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  PROLOGUE




  I walked out of that hospital into the hazy sunlight, and I forced myself to smile. Other people were smiling, so I did, too. And I walked tall, even though it hurt. Andrew

  walked beside me, with Jonathan bounding along beside him. I did not look at them. I did not want to see them, or hear them, though see them and hear them I would, for evermore.




  The car was in the long-stay car park, around the side of the building. I let myself into the passenger seat and waited, while Andrew put Jonathan and my overnight bag into the back. And then he

  got in, and he took a long, deep breath.




  ‘You okay?’ he said.




  And I said, ‘I’m fine.’




  





  ONE




  The house is in one of those tree-lined avenues between Kew Gardens and the station. I find it easily enough. I got the address from the class list and looked it up in the

  A–Z, and when I spoke to Oliver’s mother on the phone to confirm she said, ‘Oh, you can’t miss us, we’re the one on the corner with the huge skip

  outside.’




  So I find it easily enough, but because of the skip there’s nowhere to park. There’s no space on the road, never mind the fact that it’s all permit holders only around here,

  and that the drive outside the house, where we would have pulled in, has got the skip on it. So I end up driving all the way to the end of the road and across and around again, with Jonathan

  whining in the back, ‘Can’t you just park?’ and ‘We’re miles away now.’




  I find a meter eventually, in the next street. And as I dig around in my bag for change, Jonathan says, ‘Why couldn’t you just drop me outside? I don’t want you coming

  in.’




  I look up and see his face in the mirror, pink-cheeked and scowling.




  ‘I have to come in,’ I say. ‘I’m not just going to drive off and leave you there.’




  ‘Well, don’t stay then,’ he says anxiously. ‘And don’t start talking.’




  ‘Jono, I have to be polite,’ I say gently.




  And he says, ‘And don’t call me Jono.’




  He does not mean to hurt me. He does not mean to be rude. I tell myself this, and yet my heart slides into a lost place deep inside me, a place where once there was warmth and need.




  We let ourselves out of the car and I lock it behind me; the bolts click loudly in the quiet street. My son cannot bear to look at me. Instead he stands there, staring at his feet and wrestling

  with his demons, as I feed coins into the meter, and on the five-minute walk back towards Oliver’s house he keeps a constant two steps ahead of me. But when we get to the house he hesitates;

  he doesn’t want me with him, yet he cannot bring himself to walk up the pathway without me and stops, reluctantly, to let me go first.




  ‘Well, go on then,’ I say, stopping too.




  It’s a big house, as are all the houses in this street: Victorian and double-fronted with a wide front porch. But it isn’t the house that’s making him nervous; lots of his new

  friends at his new school live in big houses. He’s getting used to that, I think, and so am I. After all, if you scrimp and save and push to get your child into a private school, he’s

  bound to make friends with kids who live in bigger houses than his, have better holidays and flasher cars. No, it isn’t the house that’s the problem; it’s me. That I exist. That

  he even needs to have a mother at all.




  He rings the doorbell and his neck is stiff with shame.




  They have one of those intercom things. A woman’s voice crackles through it and I have to lean over Jonathan’s head to say, ‘Hi, it’s us. It’s Jonathan.’




  And then the intercom buzzes and Jonathan shoves me back with his elbows, hissing, ‘Shush!’, his pink cheeks turning scarlet, and the door clicks and swings open.




  Oliver is standing there, and behind him his mother. We haven’t met before. She is tall and thin with fine blonde hair, and she sticks out a confident hand. ‘Hi,’ she says,

  ‘I’m Amy.’




  And I say, ‘Rachel. It’s nice to meet you.’ Her hand is cool and smooth in mine; I grasp it and let it go. She folds her arms then, languidly, across her stomach, and leans

  slightly to one side. I find myself mirroring her movements, though I am not so thin, or so at ease.




  ‘Sorry about the skip,’ she says. ‘Did you find somewhere to park? It’s a nightmare around here.’




  ‘Just up the road,’ I lie. And to Jonathan, who is disappearing up the stairs with Oliver, I call, ‘Bye, Jono,’ followed needlessly by ‘I’ll come back for you

  later.’




  How desperate I sound. And how I could kick myself for calling him Jono in public. He doesn’t reply. He runs up the stairs away from me. I can sense his anger from right down here.




  Amy gives me a thin and, I suspect, slightly condescending smile.




  ‘He’ll be fine,’ she says, as if I thought he wouldn’t be.




  And I should go now. I should smile back and say, ‘I’ll pick him up at six, shall I?’ and make to dash off, as if there’s something I must do, somewhere I must be. But I

  don’t. Instead I do what Jono hates me doing – I linger as if I daren’t let him go. And I try to chat.




  ‘You’ve got a lovely house,’ I say.




  And Amy shrugs and looks about her, a little startled, as if she really hadn’t noticed, and says, ‘Thanks.’




  Still I don’t go.




  ‘It needs a lot of work, though,’ she says.




  The hallway is wide, with rooms off to both sides and stairs up the middle. Further down I spot the evidence of decorators: a stepladder and paint pots along the side, and on the wall three

  large different-coloured swatches splashed out to view. I spot this and I latch on.




  ‘You’re choosing colours!’ I gasp, on a catch of breath, and clasp together my hands. My enthusiasm has her turning, looking where I am looking.




  ‘Yes,’ she says and takes a few steps backwards down the hall, and I follow her, deeper into her house. ‘Can’t make up my mind between these two.’ She points at the

  wall with a manicured finger and we stand there, side by side, contemplating the three shades of cream. She’s taller than me, and out of the corner of my eye I can see the steady rise and

  fall of her chest inside her close-fitting sweater. She smells of lemons.




  ‘I just adore decorating,’ I say. ‘We’ve just finished doing our house.’




  ‘Really?’ She’s not as interested as I’d hoped. So I try harder.




  ‘It is difficult, though. Choosing the right colour. You wouldn’t think one shade would make a difference, but it does.’




  ‘Mmm,’ she says. ‘It bores me stupid. Clive’s the fussy one. He thinks all these colours are wrong.’




  ‘Is Clive your husband?’ I ask, and this is my cue for her to say, Yes, and you know he’d love to meet you. You must come round sometime, you and your husband. You must come

  round for dinner. And through my head runs a whole host of fantasies, of her family and ours, sharing summer barbecues and lazy afternoons drinking wine and laughing while the children play; of

  trips to the beach, where the men and boys horse around catching balls, and she and I laze and gossip on stripy towels, in charge of the picnic. We could be like those people in restaurants on

  Sundays: those families who always know people and come out in their crowds, to spread themselves noisily around the long, central tables and throw order after smiling order at the red-faced,

  overworked waiter – Would you mind . . .?; Could you just . . . ? – while families like mine are squeezed onto the tiny tables in the corner, to quietly watch and wait, and

  envy.




  She doesn’t say anything of the sort, of course. She doesn’t even offer me a coffee. And why should she? She’ll have her friends. She’ll have her busy, busy life.




  Upstairs a door opens and I hear the children’s footsteps running across the landing. Jonathan will be furious if he catches me still here.




  I see Amy look at her watch, and quickly I say, ‘Goodness, is that the time?’ And, as I should have said five minutes ago, ‘I really must be going. I’ll come back at six,

  shall I?’




  ‘No hurry,’ Amy says, and she leads me back to the door. Her smile is pleasant, but distant. ‘Clive and I aren’t going out until eight. You can make it

  six-thirty.’




  It’s not much after three, but whatever light there was is rapidly fading. It’s a dull, cold day, and everything is clouded with greyness. I walk briskly away from

  their house, but as soon as I am out of sight I slow right down, dragging out the distance back to my car. I’ve got nearly three and a half hours until I can collect Jonathan again, but what

  am I going to do in that time? It would take me half an hour to get home, and more than that to come back again later, because by then it will be busier on the roads. And what would I do at home

  anyway? Empty the dishwasher. Sort out the washing. Kill time till it is time to return.




  Andrew is at home, but he will be sweeping up the last of the leaves and after that, maybe, fixing the shed door. Out there in the cold and the dark, straining his eyes under the outside light.

  Without Jono there we are middle-aged too soon, each of us silent in our isolation, him outside the house, me within it.




  I could drive into Richmond and go shopping, but it is the first Saturday in December; the place will be packed and bustling with the heave of Christmas, and I am not in the mood. And so I just

  walk, wandering through these elegant streets crammed with gorgeous, elegant houses, and imagining what it must be like to live here. The roads all loop around and link together, and the second

  time I pass my car I stop, and feed the meter till six, after which parking is free. It’s getting really dark now and the street lights are on; and the lights inside people’s houses,

  too, giving me a good view. I see blonde-haired teenagers watching football on enormous TVs; polished tables on which there might be a large glass bowl or a vase of flowers – roses or white

  lilies, cut and arranged, bought from a proper florist; thin women in twos and threes, talking to each other, and to small children, who are dressed in soft, thick cotton and candy-striped wool. I

  see husbands, walking through their living rooms, cracking open a beer and talking on the phone.




  I see. As always, I see.




  I pass a good hour in this way. Then I wander over towards the station where the shops are, and such lovely shops. Specialist food shops and gift shops, and a quaint old-fashioned bookshop. I

  while away another hour, thinking how nice it must be for the lucky people who live here to have all this on their doorstep. While I am browsing, some of those lucky people saunter in and greet the

  shopkeepers by their names, and so they are greeted back.




  Good to see you, Mike.




  Miserable result, Don. Chelsea lost it in the second half. Got any of those sage-and-rosemary sausages left?




  In the grocer’s a man wanders in with a child on his shoulders, both of them wearing neither coat nor shoes, to pick up a couple of artichokes. I watch as they leave again; I watch the way

  he ambles across the road in his cashmere socks, wrapped in a shroud of insouciance. In a gift shop I admire soft leather bags with frightening price tags, and hand-made jewellery of the sort I

  would never dare wear. The woman sitting at the desk smiles at me and says hello, but I can see in her eyes that she’s clocked me, that she knows I don’t belong around here.




  It’s gone five now. The shops are starting to close. There’s a coffee shop with a delicatessen at the back; I go in there and order a cappuccino just as they are starting to wipe

  down. The only other customers are a young woman and a child, spread messily around a circular table right in the middle. The woman is saying, ‘No, Polly, don’t do that. There’s a

  good girl. No, Polly, no,’ while the child picks up lumps of cake and throws them on the floor. The child reaches out a chocolatey hand to me as I walk past, and grins a chocolatey grin; I

  dodge around them, pick up an old copy of the Daily Mail and sit myself by the window.




  The paper is just for cover; I don’t read it. I’m listening to that mother and the way she talks to her child; listening and remembering what it was like to be so blanketed. I can

  almost hear my own voice superimposed over hers, saying, There, now, Jono. Good boy, Jono. That’s right, that’s a clever boy. And I feel the sweet-sad prickle of loss.




  But soon they leave, packing themselves up, with a zipping up of coats and the scraping back of chairs, and leaving behind them a cold blast of air and a sudden quiet. I watch as one of the

  girls comes out resignedly from behind the counter with a J-cloth in one hand and cleaning spray in the other to tackle the mess left on that table. I listen to the hiss-hiss-hiss of the spray and

  the clatter of the plates and cups as she piles them up, and I’m thinking that I will have to be leaving soon, too.




  But just then the automatic doors slide open again and somebody else walks in, and this, I feel, gives me licence to stay a moment longer. It’s an old woman, wrapped against the cold in a

  marbled brown fur coat and hat – real fur, by the look of it, which surprises me, even for around here. Though I have to say it looks like she’s had the coat forever; the fur has that

  mangy, slightly matted look that comes from having been alive once, and then dead for so long. Anyone dressed like that would get your attention, and I watch her march up to the counter and start

  ordering various items from the display cabinets, taking her time to point and deliberate and eventually make her choices in a voice that is clipped and precise, but with an underlying scratch,

  catching on the vowels. She wants some ham to be sliced, and so the machine that had been cleaned and covered in a red checked cloth and put away for the night has to be unwrapped again and brought

  back out. The girl behind the counter sets about doing this with an audible sigh, and I see her look at the other girl and roll her eyes. And this makes me feel sorry for the old woman, fur coat or

  not.




  I watch, as she is so begrudgingly served, and I find myself intrigued by her. She is quite tall, and her legs – where I can see them sticking out from under that coat – are

  painfully thin, and clad in tights so laddered as to be almost shredded. Her shoes, which are suede with a buttoned strap across the top, would have been gorgeous once upon a time, but are badly

  worn down now at the heel, so that the material is ruched and torn. And yet I notice that the finger with which she points, as she makes her requests, sports a diamond ring so enormous that it

  almost covers her knuckle.




  And when she leaves, carrying her purchases inside a woven canvas bag that she loops over her wrist, she glances at me briefly and I catch the glacial blue of her eyes. Startlingly blue, in the

  naked paleness of her face. Then she passes me by with her worn heels clacking on the tiled floor, and the doors swoosh open for her and she’s gone, out into the dark street. I sit and watch

  through the window as she looks twice and then steps out into the road.




  And suddenly the girl at the till exclaims, ‘Oh no!’




  ‘What?’ says the other girl, and I turn away from the window and back to them.




  ‘She’s left her card, again. Mrs Reiber. She’s gone without her card.’ She holds the credit card up in annoyance, and the other girl sighs and throws down her cleaning

  cloth.




  ‘I’ll go,’ she says, like she’s said it a hundred times before, and she grabs the card and straight away she’s round from behind the counter and out of the shop

  with it, running after the woman.




  And I’m thinking, Reiber, Reiber, and my heart is fluttering as if there’s a butterfly trapped inside my chest. I shove back my chair and stick my arms into my coat, and

  scramble my purse out of my bag with trembling, clumsy hands.




  ‘Keep the change,’ I say to the girl at the till because I don’t want to wait. And I rush out the door, just as the other girl comes back in, her face flushed from the cold and

  from running.




  I cross the road where the woman crossed; from there the road curves round onto the main street and then you can go either left or right. I think I might have lost her, but just then I see her:

  she’s crossed over again and she’s just turning into one of the side roads, going the same way that I will have to go when I head back to collect Jonathan. I walk fast, to catch her up.

  And still I’m thinking, Reiber, Reiber. How many people have that name? The only Reibers I ever knew lived in Oakley, in Surrey, and that, of course, was a long time ago.




  I want to see her face again. I want to see her eyes.




  I cross over the road and follow where she turned. She’s just ahead of me now and I slow down a little. I walk just a few paces behind her, and I study the shape of her, and the way she

  walks. I look for clues. I walk softly in my quiet, flat boots, but even so I feel that she must sense me being there behind her, scrutinizing her like this, and I think that she will turn.

  Then I will see her eyes.




  But how could I possibly recognize her? How could I know if it really is her? And what could I say? Are you Mrs Reiber? Are you Vanessa’s mother?




  How could I ever ask her that?




  I only ever met Vanessa’s mother two or three times, and then in passing, just as she walked through the kitchen or the living room of their house in Oakley, leaving one of Vanessa’s

  parties to go off to another party of her own, throwing out intonations: Be good, darlings, and Don’t stay up too late! I remember her laugh, rich and throaty, and the way she

  moved like an actress; I remember her voice, the easy, boarding-school drawl.




  I think of this woman in the delicatessen, asking her questions and ordering her ham. I recall her voice, the precision of it, so English. But don’t all people of a certain class sound the

  same?




  Vanessa’s mother had auburn hair, I remember, but she may well have dyed it. This woman’s hair is hidden under her hat. But this woman is old – older than Vanessa’s

  mother would be now, surely? Though maybe not. I need to see her face again; I need a second look. I mean, it isn’t inconceivable that Mrs Reiber – my Mrs Reiber – should

  live in Kew now. More likely that than that she’d have stayed on in Oakley, surely?




  But is it her?




  On she walks, with her heels clacking hollowly on the concrete pavement. But look at the state of her shoes, and those poor ripped tights. Why would Vanessa’s mother be dressed like that?

  Why would any woman with a diamond the size of a conker on her finger be dressed like that? But Vanessa’s mother?




  I think perhaps I’ll cross the road and walk on ahead, then cross back again and return so that I’ll get to walk past the woman, face to face. I need to see her eyes again. Vanessa

  had the most amazing eyes: clear pale blue. Like that stone you can get, aquamarine. Vanessa was the most beautiful person I have ever seen.




  But then the woman abruptly stops, and so I stop, too. And my heart, which has been beating fast and steadily, cranks up a notch; I can almost hear it in the sudden silence of the street. She

  turns – not to me, but to the gate on her left, which creaks as she pushes it open. It’s a waist-high black iron gate, attached to the railings enclosing a small front garden, dense

  with exotic plants: palm grasses and some kind of cactus reaching up its cowboy-film arms, and a monkey tree, crowding down over the path. Without looking in my direction, she closes the gate

  behind her and makes her way through this miniature jungle to the front door. She can’t have seen me, and now I do cross the road, for fear of being caught spying, and I saunter on past, as

  nonchalantly as possible. And in a little while I saunter back again. She’s gone inside the house now; there’s a light on, in the hall. I can see the glow of it through the small window

  on the black front door, and faintly, through the bigger window to the side. Like Oliver’s, it’s a Victorian house, though narrower, with one big bay window at the front. As I loiter

  outside, another light comes on and the bay is lit up; I see her walk into the room then and approach the window. Startled, I react like a thief and catch myself slinking into the shadows, head

  bowed. I glance up one more time as I pass by, and see her reaching up an arm to draw the curtains, and as she does so she peers out with her face close up to the glass, squinting into the

  darkness, as if at last she can sense that I’m there. And I fancy that I can see her eyes. I can’t, of course, not from here, not in the dark. But I fancy that I can.




  Her eyes were the first thing I noticed about Vanessa. You couldn’t not notice them. You couldn’t not be stunned. Not just by the colour, but by the shape of them too, oval as

  almonds. She had sharp features, witch-like almost, and the palest skin. And when you’d got over this, there was the hair – masses of it, long and thick, and as yellow as gold. She was

  so beautiful that the first time I met her I could barely speak. First I felt astonished by her, and then unnerved, in a whispering, glance-over-your-shoulder kind of way. And that unnerved feeling

  never left me. She wasn’t of this world; I’ll say it now, but I knew it then, too.




  Now, I walk on by, but I imagine that woman is at the window, watching me. I feel the pull of her imagined stare at my shoulders. My head is racing with the things I might say – that she

  might say – and I turn around, and I am convinced that it is Vanessa’s mother, and that she will be there, beckoning me, recognition warm upon her face. Rachel, she will

  say. Rachel. And that will be enough.




  But what I see is a dark and empty street, and that house, like most of the houses, is curtained up against the night now. And the fact of it is that even if that woman is Vanessa’s

  mother, she wouldn’t know me. Vanessa had so many friends; they came and went through her house in Oakley as easily as if it was their own. They slept there; they came for party after party.

  Friends called Fay and Annabel and Dominic and Tristram – see, I remember their names. And they called Vanessa’s mother by her first name – Yolande. See, I remember that, too.




  Oh, Yolande, they said, I’m going to get completely drunk tonight. And Yolande, you’ve got to lend me that dress, it’s gorgeous!




  Vanessa’s mother might have recognized and remembered any one of those other friends, but not me. She probably never noticed me at all. Why would she?




  I was just the one on the edge of things; the hanger-on.




  I am late getting back for Jono. I manage to get myself lost, taking a wrong turning here, heading down a wrong street there. I walk myself into a circle, till I come across my

  car and work out where I am.




  It’s twenty to seven when I ring the bell. Amy opens the door promptly, as if she has been waiting. People like Amy don’t expect people like me to be late, to have other things to

  do.




  ‘Was there a lot of traffic?’ she asks, and her smile is a little thin.




  ‘No, I . . .’ I start to tell her – what? That I wandered around just killing time till I took it upon myself to follow some complete stranger, onto whom I projected the

  most ridiculous of dreams? ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I got delayed.’




  Jono is ready. Out he comes from the room to the left of the hall with his shoes already on, scowling at me, and we say our goodbyes.




  Out in the street he says, ‘What did you have to go and call me Jono for?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Jonathan,’ I say.




  ‘Oliver laughed at me.’




  ‘I’m sure he didn’t.’




  ‘Yes, he did. And he’ll go telling everyone at school, and they’ll all laugh at me, too.’




  I sigh. ‘For God’s sake, Jonathan, do you have to be so sensitive?’




  And he shuts up. Normally I’d launch into a long-winded explanation about friends not being your friends if they laugh at you, and how you mustn’t show that you mind when people

  tease you, and so on and so on, but not today. Today I can’t be doing with the arguing and the apologizing and the general wrenching that is my relationship with my son. I am too busy

  thinking about that woman, and about Vanessa. I am too busy sounding together in my head the connections: the blue eyes, the name, the fact that that woman would be the same age or thereabouts.

  These things cannot surely be mere coincidence?




  I cannot let it go. Jono throws himself sulkily into the back of the car and I start it up, and drive back the way I walked, back towards that house. I drive slowly; I want to remember the way,

  I want to be sure of it, so I can find it again. And as I come to the house I slow right down and Jonathan wails, ‘What are you doing?’ and slams himself against the back seat in

  impatience.




  I stare at that house. I lock it in my memory. The dust-faded black of the paintwork around the windows; the secretive, muted glow of the light from within. But when I try to imagine what it

  might be like inside, it is the house in Oakley that I see. I see the den downstairs in the basement where no adults ever ventured – and no wonder, Vanessa said, because the whole place was

  haunted as hell. We went down there, but we’d be sure to be drunk or stoned and always in a crowd. I see the living room upstairs with the balcony overlooking the green, and

  Vanessa’s bedroom with the bunk beds that she used for sleepovers pressed up against the wall, and her own bed, queen-sized with its pale-yellow duvet and her old blue rabbit seated upon the

  pillow. I picture us, six of us at least, crammed onto the top bunk with our legs hanging over the side, jostling for space, saying, Move up, I can’t move, but loving the closeness,

  all of us, just loving it. I picture Vanessa, lying on her bed, propped up on one elbow and watching us, cat-like. Plenty of room down here, she’d purr, but if any of us ventured down

  she’d pounce on us, tickling us to death and doing that thing she did with her nails, sticking them in you – one, two, three, four in a row and then all over again, one, two, three,

  four – till your muscles turned to mush, and you were helpless, begging her to stop. She said her dad had taught her to do that; it was a trick he’d picked up in Thailand.




  And I picture Vanessa’s mother opening the front door to more guests and sending them up the stairs to join us. ‘She’s entertaining in her bedroom,’ I hear her call in

  her lush, theatrical drawl.




  And Vanessa laughing back, ‘Mummy! You make me sound like a whore!’




  ‘Can we just go?’ Jonathan pleads now behind me, and I drag my eyes away from that house and look at him in the mirror. I see his face flushed and petulant. He is tired. He

  wants to go home. Jonathan lives in a world where there is just himself to think about; just his own wants and needs, and I am merely ancillary to that world. That I could be anything more than

  just his mother – nurturer, facilitator, recipient of blame – is unthinkable to Jonathan. That there could ever have been anything more to my life would never enter his head. It’s

  just not possible.




  Andrew is sitting at the kitchen table, attending to some mail. He looks up when we come in.




  ‘Hello, Jono,’ he says. ‘Have a good time, old boy?’


  

  I notice that Jonathan doesn’t scold his father for the use of his nickname. I notice also the way in which

  Andrew’s face lights up when he looks at his son, his eyes warm with open love, a hunger almost. This must be the same expression that I wear, too, when I look at Jono. We feast upon our son.

  We drink him in, his every move. He is the essence of our lives, our morning, noon and night. Is he happy, is he hungry, is he doing well at school? Does he have enough friends, too many video

  games, the right things to eat? We worry and we fret and it holds us together.




  And this is what Jonathan must see: two sad and anxious people forever watching him. This is what he rebels against.




  ‘I’m going upstairs,’ he says now, and pulls away.




  That light in Andrew’s eyes dims a little when he looks at me. His face becomes guarded, and careful. ‘What did you do?’ he asks.




  And I say, ‘Christmas shopping.’




  And he accepts this. He doesn’t probe for more. He doesn’t say, But where did you go? or What did you buy? Andrew always accepts what I say without question, and I

  don’t know if that is because he trusts me, or because he doesn’t really care.




  He turns back to his letters now, and I open the fridge to take out the chicken and peppers for supper. I put a pan upon the hob for rice, I turn on the oven, I start to chop, and Andrew sorts

  his papers into piles. For a moment I want to tell him about what happened in Kew, about the woman and how I followed her. Do you think it could be Vanessa’s mother? I want to ask.




  And he would say, Who is Vanessa?




  And I would tell him. I would; I would tell him.




  But Andrew doesn’t ask. ‘I’ll go and see what Jono’s up to,’ he says, and he leaves me alone.




  Later, I lie in my bed with my body very, very still. I am not asleep, but I am not fully awake, either. I lie on my back, and sink myself away.




  Vaguely I am aware of the click of the bedroom door as Andrew opens it, and of the pause as he checks that I am asleep. Then he creeps in, and from my still place I open my eyes for a moment and

  watch as he undresses, careful to make no noise. I see the shadow of him, stooping in the dark, struggling to pull first his socks and then his trousers off over his feet. He goes into our bathroom

  and I listen to the running of taps, the brushing of teeth. When he comes back out, he closes the door quietly behind him, and again he pauses and I know that he is looking at me. I am so still

  that I am barely breathing and behind my closed eyes the darkness is a funnel, spiralling away, like space, going on and on.




  I feel the dip of the bed as Andrew gets in beside me, and the gentle tug of the duvet. I hear him sigh. And so we lie there, both of us, each locking the other out. I wish that he would touch

  me, but I cannot make the first move. I cannot bring myself to come back to him. And soon he is asleep, as he supposes me to be. And then I am truly alone.




  I picture myself inside an envelope; I tuck myself in, the sides, the bottom, the top. I fold myself away. But the ghosts come anyway, weaving their way through my dreams.




  





  TWO




  I was fifteen when I met Vanessa. I knew her for less than a year. I was a friend by association, that’s all. A friend of a friend.




  And yet.




  She was Leanne’s friend, from school. Leanne lived opposite me, in the big house with the mismatched extension over the garage. And we were like sisters, Leanne and me, wandering in and

  out of each other’s houses, sharing each other’s things. Like sisters, and yet so different; her family so unlike mine. I think of her parents – so glamorous, so modern, so often

  not there. I think of Leanne and me, creeping into her parents’ bedroom and opening her mother’s wardrobe to see all those dresses hanging there, so many of them, shimmering and

  sparkling and swooshing against each other as we touched them. I think of the ashtrays on the bedside tables, and the glasses, and the decanter half-full of wine, and of her mother’s

  jewellery box (the size of our TV), with all its drawers and trays and secret compartments crammed with earrings and bracelets and beads.




  And I remember one summer’s evening, just as the sun was going down; I must have been about ten, and I was balanced on the wall outside our house. My parents were out there, too, watering

  the garden; I remember the soft, gentle hiss of the hosepipe, and the patter of water hitting the grass. As usual, I was looking over at Leanne’s house in the expectation of something

  happening. And then a taxi pulled up in our quiet, dull street and the driver got out and knocked on Leanne’s front door, and my parents stopped what they were doing and stood there and

  stared. And they carried on staring as Leanne’s parents emerged from the house, her mother in a long blue dress, her father in a dinner suit with a white jacket and tie. And so we were all

  staring: me in admiration, my parents in a sort of dumbfounded amazement.




  ‘Well, hello there,’ Leanne’s father called, and he raised an arm high in an exaggerated greeting. And then Leanne’s mother bent down and got into the car, and

  Leanne’s father patted her cheekily on the bottom and got in, too. And we heard them laughing.




  I watched them drive away.




  ‘More money than sense,’ my father said.




  And my mother said, ‘Mmm.’




  I think of this now. I think of them all with fondness: my parents so quiet, so very, very ordinary; Leanne’s parents, so not the same.




  I went to the comprehensive in Ashcroft where we lived, along with most of the kids from our junior school, but Leanne’s parents sent her to the private girls’ school in Westbury.

  And whereas I grew up skulking around Ashcroft at night with my school friends, finding dark corners in which to drink cheap vodka from the bottle and smoke cigarettes bought by the ten,

  Leanne’s friends – well, they were from a different world entirely.




  She told me about them. About Annabel, whose father was a record producer and was forever having pop stars round to their house; and about Fay, who’d lived in Kenya till she was eleven and

  could speak Swahili. About the boys they passed around among themselves – friends of Vanessa’s brother mostly, so easy, so happy to be shared. And about Vanessa, of course, whose house

  they all went to in Oakley.




  Soon I started going to the parties, too.




  I remember the first one, the first time I met Vanessa. She opened the door to Leanne and me; she draped her thin arms around our shoulders, said, ‘Hi, come in, come in . . .’

  I remember the clink of her bracelets next to my ear, and against my face the soft press of her hair, which she’d back-combed into a wild Pre-Raphaelite mass. She smelled of White Linen,

  though I didn’t know it at the time. I didn’t know it until years later, when I was walking through a department store and the girl on the Estée Lauder counter slipped a perfume

  sample into my bag, and when I got home and split it open, it was like she was there in my room: Vanessa, the smell of her, the sound of her voice, the memory of her, so real. For years I kept that

  tiny perfume bottle. For years and years, long after the scent had all faded away.




  She was dressed all in blue – I remember that, too – in a baby-cord jacket and matching low-waisted trousers, and on her feet the most amazing shoes: six-inch cherry-red patent

  stilettos that made her taller than ever. And there was me, in a black ra-ra skirt and ballet pumps. We followed her down to the den in the basement, and there they all were, all these people

  I’d heard so much about. There was Annabel, so out of it already, hugging me like she’d known me all her life and saying, ‘Rachel, your skirt is so sweet . . .’ And Tristram

  – who, according to rumour, had three testicles and therefore three times the sex drive – sitting on a sofa with one ankle crossed over his knee, and patting the cushion next to him,

  saying, ‘Rachel, Rachel, come over here with me.’ Tristram, with his huge brown eyes fringed with such thick, dark lashes. Tristram, who two years later sat alone in his bedroom and

  inhaled the butane gas from a lighter refill, and turned blue, and died. I did sit next to him for a while, and he did put his arm around me. His body, next to mine, was warm in his soft cotton

  shirt.




  And there was Vanessa saying, ‘Be careful, Rachel, he’s a naughty boy.’ And to Tristram, laughingly, ‘You leave my friend alone.’




  My friend, my friend.




  When the party got going, they drank cocktails mixed with tequila and vermouth and fizzy white wine, and Vanessa made punch, into which everything went. And the girls smoked Consulate menthol

  cigarettes because they came in all different colours to match their clothes, and everyone smoked dope. Vanessa’s brother had a deck system, complete with projecting lights that

  flashed over the people dancing in the middle of the room; and around the edges of the room, where it was dark, people melded down together in twos. You couldn’t see who was with whom, but it

  didn’t matter because it felt just like everyone was with everyone.




  There were so many parties. They blend into one in my head. Entering Vanessa’s house was like entering a different universe and I loved it. I loved all those people. I loved Vanessa, with

  her circus of beautiful dreams.




  This is all so long ago. I think of them all, bursting across my life like an explosion of elusive colour, so far from everything else that I’ve ever known. So far from

  now. I think of Vanessa, sitting on a stool in the centre of the room, with the party going on around her. Perched there so still, with her legs crossed over, just watching, and laughing. I see her

  face, so ethereal, so serene in its beauty; I see her skin the colour of milk, stretched tight across her bones, and her eyes, so guileless, so blue. And when she closed those eyes she saw lights,

  flashing behind her eyelids, and she’d carry on seeing them, long after the party was over. She told us all about it: sparkling orange lights, fizzing up inside her eyes, bright as

  fireworks.




  ‘Rachel,’ she said to me once, with her arm draped around my shoulder and her breath whispering across my cheek, ‘do you believe in ghosts? I have a ghost. I see it all the

  time.’ She took her arm away from my shoulder and held her two index fingers up in front of us. ‘It goes like this,’ she said. And she drew an S-shape in the air with her fingers.

  ‘It starts just like two dots, then they join together and make this shape.’ She moved those fingers fast, swirling them through the air. ‘Like a genie.’ And she started

  laughing. ‘I think it must be my guardian angel.’




  She started seeing double. There you’d be, talking to her, and her eyes would roll inwards so that she’d be almost crosseyed. I saw it happen.




  ‘Stop it,’ I laughed.




  And she laughed back, ‘I can’t.’




  We all knew that house was haunted. Vanessa heard voices, calling her at night. Leanne said she came to school one day with a huge great bruise on her cheek; she’d woken

  up, apparently, to hear someone calling her name, over and over. And then she got out of bed and walked smack into the wall, because she couldn’t see where she was going.




  ‘Even the cat won’t sleep in Vanessa’s room now,’ Leanne said.




  So we planned to have a seance. Me, Vanessa and Leanne. It was my idea, because I believed in all that stuff back then. Ghosts, dreams, the whole lot. Show me your hand, I’d say, and

  I’ll read your future. Write me a sentence, and I’ll see through your lies. And if there was chill in the room I’d feel it. A bad omen, tapping on my shoulder.




  But it never happened. It turned out there were no ghosts at all.




  Vanessa had a brain tumour, spreading its roots inside her head.




  She ended up so boss-eyed that she started walking into things. Her mother took her to the doctor, the doctor sent her for a scan. And there it was, the size of a plum. That’s what caused

  the bright lights. That’s what doubled her vision. No ghosts, no guardian angels, just cancer, eating its way down her spine.




  I couldn’t stop thinking about her. About Vanessa with her beautiful thick, long hair, spun out like gold. I thought of it being hacked away and of her head being broken

  into; of her paper-white skin and her thin, delicate bones. I thought of the bright lights that she saw and of the voices calling her at night. Vanessa, Vanessa.




  I mouthed her name, whispered it over and over.




  And I remembered how I felt that first time I met her; like she was too beautiful to be real.




  She died on the first Sunday in November, a week after her sixteenth birthday. I didn’t go to the funeral. I wasn’t invited.




  Yolande sent out the invitations, but she didn’t send one to me. Why would she? She didn’t know my name or where I lived. I doubt if she’d even noticed me at all, on the few

  times that she’d passed me, drifting through her house.




  Leanne told me about it afterwards. Apparently everyone from their class went and the church was packed.




  But I had been at college that day. I cried, but I cried on my own when I walked through the woods at lunchtime. My grief was aimless; it had no home.




  I wasn’t part of their world. I’d just been there for a while, that’s all.




  





  THREE




  The run-up to Christmas is busy – busier than ever, now that Jono is at Hensham Boys’. As well as all the shopping for food and presents, there are the end-of-term

  events to attend: concerts and carol services, and extra activities for Jono. Things to remember; that he has after-school rehearsals on Tuesdays and Thursdays, rugby practice on Wednesdays, school

  Christmas lunch on the last Tuesday of term, class party on the last Thursday, uniform not needed on that last Thursday, half-day on the penultimate Monday (concert in the evening) and again on the

  very last day, when the boys will all leave before lunch.




  So much to remember. So much for me to write all over my calendar, as if it was me having such a busy life, and not just Jono. At this time of year, as at Easter, and in the runup to summer, I

  am almost able to convince myself that it really is a full-time job looking after a child. Even just one child.




  There is a class get-together, for the mums. Stephanie Rawlings, the class rep, is hosting it. My invitation comes home via Jono.




  

    

      We’re meeting for drinks at my place, Thursday night.




      Do hope you can make it. RSVP Stephanie.




      PS Husbands welcome, but not essential!


    


  




  Which means of course: don’t bring yours, if you have one. After all, who’s interested in husbands? It’s each other we want to size up. I analyse this invitation. From it I

  glean that some of the mums already know each other well – hence the use of the word ‘we’, as in We’re meeting for drinks. And so I am aware that there is already a

  tight club formed, of which I am not a part, though I am invited along now to observe. And I note that there is no phone number after Stephanie’s name, but this is no accident. Everyone who

  is anyone will have Stephanie’s number already keyed into their phone. To admit that you haven’t is to admit that you are a no one.




  Stupidly, I point this out to Andrew.




  ‘Do you have to read so much into things?’ he says, and immediately he regrets it. He knows it was the wrong thing to say. He knows this because he sees my face, which I turn away

  from him.




  ‘Don’t just dismiss me,’ I say.




  ‘I’m not dismissing you,’ he says. ‘But why even go, if you dislike them so much?’




  ‘I don’t dislike them. I don’t even know them.’




  I look up Stephanie’s number on the class list, and phone her, and get the answerphone. ‘Hi,’ I say in my breeziest voice. ‘It’s Rachel Morgan here. Thank you so

  much for the invitation. I’d love to come. Look forward to seeing you.’




  I spend forever thinking what to wear. I stand in front of the mirror in various possible outfits adopting various different poses, trying to make myself appear confident and capable, friendly

  and relaxed. I have clothes especially for such occasions, clothes bought in the shops that other women shop in, in the styles that other women wear. The right trousers, the right sweaters, the

  right jackets and the right heels. The uniform of the middle-class mother. I look at myself in the mirror and I see myself disappear.




  ‘Where are you going?’ Jono asks suspiciously when I kiss him goodbye.




  ‘To drinks at Stephanie Rawlings’s house,’ I say. ‘Your friend Isaac’s mum.’




  Jono grunts and says, ‘Isaac’s not my friend.’




  Stephanie lives in Richmond, in a house that makes Amy’s look suburban. The inner circle are already there when I arrive, gathered in Stephanie’s vast steel-and-glass kitchen. A

  teenage girl answers the door to me and I can hear them straight away, the easy laughter, the smooth, confident voices. I fix a smile on my face and ignore the butterflies breaking loose in my

  stomach, and walk into this huge, echoing space. There are ten or so women standing in the middle of the room, sipping wine and chatting animatedly, and apparently admiring the domed glass ceiling

  above the dining table. Amy is there, and Stephanie of course, and I recognize a few of the other faces from various school things, but there is no one I really know.




  Stephanie separates herself from the group when she sees me. Like a perfect hostess, she sweeps over to me and says, ‘Hi, now you must be . . .?’




  ‘Rachel,’ I say. ‘Rachel Morgan. Jonathan’s mum.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she says. ‘Let me get you a drink. Did Lucy let you in?’




  ‘Is Lucy your daughter?’ I ask.




  ‘One of them,’ she says and hands me a glass of champagne, which I clutch in front of me like a shield. ‘Now, I’m sure you must know everyone.’




  The others stop talking as we approach. I feel them scrutinizing me.




  ‘This is Rachel, everyone,’ Stephanie says by way of introduction.




  And stupidly, infuriatingly, as if it weren’t enough that I am simply Rachel, as if I can’t exist just by being Rachel, I have to go and qualify this by adding, once again,

  ‘Jonathan’s mum.’




  The woman to the left of me says, ‘Hi, I’m Nicola. I don’t think we’ve met.’ She puts out her hand for me, but she doesn’t tell me whose mother she is. It is

  assumed I should already know. ‘We were just discussing the square footage of this house,’ she says. ‘Lizzie’s just bought a new house, and we were trying to work out if

  it’s the same size, overall, as this.’




  ‘What’s your square footage?’ asks the woman on the other side of Nicola, whose name I also do not know.




  I’m not sure if she is being serious. ‘I really wouldn’t have a clue,’ I say.




  ‘Well, where do you live?’ She’s an incredibly thin woman with piercing blue eyes and pale blonde hair scraped back in a twist.




  ‘In Surbiton,’ I say.




  She waits for clarification.




  ‘London Road,’ I add, a little reluctantly.




  ‘Oh, I know!’ exclaims one of the other women, because they are all listening, all wanting to know. ‘Those 1930s houses. Yes, we looked at one of those before we bought our

  last house, but we thought the bedrooms were too small. And there was only one bathroom.’




  I can’t stop myself from saying, somewhat defensively, ‘We’ve got two.’




  ‘You must have extended then,’ she says, dismissively.




  ‘Do you work, Rachel?’ Nicola asks.




  ‘No, not really.’ I force myself to laugh. ‘Unless you call running around after Jono work.’




  She smiles a short, quick smile. ‘What about your husband? What does he do?’




  ‘He’s an accountant.’




  ‘Oh, in the City?’ asks the woman with the intense blue eyes.




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘He works for a telecoms firm in Guildford.’




  I see the sums going on in her eyes. I swear, I literally see them.




  ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘That’s nice.’ And she turns to speak to someone else. She is done with me.




  My heart is thumping. I drink my champagne and wish that I could have another, but I’m driving. And then I thank God that I am driving, so that I can get away from here, soon.




  Still, I try not to give up.




  ‘Jono had a lovely time at your house the other day,’ I say to Amy. ‘I’m so glad they’re friends.’




  ‘Oh, yes,’ says Amy. ‘Oli has so many friends. He always has had. Steph and I were just saying, he and Isaac are quite a pair, aren’t they, Steph?’




  ‘What?’ says Stephanie, who had been talking to someone else.




  ‘Oli and Isaac,’ says Amy. ‘Ever since prep school.’




  ‘Oh God, yes,’ laughs Stephanie. ‘The terrible twosome, always have been.’




  And thus Jonathan is excluded, along with me. We are put in our place. And isn’t that the trouble – that people like me, and my family, should always stay in their place on the

  sidelines, on the outside, forever looking in, and longing. I hate myself for even trying. I hate myself that I should care.




  Suddenly I see myself at Vanessa’s house, at sixteen years old, doing my best to join in with the rest of them. I see myself admiring them so with their easy drugs and their easy sex. I

  see myself so enchanted; passing around the joint, sniffing up the coke, knocking back the tequila, doing whatever I could to be like them. I was infatuated, almost. But it didn’t

  work. Not really. I only had to speak to one of them to know that I didn’t belong. But these women now, they’d have been perfectly at home in Vanessa’s living room. They’d

  have been to the right schools, spoken the right language.




  And yet Vanessa herself, how different she was.




  Vanessa didn’t cut me and measure me. Vanessa didn’t judge me or shut me out. She was far, far above all these people and above those people, too, back then; those needy, drugged-up

  kids filling up her house weekend after weekend.




  But Vanessa went and died, and I didn’t even get to say goodbye.




  I leave as soon as I politely can, but instead of going straight home I take a detour. I can’t help myself. It is not far from Richmond to Kew, and within minutes I am

  driving slowly through the quiet streets to Mrs Reiber’s house.




  I can’t stop thinking about Vanessa, and about that old woman, questioning myself over and over: is it her? Is it Vanessa’s mother? It is as though a door has opened in my mind and

  the past has come spilling out. I cannot just shut it again. I cannot just let it go.




  Andrew says I am obsessive. He says it all the time. He hurls it at me as an accusation when we’re rowing, and when we’re not rowing he aims it lower, in a voice of pseudo-concern,

  though really it’s to undermine me and keep me down.




  Rachel, don’t be so obsessive about things.




  Rachel, you’re obsessing again.




  Andrew with his cool, calm reasonableness. Andrew who doesn’t fight properly, out in the open, but stands before me like an implacable wall, frustrating me all the further. Andrew who

  freezes me out with his silence, and turns away from me in bed.




  But Andrew isn’t here to stop me now. He isn’t here to know.




  I crawl past Mrs Reiber’s house. Twice I drive around the block. I do not know what my purpose is.




  On my third time round I pull up, opposite the house. There is nowhere to park on the street, so I block someone’s drive, and I turn off the engine, and the lights. I feel like some kind

  of stalker. I feel like I am half-mad, but there is no one to see me, no one to know. And so I sit there, and I stare at the house, and I ask myself again and again: is it her? There is a light on

  in the living room, and another upstairs. The curtains are all drawn. I wonder what she is doing in there; I wonder if she is alone.




  Sometimes, after Vanessa died, I’d get a bus into Oakley and walk past her house. I could get a bus there from near my college, and sometimes I did, instead of going home. I’d get

  off the bus, walk to the cricket green and sit myself on a bench. Her house was one of only five town houses, the second one in from the right. On the first floor, where the living room was, there

  was a small balcony, overlooking the green, with full-length windows that you could open and step out of. From my bench on the green the glass looked black, but the light moved across it so that it

  seemed to move, like sunlight on oil. I imagined I could see her there, waving. I imagined she knew I was there. I wanted her to know.




  And then I’d walk down into the village, past the sweet shop and the baker’s and the smart ladies’ dress shop; I’d walk where she would have walked. And it was as if she

  was in the air all around me. I expected to turn a corner and see her.




  Suddenly I realize that the person whose driveway I am parked across is watching me. The front-room curtains have been pulled apart and there is a man standing there, with his

  hands on his hips. Quickly I dig my phone out of my bag and put it to my ear, as if I am making a call, then I put it away again and start up the car. He watches me the whole time. I look over my

  shoulder, careful not to catch his eye, and pull away.




  And then I drive around the block again.




  When I come back round, the man is gone and his curtains are closed. Even so, just to be safe, I stop across the next driveway along. From here I can still see Mrs Reiber’s house, though

  to do so I have to turn in my seat. In the short time it took for me to go once around the block the downstairs lights have all been turned off, and just that one upstairs light remains on, as far

  as I can see. It is gone eleven now; she will be going to bed. As I watch, I see the shadow of a shape moving behind the curtains in the upstairs window. Suddenly the curtains are opened a little,

  and there she is, looking down at the street. I can just make out her face, ghostly, lit up from behind. She glances up and down the road, as if searching for something, as if she knows she is

  being watched. I slink down in my seat and my heart is pounding. The next time I look round the curtains are closed again, and the shadow behind them has gone.




  I know I should go. I know I should just stop being so stupid and go home. But I can’t. It’s like a door has opened inside my head, and I can hear them all, see them all. Leanne, at

  fifteen, squeezed into the tightest, tightest jeans with her layered fair hair crimped into zigzags, throwing her head back and laughing, open-mouthed, her breath smelling of peppermint; Annabel,

  barely five feet tall, with her cute baby face, wrapping her arm cat-like around mine, or Vanessa’s or Dominic’s. Annabel, always keen to get the dope out, and always there would be a

  little cube of dope to be found, maybe in Dominic’s pocket, or Tristram’s. ‘Ooh, goody,’ she’d purr, like a child after sweets. And brown-haired, brown-eyed Fay, who

  preferred to sniff coke because the dope made her cough, but who could down a bottle of wine and still seem completely sober. And the boys, so good-looking, all of them, gilded and interchangeable,

  so willing to be passed around. How sophisticated they all seemed to me.
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