normal breaks between classes because I’d been standing in for another teacher who was off sick, and I realized Robbie was probably buried in his

  revision, and would remain so until I returned home, as he had two exams the following day. Actually, I’d been told by his teachers that he was expected to fly through his mocks. He was very

  bright. He was also conscientious.




  I told him there was pizza for supper. Lots of it. Robbie had an enormous appetite. It never ceased to amaze me how much he ate and how thin he remained. But then, he was still growing, and

  fast. It looked like he was going to be even taller than his father, who stood a good six foot two inches.




  I kept glancing at my phone in case he texted back. I half expected him to do so because he almost always did. But I reminded myself again of how hard he worked when he had an exam looming, let

  alone mock GCSEs.




  As I drove along I could so clearly imagine him at the desk Robert had built for him in his room, custom-made to fit into the awkwardly shaped corner to the left of the ancient chimney breast.

  He’d be sitting, totally preoccupied, hunched over his keyboard, in just the position I kept telling him he ought to avoid, particularly as he was such a tall boy, in case he damaged his

  back. He’d have his left elbow propped on the edge of the desk, lower arm arranged so that one side of his face could rest on a splayed hand. His eyes would be screwed up in concentration and

  he’d probably be chewing a pencil, shredding the end with his front teeth and spitting out occasional splinters of wood onto the floor.




  I was smiling as I pulled in to the yard and drew our four-wheel-drive Lexus to a halt. Thinking of Robbie always made me smile.




  It was almost 5 p.m., and the sun had very nearly set behind Highrise, but the old house, with its tall chimneys and angular roof formation, still remained in quite spectacular silhouette.




  Our dog Florrie, a Border collie, loped from the direction of the house to greet me. She pretty much had the run of our home, though we did try to keep her out of the bedrooms as she shed hair

  for England. But in any case she had farm blood in her and, particularly in decent weather, often preferred to roam the garden – and sometimes a little further afield, I feared – then

  lie on the squashy cushion in a box we’d installed in the porch.




  She wrapped herself around my legs as I climbed out of the car, and whimpered appreciatively when I scratched the back of her neck. Laden with my shopping, I stepped onto the raised paved

  terrace which Robert had built right along the front of Highrise. Florrie followed close to my heels.




  The door to the adjoining shed where we kept our bicycles was ajar and I pushed it shut with one foot as I walked past.




  The front door was unlocked and I managed to open it, without having to put down any of my shopping, by leaning my shoulder against it and pushing the handle with my elbow.




  Florrie squeezed past me heading for the kitchen. It was her dinner time, and Florrie had a tummy like an alarm clock. She had only one thing on her mind now. Food.




  As I stepped into the flagstoned hallway I called out to Robbie, like I always did.




  No response, so I called again. Louder. His room was at the top of the house. He may not have heard me. But somehow I didn’t think that was it. I paused. Uneasy. The shopping heavy in my

  arms. No, that was not it at all.




  It was then that I began to feel the emptiness of the house. That I was overwhelmed with the certainty that Robbie was not there.




  However, when I’d closed the door to the shed I’d seen his mountain bike propped against the far wall and, unless Robert or I were around to drive him, Robbie’s only means of

  transport was his bike. The house was too far away from anywhere for walking to be a reasonable option.




  In any case Robbie rarely left the house without one of us, and he certainly would not do so without telling me. He would have called or texted.




  No. He was upstairs in his room, too engrossed in his computer or his books to have been aware of the sound of the car pulling into the yard or to have heard me calling him.




  I told myself off for having an overactive imagination and carried the shopping into the kitchen. I dumped it on the worktop, handmade by Robert from Dartmoor granite, and stretched my aching

  arms. Then, with a small moan of relief, I kicked off my shiny black ‘school’ shoes. They were nearly new, had heels I was no longer very used to, and did not feel entirely comfortable

  at the end of a long day. Gratefully, I thrust my feet into my well-worn old slippers.




  The kitchen felt chilly and I realized when I reached out to touch the Aga that I certainly wasn’t imagining that. The range was barely warm. Perhaps unusually nowadays, ours was a solid

  fuel version. We fed it with wood, mostly gathered from our own land, on which grew sycamore, ash and pine regularly culled by Robert. And, certainly not unusually, Robbie seemed to have forgotten

  to stoke it. I opened the door to the fire compartment. There was just a faint glow at the bottom. I swiftly gathered up handfuls of small pieces of wood from the box which stood alongside the

  stove, piled them in, closed the door and hoped that Aga magic would ensure that its energy revived without my having to empty and relight the thing. I also made a mental note to chastise Robbie,

  not that I expected that to do any good.




  Meanwhile Florrie pushed her wet nose against my leg and gazed at me imploringly. She had me exactly where she wanted me, that dog. Obediently, I emptied the best part of a tin of dog meat into

  her bowl along with some dried mixer.




  Then I flicked the switch on the kettle to make tea, and began to unpack my shopping. But I was still battling with that inexplicable and overwhelming sense of unease. I walked to the bottom of

  the stairs and called up at the top of my voice.




  ‘I’m back, Robbie. Cup o’ tea?’




  Still no reply.




  I put one foot on the first stair and was just about to run up to the top of the house. That was what I wanted to do. But I didn’t. Instead I told myself to pull myself together. I was

  just being silly. Extremely silly.




  The kettle would have boiled by now. I went back into the kitchen and made two steaming mugs of strong English Breakfast. I didn’t finish unpacking the shopping, though, nor did I put any

  of it away. I was, by now, in too much of a hurry. None the less, I kept telling myself I would soon be drinking my tea while sitting in the old cane rocking chair in Robbie’s room, quietly

  watching him at work until he was ready to come down for his supper.




  I quite often did that. He never seemed to mind. From what I gathered from the few other mothers I spoke to, most boys of his age would hate it. But Robbie was different. Our relationship was

  different. And, after all, I never interrupted. I just sat in silence, unless he spoke to me first, looking out over the view of the moors or maybe thumbing through one of his biking or swimming

  magazines.




  There was a sharp angle on the landing from which a second narrower staircase led up to Robbie’s room. Florrie had finished her dinner and was now able to take an interest in matters other

  than filling her belly. She came tearing up the stairs after me and pushed past just as I was trying to manoeuvre the awkward angle. I spilt some of the tea, a generous slug of which slurped out of

  both mugs, and swore under my breath.




  I’d been trying to climb the stairs too quickly, of course, considering that I was clutching mugs, which, with the benefit of hindsight, I probably should not have filled to the brim.




  It might have been irrational, but I remained so anxious to reach Robbie’s room, to see him there in his familiar surroundings, to watch him turn and smile at me, warm and welcoming, the

  way he always did, that I hadn’t been able to help hurrying.




  Once more I told myself to pull myself together, and slowed to a more sensible pace as I climbed the last few stairs.




  The door to Robbie’s room was open just a foot or so, probably pushed ajar by Florrie whom I could hear whimpering on the other side. Later I came to believe that somewhere in my

  subconscious I registered that the sound she was making was not her normal ‘pleased to see you’ noise. But, to be honest, I don’t really know whether I did or not.




  I usually knocked before entering Robbie’s room. Even though I knew I was always welcome, even though there were no locks on any doors in our house, not even the bathrooms. Nobody had ever

  shown me much respect when I was fifteen, as far as I could remember, but I tried to treat Robbie with respect as well as love and all the other mother stuff.




  I could not, however, knock while carrying two mugs.




  Instead I called out.




  ‘Tea’s up, Robbie. Hands full. I’m coming in. OK?’




  I pushed the door with one foot, aware as I did so that my son had still not replied. There hadn’t been a sound from him since the moment I had entered the house. The house I’d felt

  so sure was empty. The house which still felt empty of any other human occupation.




  The door swung easily wide open on its well-oiled hinges. Everything in our house was well maintained. Robert saw to that.




  I took just one step into the spacious attic room with its high vaulted ceiling and ancient blackened beams.




  I am not a tall woman. The first thing I saw was Robbie’s feet. He was wearing the trainers I had given him for his birthday the previous May. They were black Adidas Originals with a

  narrow red and white trim. At first I think I looked only at the trainers, before allowing my gaze to travel upwards.




  My son was suspended from the central beam stretching across the room, his back towards the mullioned windows which presented such a spectacular view of the countryside beyond, his face, his

  poor distorted face, directly towards me.




  Florrie sat below him, staring up. She was still whimpering and now I could quite clearly detect a note of distress. Also, perhaps, of fear.




  Robbie was hanging from a rope tied around his neck. Bizarrely, I recognized it as one of the lengths of extra-strong nylon cord, startlingly yellow and shiny, which we had bought, along with

  all manner of other new equipment, when he and his father had taken off on their bicycles for a few days’ camping on the moors during the summer holidays.




  The cord had embedded itself deeply into the flesh beneath Robbie’s chin, and two puffy circular ridges of skin had risen around it. His face was already swollen and had turned an

  unnatural greyish purple and his tongue lolled obscenely from his mouth. His eyes, his lovely pale-blue eyes, were wide open, bulging only slightly and staring straight at me.




  There was an unpleasant smell in the room. I recognised what it was at once, and registered, in a distracted sort of way, that Robbie must have lost control of his bowels.




  Behind him his computer, his treasured iMac, lay on the floor, the glass of the screen shattered into pointed shards, as if it had been swept carelessly and with some violence from the desk.

  That desk, so lovingly constructed by his father, must have been moved across the room. It was now positioned directly behind the spot where Robbie was hanging.




  It seemed logical that Robbie had stood on the desk, in order to attach the rope to the beam and to his neck, and had then jumped off. His head was at an acute angle, almost resting on one

  shoulder. I knew at once that his neck was broken. This was somehow quite abundantly clear even to a woman like me who had never before witnessed anything remotely like it.




  Indeed, I took in the whole terrible scene in a matter of seconds, absorbing it, at first, in a curiously clinical fashion.




  The implication of what it actually meant took some seconds more. The fact that my beautiful boy hung dead before me was, perhaps, almost too much for me to grasp.




  When the brutal reality finally hit me my whole body slumped into a state of muscular collapse. My fists, clutching the two mugs of tea, involuntarily opened. The mugs fell to the wooden boarded

  floor, smashing into many pieces. Scalding tea gushed onto my feet, burning my instep and toes through the felt material of my slippers.




  I could hear myself screaming, though. Not from pain, but out of pure unadulterated desolation. Florrie ran right through my legs and raced down the stairs at even greater speed than she had

  ascended. She could not possibly have understood what she was witnessing but was suddenly quite desperate to get away.




  I just screamed and screamed and screamed.




  My life, my world, was over. Hanging from a beam which I knew had once formed part of the hull of a ship that had sailed to America, attached by a length of rope which had anchored a tent

  against the winds of Dartmoor, swaying grotesquely in the cross-draught caused by my opening a door opposite windows already flung asunder to the unlikely mellowness of a sunny autumn day.




  My boy was dead.









    

  




  two




  I have no idea how long it took me to stop screaming. When I did, I used Robbie’s iPhone to dial 999. It too had fallen onto the floor, and lay there alongside his broken

  computer. I had to reach past him to get it, and in so doing I brushed against his body, making it sway a little more. My hand touched his deathly cold one. I felt sick.




  I tried to bend down to pick up the phone but my legs gave way. I was kneeling when I made the call. Later, that always seemed appropriate somehow.




  My voice when I spoke to the emergency services sounded as if it belonged to someone else.




  ‘Ambulance,’ I said, ‘I need an ambulance. It’s my son. Please. Come quickly, quickly . . .’




  And yet I knew there was no need for speed. I was already aware that Robbie was beyond help.




  I continued to kneel as I waited for them to come. I wanted to leave that room. And I wanted to cut my son down from that obscene hanging position.




  I couldn’t do so. The emergency services operator had told me not to touch anything, but I didn’t care about that. I just didn’t have the strength to move. Barely a muscle. I

  closed my eyes. I could not look at Robbie’s body. It was almost as if by shutting out the image of him I thought I could make the whole thing go away. But even with my eyes shut I could

  still see him hanging there.




  I was aware now of burning pains in both my feet where the hot tea had landed. I didn’t care about that either. It really didn’t matter. Nothing mattered much. In fact, I doubted

  anything would ever matter much again.




  However, there was something I knew I had to find the strength to do.




  I had to contact Robbie’s father. I had to give Robert the terrible news and I had to do so swiftly, even though I knew he would be destroyed by it. Perhaps more than I already had been.

  If that were possible.




  I couldn’t phone Robert when he was on a rig – there were no mobile signals – but all the Amaco platforms had Wi-Fi. Robert and I spoke frequently on a Skype video link, his

  laptop to our computer in the office downstairs, or sometimes my iPad. And if I needed to get in touch with him unexpectedly, the routine was that I sent an email and he called me as soon as he

  could, either on my mobile or our home number, via Skype.




  Ironically, Robert was actually due home at the weekend, two days later. Meanwhile, I had little choice but to email him. I was still holding Robbie’s phone in one hand. I hesitated for

  just a moment or two, trying to find the right words, which was, of course, impossible. I could not tell the man his son was dead by email. Instead I settled for tapping out a brief message asking

  him to call me urgently and giving no further information.




  An ambulance crew arrived within about half an hour, I think. I heard them knocking on the front door and calling out. I did not move from my crouched position on the floor. I still

  couldn’t do so. Without any response from me the crew entered the house. I hadn’t locked the front door; we rarely did until bedtime. I could hear their footsteps on the stairs. I had

  been asked on the phone where in the house my son was. The crew must have been given that information. They climbed straight up to Robbie’s room and found me there, half kneeling, half lying

  by then, on the floor at my son’s feet.




  I was vaguely aware of reassuring voices and someone putting a blanket around my shoulders. Strong arms helped me upright and I was led, limping as the pain from my feet began to hit me, out of

  the room. I complied meekly, but I think I cried out as I looked again at Robbie’s body. I’m not sure.




  Two police officers, a man in plain clothes and a uniformed woman constable, turned up just as we reached the bottom of the stairs. I was by then leaning quite heavily on the shoulder of a small

  female paramedic, who’d told me she was called Sally and I wasn’t to worry about anything. Whatever on earth that meant.




  I hadn’t asked for the police when I made my emergency call, but apparently they always attend a sudden death. Particularly of such a young person.




  I vaguely heard Sally the paramedic tell them, yes, the boy was dead all right. And the body was upstairs. Then the male officer muttering about the SOCOs being on their way. Better get

  everything checked out before moving the body, just in case, he said.




  I knew what ‘SOCOs’ were, of course. Didn’t everybody nowadays? Scenes of Crime Officers. Brought in to collect and evaluate forensic evidence. But why were they needed here?

  Surely Robbie’s death was suicide. A hanging like that always is, isn’t it? Even in my state of total shock I’d just assumed my son had killed himself, although, in my wildest

  imaginings, I could think of absolutely no reason why he would have done such a thing. But I’d read about unexplained suicides among young people. They seemed frighteningly common. Anyway, I

  wasn’t thinking straight. Far from it. But, perhaps surprisingly, I was just beginning again to at least think.




  ‘What’s going on?’ I heard myself ask. ‘Why are you bringing the Scenes of Crime people in? You don’t think a crime has been committed here, do you? Surely we know

  how my son died, don’t we? Don’t we . . .’




  I knew I was babbling. The man in plain clothes interrupted me quite kindly.




  ‘Just routine, madam,’ he said. He introduced himself then as Detective Sergeant Paul Jarvis.




  ‘I’ll be in charge of this case,’ he went on, shocking me all over again somehow by referring to the death of my only son as a case.




  Then he gestured to the uniformed woman officer. ‘This here is PC Janet Cox, and you must be Mrs Anderson. Is that right?’




  I nodded. He murmured something I didn’t quite catch to PC Cox.




  ‘Look, Mrs Anderson, you must have had the most terrible shock,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we go into the kitchen? Make a nice cup of tea?’




  If my brain had been functioning more sharply I would have shouted out that I didn’t want a nice cup of tea. Indeed, I couldn’t imagine there being anything nice in my life ever

  again. Or anything that I’d ever want, come to that.




  But I had no fight left.




  Sally the paramedic told PC Cox she really should do something about my burned feet, they could turn quite nasty if they weren’t given some attention. So the three of us went into the

  kitchen where I sat at the big old scrubbed pine table in the middle of the room, as instructed. Sally crouched by my side and removed, as carefully as she could, my slippers and beneath them the

  black pop socks which I almost always wore on school days. In spite of her obvious care shreds of skin came away with the socks. Sally made soothing noises, told me to sit as still as possible, and

  that she was off to the ambulance parked outside to fetch the right dressings. Then she left the room. Meanwhile PC Cox busied herself filling the kettle, finding mugs, milk and tea bags.




  She didn’t ask me where anything was, and it didn’t occur to me to assist by telling her. When she put a mug in front of me I obediently sipped from it.




  The contents tasted as if at least six spoonfuls of sugar had been added. That old chestnut about sugar being good for shock. I hated sugar in my tea. Even at that moment, the most terrible of

  my life, I remembered that I hated sugar in my tea.




  PC Cox pointed to my abandoned shopping on the worktop and asked if she should put the food in the fridge before it spoiled, and clear away the ice cream which had started to melt and form a

  gooey puddle. I didn’t bother to answer, but she did so anyway.




  Sally returned carrying a red and black bag from which she removed some packets of assorted dressings, and began covering the burned areas of my feet with practised efficiency.




  ‘You’ll need to go to your local medical centre in a few days, have that lot checked,’ she instructed.




  I nodded vaguely. I actually had no interest whatsoever in the state of my feet.




  PC Cox also made tea for Sally the paramedic and for herself, mumbling something about the boys being big and ugly enough to get their own when they came downstairs, and then sat at the table

  opposite me.




  ‘You must call me Janet,’ she said. ‘And I’m just here to help as much as I can. If there’s anything I can do, just shout.’




  I stared at her. Yes, you can bring my son back to me, I wanted to scream. You can bring my beautiful boy back to life.




  She wriggled a bit under my gaze. Bizarrely, I wondered what it must feel like to be in her situation with a complete stranger.




  She asked about my husband. I explained that he was away working in the North Sea and that I had so far been unable to contact him directly. But I had emailed him an urgent message.




  ‘Look, you should have someone with you,’ she said. ‘Someone close. Is there a relative you could get round, or a friend?’




  I shook my head again. My mother had died when I was a child, the grandmother who had more or less brought me up had also died many years previously, and I had no brothers or sisters.




  The only relative I had left really was my dad, who lived in the village of Hartland, on the North Devon coast, more than an hour away. He worshipped his grandson, and was notoriously bad in a

  crisis. The next nightmare on my agenda would be to tell him about Robbie. Having him anywhere near would be even worse.




  There were people in the village I vaguely knew and passed the time of day with, and the parents of some of the other pupils in Robbie’s school, but none of them could remotely be regarded

  as friends.




  We were a tight-knit happy little band, our tiny family. At least I had always thought so until that dreadful evening. Even Robbie had few friends, as far as I knew, anyway, and certainly none

  that he brought home with him.




  Robert did not encourage visitors, not when he was at home certainly, although he tolerated occasional visits from my father with reasonable grace. And he didn’t lay down any rules for

  when he was away or anything like that. He just wanted us to be busy and happy, he said.




  ‘But when I’m home I do like my family all to myself,’ he would tell me and Robbie repeatedly. ‘In our own bit of paradise.’




  ‘A neighbour, perhaps?’ persisted Janet Cox.




  I continued to stare at her and gestured out of the window at the far end of the kitchen, where the lights had not been switched on. You could still see through it quite well. Although darkness

  had fallen, the sky remained as clear as I had earlier thought it would. Dartmoor stretched before us, silver and black, lit now by the moon and the stars, its distinctively jagged tors bisecting

  an eerily bright night sky like something out of the Tate Modern.




  ‘Our nearest neighbours are five miles away,’ I said. ‘We’re not exactly in and out of each other’s houses.’




  PC Cox, whom I somehow could not even think of let alone address as Janet, looked perplexed.




  ‘There must be someone . . .’ she said. ‘We can’t leave you on your own. The whole team will be going soon. I suppose I may be able to stay for a bit, I’ll have to

  call the boss . . .’




  There was something annoying about Janet Cox, her incongruously fluffy blonde hair brushing the stiff collar of her uniform, her eager determination to help. She had rather more the manner of a

  harassed social worker than a police officer.




  It was strange, perhaps, that I could even be aware of such stuff at such a time, but I was.




  ‘I’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Honestly. I’m sure my husband will soon be in touch.’




  ‘But he’s in the middle of the North Sea, isn’t he? He still has to get to the mainland.’




  ‘They’ll chopper him back. They’ll get him here fast. They do in an emergency. Look, he’ll call any minute, I’m sure.’




  Actually, I wasn’t sure at all. Robert and I had spoken early that morning, before I left for school, via Skype. I thought he’d mentioned something about being on a late shift,

  though I wasn’t sure of anything that day. He would probably only be able to check his emails at the end of his shift, or perhaps on his break, though that was less likely. The reality was

  that I had little idea when he would call.




  ‘Don’t you have some kind of emergency contact number?’ asked PC Cox.




  I glanced at her in surprise. She had her uses after all. I did have an emergency number for Amaco Limited UK. Indeed, it was me who’d insisted Robert gave me one. Just in case I ever

  really needed him in a hurry. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it, but then, I was barely capable of any kind of thought. And, of course, I’d never used it before. Nor

  indeed envisaged any kind of emergency as extreme as this one.




  I stood up. Robert had written the Aberdeen number on a piece of card and I’d pinned it to the cork noticeboard on the kitchen wall by the house phone. As was my habit. It was more or less

  buried by other more recently attached bits of card and scraps of paper. I retrieved it. Head office, human resources department. A direct line, Robert had told me, with a link to a 24/7 duty

  officer, and they can always get through to us on the rigs if they need to.




  He’d joked with me that the riggers called them inhuman resources. I wondered if Robert and I would ever share a joke again.




  I dialled the Aberdeen number. All I got was the number unobtainable tone. Janet Cox looked at me enquiringly.




  I shrugged. ‘It was probably five or six years ago when Robert gave me this,’ I said. ‘Maybe the number’s changed.’




  ‘Yes,’ agreed Janet Cox vaguely. ‘It was Amaco you said, didn’t you?’




  I nodded.




  She used her mobile to dial directory enquiries, asked for Amaco UK in Aberdeen, scribbled the number on the shopping list which I’d earlier dropped onto the worktop along with my bags of

  shopping, and began to dial again.




  ‘It’ll be out of office hours now,’ I said.




  ‘Yes, but this is the oil industry . . .’ she began, then stopped to listen.




  ‘There’s a recorded message giving a number for a duty officer,’ she said, as she wrote that number down.




  I used the house phone again to dial the new number, explained briefly to the duty officer who I was, that I had a terrible family emergency, and that I needed desperately to get through to my

  husband Robert Anderson.




  There was no urgency at all in the young male voice at the other end of the line. Indeed, it seemed to me, not even much interest.




  No, I didn’t know which platform Robert was on. I hadn’t realized it mattered. I’d never had reason to ask, not before. Anyway, as a drilling engineer didn’t he move from

  rig to rig?




  I was pretty certain the voice sighed.




  ‘Anderson, did you say? I’ll need to go through our lists and cross-refer. It may take a minute.’




  I thanked him, though for what exactly I was unsure.




  ‘Oh here, I have him,’ said the voice, returning quite quickly. ‘Anderton, Rob. A derrickman. He’s out on Jocelyn, that’s Moray Firth—’




  ‘No,’ I said, the frustration of it all adding to my distress. ‘Anderson. A N D E R S O N. And it’s Robert. He’s never called Rob. He’s one of your senior

  engineers.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I can’t find an Anderson at all—’




  ‘But he’s been with your company for nearly twenty years,’ I interrupted, wishing I could reach down the phone line and slap the owner of this still disinterested-sounding

  voice.




  ‘All right, hold on then. I’ll have to check the complete database . . .’




  I waited for what seemed like for ever. Then my mobile rang. Robert’s Skype number flashed at me from the display panel.




  I ended the call to Amaco without bothering to explain or even to say goodbye. In any case, once again, there was no one on the other end of the line.




  ‘Robert,’ I said. ‘Oh, my darling Robert . . .’




  I stopped speaking abruptly simply because I was unable to continue. I just could not find the words. I glanced across at PC Cox. She was looking down, fiddling with her mobile phone, unwilling,

  I thought, to meet my eye. Distancing herself. I didn’t blame her. There was, in any case, no way she could help me with this.




  Down the line I could hear Robert’s anxious voice.




  ‘What is it, Marion? Whatever is wrong? Marion? Marion?’




  ‘I-I don’t know how to tell you,’ I said eventually.




  ‘Tell me what?’




  ‘I-I c-can’t, I don’t know how to—’




  ‘Just tell me.’ There was already a desperate note in his voice.




  ‘It . . . it’s Robbie,’ I said.




  I heard his sharp intake of breath.




  ‘Yes?’




  I think Robert knew before I spoke again. Finally I just blurted it out. There were, after all, no words in the English language that could soften the blow.




  ‘Our beautiful son is dead,’ I said. ‘Robbie is dead.’




  There seemed to be a very long silence.




  ‘What? B-but how, what . . . what happened?’




  ‘It’s just so so awful—’ I began.




  ‘Was there an accident? Was it his bike? The car? Are you all right?’




  ‘Yes, I’m all right. But no, no, worse than any of that. So much worse. I came home and found him . . .’




  I stopped again.




  ‘What do you mean, you found him?’ queried Robert. ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘H-he was hanging, hanging from the beam in his room.’




  ‘Oh my God,’ Robert said.




  I told him all of it then, in a jumbled burst.




  Robert seemed as unable to take it in as I had been.




  ‘Suicide?’ he asked eventually, his voice high and squeaky, not sounding like him at all. But then, I already knew I didn’t sound like me.




  I mumbled something incoherent.




  ‘It can’t be suicide, it can’t be,’ said Robert, suddenly stronger, almost authoritative. ‘Why on earth would Robbie want to kill himself?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ I half whispered the words. ‘I don’t know. It’s all so awful. And then I couldn’t get you. And I so needed you. I called Aberdeen. They

  didn’t even seem able to find you. Why couldn’t they find you, Robert?’




  ‘Oh, Marion, our business is like every other – they’ve sacked half the proper people and taken on children for a fraction of the wages. Especially in areas like human

  resources. They’re all worse than useless nowadays . . . Dammit, Marion, does it matter?’




  ‘No, no, of course not. Just come home, Robert. Come home quickly.’




  ‘Yes. Oh God, yes. Straight away.’




  There was a pause. I could hear Robert’s voice, as if in the distance, and other people talking, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying.




  Then Robert spoke directly into the phone again.




  ‘Look, Marion, it’s dark already. You know the new regulations. They don’t fly from our rigs after dark. Health and safety. Plus one of the transporter choppers is out of

  action at the moment and the other one’s on some op for head office. I don’t think I’ll be able to get out until the morning. Anyway I’ve already missed the last flight from

  Aberdeen. I’m so sorry . . .’




  I hadn’t thought it possible to feel any more desolate than I already did. But I realized that even now I was looking forward to the comfort of having my husband with me. Robert was a calm

  man. A typical dour Scotsman my dad had once said, though that had been when Robert had done something, I could not remotely remember what, to annoy him.




  I didn’t know if Robert would be able to be his usual calm self, nor indeed whether he would have the inner strength to be able to offer anyone any comfort right now, even me. But I did so

  desperately want him with me.




  ‘Please, just get here as fast as you can,’ I said.




  ‘I’ll do my absolute damnedest and I’ll call you as soon as I have some news,’ he replied.




  We said an awkward goodbye, almost like strangers, and I clicked my phone off.




  PC Cox had unfortunately got the gist.




  ‘Probably won’t be able to get back tonight, then?’ she said.




  I nodded, feeling numb.




  ‘Are you sure there’s no one else who could come over? Just to be with you until he arrives?’




  She wasn’t going to give up, was she? I racked my brains.




  Suddenly it dawned on me. There was Bella. She seemed to have become fond of Robbie too. She had often actively sought out his company and, unusually, as our son had inherited his father’s

  lack of interest in outsiders, Robbie had seemed to quite like having her around. Not that she had been to the house many times. But more than anyone else, that was for certain.




  Bella was, I suppose, what people nowadays call ‘my new best friend’. I’d only known her for just over six months. We’d met on Exmouth beach at the end of April just

  before the summer dog-walking restrictions came into force. I’d had to take Robbie into Exeter to buy some stuff for school which we couldn’t get locally, and as it had been a decent

  day we’d loaded Florrie into the back of the car and driven on to Exmouth to take her for a run. She was not a young dog, but she still loved to scamper about on the sand and play in the sea,

  jumping over the waves.




  Bella had been throwing a ball for her own dog, a spaniel cross-breed called Flash, and at one point had accidentally thrown Flash’s tennis ball straight at Florrie. Florrie had gratefully

  accepted the gift, taken it in her mouth, lain down on the sand and done her best to chew it to pieces, while Flash ran around her in frantic circles.




  Bella had tired eyes, but a smile that changed everything. On the beach that day she’d stood by laughing while I’d tried to extricate her dog’s ball from Florrie’s

  enthusiastic jaws. We’d walked along the sands together for a bit. Chatting. Just ordinary stuff. But I was someone who didn’t often find strangers, or indeed anyone outside my

  immediate small family circle, easy to talk to. Yet I was somehow comfortable with Bella from the start, even though, on the surface at least, our backgrounds, apart from us both being mothers,

  seemed so different. My life was really quite privileged, whereas Bella told me that she was a single mum living in Exeter, struggling to bring up two children alone since her husband had walked

  out on her some years previously.




  Just to make conversation really, I’d told her how I’d taught at the Bodley School in Exeter before I was married, and she’d said that was a coincidence because Bodley was her

  kids’ school. Then we’d made those remarks you do about what a small world it was.




  Before I knew it we’d exchanged names and phone numbers and arranged to meet again with our dogs. One way and another, it seemed Bella was now the nearest I had to a friend.




  I called her on her mobile. The phone seemed to ring for ever and I was sure it was about to switch to voicemail when she finally answered.




  After I’d told her what had happened, just like Robert she didn’t say anything for what seemed like an age. Well, what did you say, exactly, to the mother of a fifteen-year-old boy

  who has just killed himself?




  Eventually she spoke, quietly and slowly.




  ‘This is unbelievable. Are you all right?’




  Of course I wasn’t bloody all right. What a stupid question. For a moment I thought it had been a mistake to call her. Then she spoke again. Somehow cutting straight to the chase without

  my having to ask.




  ‘Look, who’s with you? Is your husband there?’




  ‘No. And he doesn’t think he can get back until tomorrow. The paramedics are still here, and the police, they’re checking everything. It’s awful. But they’re going

  soon, I think, and then . . .’




  ‘I’ll be right over,’ said Bella. ‘As soon as I’ve sorted something out for the kids.’




  I hadn’t met her children, but she’d told me they were aged eleven and twelve, and I remembered then that Bella also had a part-time job, working on the till in a supermarket, I

  think it was. But I hadn’t given any of that a thought when I’d called her. I was, perhaps understandably, totally wrapped up in my own devastating situation. I suppose I just expected

  her to drop everything and come to my aid. Which she more or less did.




  ‘You’ll need me to stay the night,’ Bella went on.




  ‘Th-that would be wonderful,’ I stumbled.




  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘And I’ll be as quick as I can.’




  I thanked her and pushed the end button. Curiously, I’d only just met the bloody woman and hardly knew her really, but I suddenly couldn’t wait for her to arrive.




  DS Jarvis, a thin man with an incongruously fleshy face, came into the kitchen a minute or two later. He didn’t look comfortable and was fiddling with the cuffs of his anonymous grey

  suit.




  ‘I should tell you that the paramedics have formally pronounced your son dead, and the SOCOs have nearly done, Mrs Anderson—’ he began.




  ‘I’d like to see my son,’ I interrupted him. ‘I’d like to see him, before . . . before he’s taken from here.’




  Jarvis nodded, not looking at me but at the cuff of one sleeve which he seemed to be finding particularly fascinating.




  ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘And you may want to take the opportunity of formally identifying your son for us. It has to be done sometime . . .’




  Still not really taking anything much in, I agreed to do so.




  The detective sergeant led the way up the stairs. I limped behind him. Just before we reached the top a thought occurred to me. I reached out and touched his arm. He stopped and glanced back at

  me over his shoulder.




  ‘Is . . . is Robbie still . . .’ I began.




  He understood at once and shook his head. ‘No, he’s on a stretcher.’




  Jarvis continued up the stairs and led the way into Robbie’s room. My son lay with his legs straight and arms by his side. Someone had closed his eyes. At first glance he looked quite

  peaceful until you noticed the discoloration and swelling of his face and neck.




  It was a shock all over again seeing him like that. I reached out to touch him. He was stone cold. I knew, of course, that he would be. None the less, that was another shock. I had planned to

  kiss him goodbye. I couldn’t do so. Already this was no longer my son, no longer my beloved boy.




  I burst into tears and ran from the room, hurrying down the stairs as quickly as my damaged feet would allow me, and into the kitchen. Janet Cox made more tea and more soothing noises while I

  struggled to regain control. I really didn’t want to weep in front of strangers. Gradually I calmed down, superficially at any rate.




  DS Jarvis appeared in the kitchen again and looked relieved that at least I wasn’t still having hysterics. He handed me a form to sign confirming that I had formally identified

  Robbie’s body. Then he announced that he’d done all he could for the moment, adding, with not a lot of sensitivity, that he had another big job on and couldn’t stay any

  longer.




  ‘But we’ll be getting back to you, and any time you want to be in touch with us, any time at all, I’m your man, just call me,’ he said, handing me a business card.




  ‘There will have to be a post-mortem, of course,’ he told me. ‘Just routine, Mrs Anderson, routine you see, with a sudden death. Especially in the case of one so

  young.’




  I nodded. I hadn’t thought of that. Of Robbie being examined after his death, of his pale flesh being sliced into on a mortuary slab. Would they use one of those circular saws I’d

  seen on TV to cut into his skull and expose his brain?




  I was numb. I just nodded. Then something else occurred to me. Something so obvious I couldn’t believe it hadn’t struck me straight away.




  ‘Was there a note?’ I asked. ‘I didn’t think to look. Did Robbie leave a note? Did you find anything?’




  DS Jarvis shook his head. ‘No note, I’m afraid,’ he said.




  ‘But isn’t that unusual? D-don’t . . .’ It was hard for me to say the word. ‘Don’t suicides always leave a note? Some sort of explanation?’




  DS Jarvis shook his head again. ‘That’s a common misconception, Mrs Anderson,’ he said, as he headed for the front door. ‘The vast majority don’t. We’re

  taking your boy’s computer hard drive away just in case there’s anything on there, and to check it out generally. His mobile too. But I wouldn’t expect too much, if I were

  you.’




  The paramedics left soon afterwards. Then the coroner’s undertakers arrived, and Robbie, his beautiful body zipped into an ugly black bag, was carried out to a waiting vehicle which would,

  I was told, take him to the mortuary at Barnstaple’s North Devon Infirmary.




  I watched him go. Watched him leave our lovely home, where I had thought, maybe just assumed, he had been so happy, for the last time.




  That was the worst bit. My God, that was the worst bit. The tears ran down my face, much as I tried to fight them back. They were the first I had shed since discovering him hanging there from

  the beam in his room. Funny that. I would have expected to have been fighting back tears ever since. But I hadn’t been. Not until I saw Robbie’s body leaving.




  The SOCOs finally finished their work and also left the premises.




  PC Cox remained for a few minutes more, and I tried not to break down totally in front of her because I so wanted her to go. Eventually she seemed to accept that I wasn’t going to do

  anything silly, as they say, and she actually did say that. She patted my arm in what I supposed was intended to be consolation. There could be no consolation. Not ever.




  At long last she left.




  I wished desperately that Robert was already with me. I do not know if anything or anyone could have brought me comfort at that moment, but I may not have felt quite so desolately alone if my

  husband had been by my side.




  Strange, the circles your mind turns in at such times. I couldn’t help thinking that the entire entourage which had more or less taken over my home that dreadful day had seemed as relieved

  to be leaving me behind and getting on with their lives as I’d been to see them go.




  It was only then that I allowed my tears to fall freely, and once they’d got properly going, they would not stop. I was still crying when Bella arrived.




  She didn’t say anything at first. Just took me in her arms.




  I found myself holding on to her. Clutching her. Even in the midst of my shock and my grief there was this flash of the old conservative me. You shouldn’t behave like this with strangers.

  But I couldn’t help myself.




  She held me until I stopped crying. For another ten, or maybe even fifteen, minutes, I think.




  Then she began to lead me upstairs. Speaking, certainly in terms of anything more than an occasional murmured word of attempted comfort, for probably the first time.




  ‘Look at your poor feet,’ she said. ‘You must tell me what happened.’




  I just said I’d spilt some tea. I couldn’t go into the details.




  She expressed concern, and told me she was going to run me a hot bath.




  ‘You mightn’t think you want one, but warm water is one of life’s great restorers—’




  ‘I’m not sure I can, my feet are quite badly burned,’ I interrupted.




  ‘We’ll keep them out of the water, don’t worry, I’ll help you,’ said Bella. ‘And let’s get you into a dressing gown first. I’m sure you have a

  lovely warm fluffy one somewhere? In this house, eh?’




  I did. It was hanging behind the door of the master bedroom. I realized, even then, that she was treating me like a child. Telling me what to do. I didn’t mind. I gladly allowed her to do

  so. Anything as long as someone else was doing my thinking for me. I didn’t want to think at all, because all that filled my mind was the horror of what I had seen within the walls of my own

  home.




  On the beach, on the very first day we met, Bella had told me she’d been a nurse before she’d married. Maybe that had something to do with the way she was. She had a professional air

  about her, and seemed to instinctively know the right thing to say, and when it was best not to speak at all.




  I entered the bedroom which had always been something of a dream room to me. It was probably the first time ever that its pink and white prettiness and the magnificent Dartmoor views offered

  from both its windows failed to give me joy. Gazing sightlessly out into the moonlit night, I let my clothes fall to the floor, a lined linen jacket and smart black trousers also bought specially

  for school, and put on my dressing gown. Bella stepped out of the room while I undressed. Normally I was an obsessively private person, but I wouldn’t have cared a jot if she hadn’t

  done so.




  She waited for me to join her on the landing. The door to the main family bathroom, the only one with a bath as well as a shower, stood ajar and I could see steam already wafting through the

  gap.




  ‘You’ve got good water pressure,’ Bella said. ‘Bath’s almost ready.’




  Meekly I followed her into the bathroom. She’d found my favourite evening primrose bath oil. I breathed in the musky perfume of it as I undid the tie of my dressing gown.




  She leaned over the bath, tested the temperature of the water with one hand, and turned off the taps.




  ‘Just about perfect,’ she murmured. And again she began to move away to give me privacy, heading towards the bathroom door.




  I restrained her. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘Anyway, you have to stay. I need your help. Remember.’




  The throbbing pain in my feet had certainly reminded me that getting into the bath was not going to be straightforward. However, displaying both strength and efficiency, Bella, a substantially

  built woman, helped me lower myself into the bubbling tub without too much trouble, and in such a way that I could keep my feet dry, propping them on the rim by the taps.




  There was a chair by the window and a DAB radio stood on the window ledge. She sat on the chair and gestured towards the radio. ‘Some music?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’d like that.’




  She switched on the radio and the sounds of a Classic FM evening concert filled the room. She turned the volume down just a little.




  I leaned back in the bath. The next thing I was aware of was the touch of Bella’s hand lightly on my shoulder. I jumped.




  ‘You’ve been asleep,’ she said. ‘The water’s getting cold.’




  Indeed, the bath was now lukewarm and when I glanced at my hands and my legs I saw that my skin was wrinkled.




  ‘How long did I sleep for?’ I asked in surprise. I wouldn’t have thought it possible that I could have slept at all, indeed perhaps ever sleep again. Let alone fall asleep in

  the bath.




  ‘About forty-five minutes,’ she said, holding out a big white bath sheet. ‘I think you should get out now.’




  With her help I stepped into the softness of the towel. It felt warm. And that was a welcome sensation, even in the state I was in. Or maybe particularly in the state I was in. I glanced at her

  enquiringly.




  ‘I warmed it on the Aga,’ she said.




  ‘It’s still alight then.’




  ‘Yes, I fed it some more wood.’




  I nodded my thanks.




  ‘Don’t hurry,’ she instructed me. ‘And don’t get dressed. Just come downstairs in your dressing gown when you’re ready. I’ll try to find us some

  food.’




  ‘Oh, there’s plenty of food,’ I said. ‘I went to the supermarket on the way home from work. There’s chicken and fish, and several of Robbie’s favourite pizzas

  – they’re quick and easy . . .’




  I stopped. Saying Robbie’s name hurt physically like I was being stabbed in the heart. The pain was just so much greater than the pain of my burns.




  Tears threatened again. I so needed Robert. I would have expected him to have phoned again by now. But maybe he had whilst I was asleep. I asked Bella if there had been any calls. She said not.

  Then she asked me when I thought would be the latest he would get home.




  ‘Sometime in the morning, for certain,’ I said.




  ‘Good,’ she replied. ‘I’ll have to be off quite early for work, I’m afraid. I can’t really afford to risk my job by not turning up on a Friday. But I

  don’t want to leave you here on your own for long.’




  ‘I’m sure I won’t be,’ I said, with a confidence I didn’t entirely feel.




  Why hadn’t Robert called? I couldn’t understand it.




  I’d left my mobile, a BlackBerry, in the bedroom. I hurried to find it to double-check that I hadn’t missed him. I hadn’t. So I sent him another email.




  ‘I just want to talk to you, to hear your voice,’ I wrote.




  But surely he would know that already, wouldn’t he?




  Bella, who had not followed me into the bedroom, tapped on the door and sort of half leaned into the room.




  ‘Look, why don’t you have a bit of a lie-down on the bed,’ she said. ‘Close those eyes and maybe you’ll have another sleep. You never know. You think you

  couldn’t possibly but the body looks after itself at times like this. I’m sure Robert will phone you soon, and the ringing will wake you. Meanwhile I’ll put some food together and

  give you a call when it’s ready.’




  Again I did as I was told. And again to my surprise I drifted off into a this time uneasy, rather unpleasant sleep, disturbed by nightmare visions of bodies with distorted faces and twisted or

  even missing limbs.




  Eventually Bella woke me and led me downstairs. She’d heated a pizza in the oven and made a tomato salad, warmed a loaf of bread and put some cheese on the table.




  I couldn’t touch the pizza. I’d bought it for Robbie. Just looking at it made me want to cry again. But this time I managed to hold the tears back. Perhaps there were no more tears

  to come. Not yet anyway.




  I put some salad, some bread, and some cheese on my plate and began to eat mechanically. I ate quite a lot. There was a big empty hole inside me. It was almost as if I were trying to fill it.

  But it was, of course, impossible to fill.




  I kept checking my mobile. Like a teenage girl waiting for a call from her boyfriend, or a woman waiting for one from a married lover, more than once I picked up the house phone just to make

  sure there was a dialling tone. Still no call from Robert. I was both bewildered and desperate to hear from him.




  Bella had opened a bottle of red wine which I presumed she had selected from the rack in the kitchen, where we kept some of our stock, so that we didn’t have to scramble continually

  through the funny little door under the stairs which led to the cellar Robert was so proud of. Even at that moment I noticed that it was one of his best clarets. The bottles he would never share

  with visitors, not that we had many visitors. Our home was for us, not for showing off to other people, he said.




  Bella’s hand shook as she began to pour for me and she knocked over my glass, the stem of which snapped as it fell sideways onto the tabletop. Bella, too, was suffering from the stress of

  that dreadful day, I supposed. She muttered apologies as she mopped up the precious liquid and replaced the glass. I barely noticed. Of course, if Robert had been with us, under normal

  circumstances he would have been furious. But these were certainly not normal circumstances.




  I downed the first glass of wine in almost one swallow, hardly tasting it, and found myself also reflecting automatically on what Robert’s reaction to that would have been. The expensive

  mellow red liquid hardly touched the sides.




  We were still sitting at the kitchen table when the grandfather clock in the hall struck once. It was one in the morning. Bella had a little earlier muttered something about it being time for

  bed, but I was afraid of going up, afraid of being alone, afraid of attempting to sleep in the room which was directly below the place where I had found my son hanging. And I was afraid that if I

  did sleep the nightmare images would return.




  Also, I was still waiting for the phone to ring.




  I suggested to Bella that we open another bottle of wine. As she moved to do so I heard the handle of the kitchen door behind me begin to turn. Florrie was lying under the table by my feet. She

  did not bark. Instead she jumped up and ran towards the door, her feathered tail wagging frantically.




  I swung round in my chair just as Robert stepped inside. He always made his way round to the back door if he arrived home late, as he liked me to bolt the one at the front at night, even though,

  or maybe because, we were so far from anywhere. He was unshaven, ashen-faced and dishevelled-looking. His thick black hair, which he wore long, needed washing. Greasy curls flopped over the collar

  of a filthy denim shirt. He had not been expecting to be coming home and, in order to have reached Highrise by now, wouldn’t have had time to change or to shave. Even if he’d given such

  matters a fleeting thought after the news I had given him. His appearance still shocked me, though, even at that moment. Was this how he really lived out on those rigs, I wondered obscurely?




  ‘Oh, Marion, Marion,’ he said. Then again. ‘Marion.’




  Just my name. Over and over. But there was such pain in his voice and in his eyes, which filled with tears as I rose from my chair and rushed towards him.




  ‘I c-can’t believe it,’ he stumbled. ‘Is it really true?’




  I nodded, once more searching for words that wouldn’t come.




  ‘But why, why would he do such a thing?’




  I had no words with which to answer that, either. I wrapped my arms around him and just clung to him. I could feel his weight. He seemed to be leaning on me.




  Then I saw his glance shift. He had seen Bella standing behind me, a bottle of his wine in her hand.




  His face seemed to turn even more ashen. His eyes widened. I could not detect quite what I saw in them. My first thought was that it might be anger. It was probably just a mixture of grief and

  distress, and the horror I know he would have of being forced to share any of this painfully private time with an outsider.




  ‘What the hell is she doing here?’ he asked quite quietly.




  ‘Somebody had to be with me,’ I burbled. ‘The police insisted on it. This is Bella. You know, Bella whom I told you about. I met her on the beach with the dogs . . .’




  I stopped. He couldn’t be about to go into one of his tirades about unwanted visitors, surely. Not now. I wasn’t going to let him.




  ‘Robert, what does it matter?’ I asked. ‘You’re here now. That’s all that matters.’




  I looked up at him pleadingly, although I had absolutely no idea really what I expected of him. I was clinging to him, but he made no move to touch or hold me. His arms hung limply at his sides.

  His face was so grey and so still. Frozen almost. I supposed it was the shock. I had never seen him look anything like it before. This almost wasn’t my Robert. Even his accent, usually very

  light, was far more Scottish than usual. Through stress, I assumed.




  ‘You’re here,’ I said again. ‘Thank God. But how did you get off the rig? You seemed so sure you couldn’t until morning.’




  ‘The boss pulled out all the stops,’ Robert replied in a distant kind of way. ‘He managed to borrow a ride from BP. He and the pilot decided the regs didn’t apply in an

  emergency. They choppered me straight to Glasgow airport. EasyJet do a 9.45 p.m. flight to Bristol. I didn’t even know that—’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
NEW PSYCHOLOGICAL
THRILLER FROM





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
the
cruellest
game

HILARY BONNER





