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Shock cleaves me. As my eyes strip their way across the glowing screen of my phone, each of my senses separates out, develops a mind of its own. The stench of hospital-strength disinfectant almost overpowers me, my free hand shooting out to grasp hold of the frame of his hospital bed, clammy against the cold metal. I dip my head down: I can’t afford to let him see this.


He’s speaking now, but the blood is pounding too hard in my ears for the words to reach me. The beep, beep, beep of the ward’s machines sounds like a symphony – electronic caretakers, the difference between life and death.


I force myself to look up, blindsided yet again by the sight of him. The livid bruises, his right arm suspended and bandaged. I make my voice bright and sterile. In this moment, truth is not to be trusted.


‘Nothing. It’s nothing for you to worry about.’ I give him a flash of a smile. ‘Just my mum.’


I didn’t lie to you, Mia. It’s the truth!! I need your help. Gemma xxx


Delete. Delete, delete, delete.




MARCH


(two months earlier)




Chapter One


It’s chrome, the oven. Chrome so gleaming and polished I can see every last crack and crevice of my face. I peer critically at my nose, the tiny train track of a scar that skitters down the centre a lifelong testament to my dubious skills at riding a two-wheeler. Just for a second, I wonder how I could erase it.


Marcus looms up behind me, filling the frame. I spin on my heels, caught out. This is the fourteenth flat: my nose is really not the point. Everything about Marcus is big; his broad shoulders, his expanse of chest bursting out of his well-cut suit like a superhero with an office job. He’s fifty-four, nearly twenty years my senior, and he looks like he’s juiced every one of them, but somehow it adds to his appeal. He doesn’t hide his greys under a sneaky rinse of Just For Men, he lets them add to his handsome authority. He wears his narrow-framed black glasses, they don’t wear him. For Marcus, life does exactly what you tell it to do.


‘Sorry, darling, I’m an unpunctual dick,’ he says, powering across the acreage of dark-wood floor and kissing me extravagantly, oblivious to Lucy, the timid blonde estate agent who is trapped in the doorway. I’m convinced it’s her first week, the way she keeps anxiously scrabbling through her too-new handbag for her phone like it’s an animal that she needs to keep fed. I can’t help liking her for her awkwardness: she lacks the bullet-proof determination of her brethren, all of whom behave as if renting us a home would be up there with single-handedly brokering world peace. Her skirt and jacket pretend to match, but they don’t, not really, they’re different shades of black, and she’s wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt underneath, as if a crisp white shirt would be too galling a surrender. It’s March. I bet she graduated last summer, started out dreaming of a miraculous opening on a broadsheet or slaving away at a TV company for just her tube fares and a foot on the ladder. She thought she was too good for this job, but now she’s starting to wonder if it’s the other way round. I spy on her over Marcus’s shoulder, her teeth worrying away at her cuticles.


‘Finally!’ I say, rolling my eyes at her, conspiratorial, cringing inwardly the second I’ve done it. Spoilt bitch, she’s probably thinking. I’m off duty. I need to focus.


‘So could you be mistress of all of this?’ says Marcus, oblivious, swinging an expansive arm into the flat’s cavernous kitchen. It’s like it’s his already, like it’s him deigning to give Lucy a look-around – I could love him or hate him for it.


I force myself to engage, feel how the space feels, stop obsessing about what it is I’ve got to do today. It makes me light-headed. You could pretty much fit my whole flat into this kitchen. There’s a tea towel hanging over the oven handle: I neaten the edges, move it until it sits, perfectly flush, in the centre.


‘Let’s do the tour,’ I say, slipping my hand into Marcus’s large paw, and deftly leading him away from the question.


I’m late now. I’m half running once I get off the tube, trying to avoid barrelling into the milling crowds of tourists, their worldly goods humped on their backs like they’re camera-wielding tortoises. Every time I reach this door, tucked away behind Baker Street, I have to metaphorically pinch myself. It’s navy blue, the paint worn, with a round brass bell to the left, an instant target for your finger. It’s a tall, thin Victorian building, a maiden aunt who’s fallen on hard times.


Brendan – our part-time receptionist, part-time Hollywood star in training – is bustling around the waiting room, putting out flowers and dispatching hastily abandoned coffee mugs. He’s handsome, Brendan, properly handsome, twenty-six years old, with those kind of well-turned, angular features that look great on camera and make mere mortals like me feel utterly pudding-faced. He’s dark-haired and olive-skinned, with soulful green-grey eyes that can make you feel like you’re the only thing that matters in the entire world, when all he’s asking is if you want a Very Berry smoothie from Pret. Despite all that, I don’t find him in the slightest bit attractive. For me he’s like an incredibly sweet and efficient work of art.


‘Morning, gorgeous,’ he says, jiggling a mug at me quizzically. ‘Judith should still have twenty minutes, if you go straight through. Pink tea?’


I appreciate the compliment, even if I don’t entirely deserve it. I’m not gorgeous per se, but I do work hard with the raw materials. My face is a bit too much of an upside-down triangle, which I offset with my masterful use of bronzer, and my long dark hair lacks the luscious bounce of a Pantene advert. I blow-dry it painstakingly, slather it with unguents, and I know how to dress in such a way that looks deceptively expensive (trust me, therapists only earn the big bucks in Beverly Hills).


‘Perfect. Did you hear . . .?’ I tail off, seeing his crestfallen smile. How does he stand it – all those baby-faced directors demanding he stand on one leg and mime being a tree, then sniffily telling him he ‘didn’t quite sell spring’ to them. ‘They’re fools, Brendan!’ I say, hurrying towards Judith’s office. ‘Nothing but fools!’


Judith’s my supervisor, which basically makes her Yoda to my Luke. All therapists have one – a senior figure who monitors the progress of our cases, and makes sure we’re following the ethical guidelines. I’ve known Judith since I was in training, and she’d come to give the occasional awe-inspiring lecture. I was thrilled enough when she agreed to supervise me , but when one of her therapists left London last year, and she asked me to join the practice, I was ecstatic. For me, it was like that call from Spielberg that Brendan’s waiting for, and I’ve been doing everything I can to justify her faith in me. The fact she’s assigned me today’s case, when she could have assumed it demanded her level of seniority, is making me feel just a tiny bit triumphant.


Judith’s got a large corner office, graced with a sweeping view over Regent’s Park. No herbal tea for her: she’s sipping from a tiny china cup of espresso that I know will be strong enough to stand a spoon up in. She’s wearing a red-velvet shirt over some cropped green trousers: she should look as though she’s auditioning for Dick Whittington, but instead she seems vivid and unapologetic. She’s late fifties at least with the wrinkles to prove it, but she still oozes sex and vivacity. I think about that famous poem, the one about growing old disgracefully wearing purple and munching sausages, and hope I’ll have the balls for it.


‘Mia,’ she says, bright eyes taking me in. ‘What’s the panic?’


I throw myself down on her sofa, pulling Gemma Vine’s notes out of my bag at the same time. I don’t just see the ‘worried well’ – the slightly anxious but essentially sorted people who use therapy to give them the sense of calm they need to survive an increasingly chaotic world. I also specialize in treating children, particularly those who’ve experienced serious trauma. You might find me kneeling in my sand tray, working with a six-year-old who hasn’t got the words to express his grief over his mummy dying, but can build it for you once you hand him a plastic spade.


‘I’ve been going back over Gemma’s notes . . .’


Gemma’s too old for the sand tray. She’s thirteen, the last person to see her dad before he disappeared off the face of the earth three weeks ago. Her father owns a large accountancy firm, whose clients include a tycoon named Stephen Wright. Wright claims his multimillion-pound business is whiter than white, but the police are convinced that waste disposal and property are cover for a whole host of nefarious activities, from money laundering to people trafficking to large-scale fraud. His assets have been frozen, leaving thousands of investors – who thought they’d poured their savings into a legitimate business – desperate and angry. Meanwhile his trial, which was due to start this Monday, is on hold for seven weeks whilst the police search for their key witness: Gemma’s dad.


‘Of course you have . . .’ says Judith, a wry smile on her face. ‘Till midnight, I imagine?’


‘I’m a swot, what can I say?’


The manhunt’s been all over the papers, but I’ve been trying to avoid the lurid headlines so I can meet her fresh. I’ve still found myself worrying about her all weekend, pulling the facts I do have in all directions, like dough I’m still deciding how to shape. How must it feel to have her dad disappear in a puff of smoke, only to have him reappear plastered across the front of the Daily Mail?


‘How can he not have known – Gemma’s dad? That’s what he said, isn’t it? That he didn’t know Stephen Wright was a criminal.’


‘Wright’s definitely a criminal,’ says Judith drily. ‘It’s just that he’s clever enough and ruthless enough to have prevented the police from building a case until now. One particularly charming anecdote I was told is that he slashed the face of someone who had the temerity to disagree with him in a business meeting. Imaginative way to make it clear who’s boss.’ I shudder involuntarily. ‘Don’t look so worried, Mia. I’m not planning on stealing any management tips from him.’


‘Yes, so Christopher Vine must have known? And if he knew – surely the whole family must’ve known. Gemma even?’ Judith looks at me, face neutral, spoon gently clinking against the bone china cup. ‘I just want to go into this session ready for whatever could come out of her mouth.’


‘Mia, it’s not for us to speculate. I told you that. You’re just here to provide a safe space for Gemma.’


‘But . . .’


‘Besides, all this information is only just coming out in the press. Stephen Wright might have deliberately kept Vine away from the underground part of the business. Having a squeaky clean accountancy firm was a great way to give himself a veneer of respectability.’


‘So if Vine didn’t know anything, why go on the run? He’s abandoned his family. He’s left his own daughter to be interrogated by the police . . .’


Judith shrugs, deliberately non-committal.


‘The police will have put pressure on him by telling him the horror stories. If Stephen Wright’s idea of a friendly greeting is a knife to the throat, you wouldn’t want to risk taking the stand at his trial, even if you were going to do nothing more than recite nursery rhymes.’


‘But if she did say anything about his whereabouts . . . I’d have to tell the investigation, wouldn’t I?’


‘In principle, yes, but I don’t think that’s a real concern. Her mum wouldn’t be bringing her here if there was any danger she knows anything. She’s a mixed-up kid from a mixed-up family, who desperately needs our support.’


‘And it’s her mum asked for the appointment?’


‘Yes, I know a friend of hers socially. It’s too close for me to see Gemma, but I absolutely think you’re ready for it.’ Judith wriggles her shoulders, shaking it off, and takes another slug of coffee. ‘Besides, I think you’ll have real emotional insight into her situation.’


Judith’s a very instinctive therapist: one of her most deeply held convictions is that we get the clients we need for our own healing. I stand up a little too abruptly, smile a smile that shines extra bright.


‘OK, that’s really helpful. Wish me luck!’


‘You won’t need it. You’ll be great.’


Gemma’s twenty minutes late. I sit in my room, painstakingly rereading her notes, trying not to feel a sense of anticlimax. It’s a full half-hour after our appointment time before Brendan buzzes to say she’s finally arrived. I walk through to the waiting room, a tiny tremor of nervous anticipation running through me. I still get it on a first session, even as I’m outwardly projecting the smooth glide of a swan. There’s an intimacy to doing this work well, a locking together that has to happen.


Gemma’s jammed into the furthest corner of the grey sofa, hugged as close as a clam to its arm. She looks young for thirteen, like the endless billboards and MTV videos of girls dancing in just their teeny-tiny pants have somehow passed her by. She’s wearing a baggy unzipped hoodie and loose jeans, her small thin body lost in the swathes of fabric. Her dead gaze is fixed on an empty point in the distance, her sharp chin jutting forwards. Thin blonde hair, shaggy and unstyled, falls over her shoulders. A smattering of freckles punctuates her pale skin, playing across her small nose. There’s an innocence about those freckles that slightly breaks my heart: they speak of carefree summers playing outside, roaming around with a gaggle of friends – or perhaps that’s only in some storybook version of childhood. The thing that’s puncturing me is the way she embodies the fact that once innocence is lost it cannot be regained.


Next to Gemma sits a woman who must be her mum. She’s mid-forties, I think; her impeccable highlights and caramel skin making it hard to tell, a fidgety nervousness pulsing through her. Her fingers worry at her iPhone, her tongue darts out and moistens her lipsticked mouth. She’s faux casual – second-mortgage skinny jeans and a silk peasant blouse – a million miles from Gemma’s aggressively unkempt style. She jumps to her feet as I arrive, thrusts a hand towards me.


‘I’m Annie, Gemma’s mum,’ she says, the vowels slightly extending, a Northerner who’s lived South too long. ‘I’m SO sorry we’ve wasted your time.’


Her eyes blaze as she looks down at Gemma, but her gaze simply boomerangs back, no acknowledgement.


‘Please don’t worry,’ I say, shaking her hand, feeling its tremor. I turn my gaze to Gemma. ‘But we’d better make the most of what’s left. Do you want to follow me?’


My words simply hang there in the ether, unclaimed. Slowly, deliberately, Gemma turns to look at her mum. I wouldn’t want to receive that look: anger’s clean, but this is something else, harder and colder. Annie forces a smile as Gemma reluctantly prises herself from the sofa and stalks after me towards my treatment room.


‘Where would you . . .’


I’ve tried to make my room as welcoming and unthreatening as I can. There’s a dark red sofa scattered with big squishy cushions, and a box of tissues planted within easy reach. It’s light, too, with a big window with a view nearly as good as Judith’s – it’s very different from the little grey cage, deep in the bowels of an NHS clinic, where I first went, too desperate to carry on pretending I could keep it together. I was going to ask Gemma where she’d like to sit, but she’s already sprawled herself across my sofa like she’s got squatter’s rights. I sit down squarely, right opposite her.


‘I’m Mia,’ I say. ‘Mia Cosgrove. I’m a psychotherapist, and I can tell you more about what that means if you’d like me to.’


‘You’re a doctor. A head doctor.’


‘I’m not a doctor, no. But I do have qualifications. The idea is that I can help with the head stuff.’ Gemma’s eyes slide towards the big picture window – cars stream down the Marylebone Road, a haze of exhaust fumes throwing a gauzy grey blanket over the top. ‘We’re here to talk about whatever you’d like to talk about. This is your space. I won’t be telling your mum, or telling your teacher. You can use it however you like.’


‘Ooh, sounds like fun,’ she says, then snaps back to silence.


I let it run for a minute or so before I try again. I’m not one of those therapists who let the silence go on forever, pooling and deepening, waiting for the client to swim to shore. You can both end up drowning out there.


‘It feels to me like there’s quite a lot of tension in the room. Do you think that’s true?’


Sometimes it works, naming the big old elephant rampaging round the room; sometimes it doesn’t.


‘Maybe for you,’ she says, shoulders shrugging under her baggy hoodie. ‘I’m fine.’


‘That’s good,’ I say, managing to hold her gaze for a few seconds. ‘I just wanted to check in with how you were feeling. So you’re in Year Nine?’


She nods, almost imperceptibly. With the family’s assets frozen, Gemma’s been yanked out of her expensive private school and sent to the local comp.


‘And you’ve just moved schools?’ I pause, waiting to see if she’ll volunteer anything. ‘You’ve had a lot of changes happening all at once.’ Gemma shrugs, pale face effortfully rigid, like she’s putting everything she’s got into keeping me out. I keep inching forward. ‘Has it been hard for you, Gemma?’


‘No. It’s been like one big birthday party,’ she spits.


‘And Christmas?’ I say, cocking my head. It’s a risk. ‘Just one non-stop celebration?’


‘And Easter,’ she says, a tiny smile on her face. ‘Loads of chocolate.’


‘Hanukkah? No, you’re not Jewish.’ She’s softened, her body not quite so much of a fortress. ‘What has it been like, Gemma?’


‘What, at Shitsville Academy?’


‘Mmm, unusual name.’


Another tiny smile.


‘It’s shit. It’s a shit-hole, stuffed full of losers. Can I go now, or do I have to keep talking to you?’


‘Of course you can, if that’s what you want. I haven’t bolted the door.’


We look at each other, gazes finally locking. Stay: I send it out into the silence. Perhaps she hears it. Her shoulders slide downwards, the tension finally starting to lift. ‘Is there anyone you’d like to talk to, Gemma?’


I keep my voice gentle, watch for her instinctive reaction rather than the likely verbal missile. She folds a cushion into her belly, hugging it close. Her gaze drops to a point on the woven green rug that my best friend Lysette gave me when I started here, her eyes filling. This time I let the silence linger. Her eyes meet mine for a second, something close to desperation there, and then drop back to the rug. It’s round, with thick white stitching that spirals inwards, chasing itself round and round in an eternal circle. It’s either the perfect accessory for my work, or the absolute opposite.


‘If you want to ask about my dad, just say it. We both know why I’m here.’


The air feels taut again the moment she mentions him. No, ‘mention’ is far too feeble a word. It’s more like a bomb she drops.


‘Do we? I meant what I said when we started, Gemma. It’s your time. You’re the boss. We can talk about him, or we can talk about – I don’t know, Harry Styles’ lamentable use of hair gel. It’s up to you.’


‘I’m not a kid, Mia,’ she spits, as if there could be no worse insult. ‘Don’t patronize me. One Direction are a bunch of twats.’


‘They’re not really the point.’ I wait for her to look at me, keep my expression soft. ‘What I mean is, I want you to feel safe here.’


Safe: seems comical now. My naivety.


‘Dad knows where all the speed cameras are,’ she says, suddenly animated. ‘When we go to Westfield, he drives really fast on the Westway and he plays his music – not crap like One Direction – so loud the car shakes. It’s lucky we never get stopped.’


‘So what does he shake the car with?’


‘Old stuff. Blur and Radiohead. You know. Proper music.’


She’s grinning as she says it, eyes shining, like she’s there on the Westway right now, the music pumping, a hint of danger laced under the racing of her heart. Proper music. I play with the phrase in my head.


‘So his music is proper music? Do you like the same things as him, or do you like your own stuff too?’


‘What do you mean?’ she says, quick as a flash.


‘I’m just interested. Do you have your own version of proper music? You might like things he doesn’t.’


‘Don’t start thinking you can slag him off because he’s not here.’


She’s his guard dog: ferocious, quick to bare her teeth.


‘I’m sorry if it sounded like I was slagging him off. I was actually trying to find out more about you.’


‘Step away, Mia. There’s nothing to see.’


That’s when she starts to push up the ballooning grey cotton of her sleeves. It’s so very gradual, the way she does it, like a game of Grandmother’s Footsteps.


‘I’m not sure about that, Gemma. I think you might be selling yourself short.’ That spitting anger – it smacks of self-hatred that’s turned itself outward. Perfectly honed, forcing the outside world to keep confirming her darkest feelings about herself. And now, the one person who makes her believe differently has abandoned her – I bet, however illogical it is, it feels inside like it’s the casting vote. ‘There are lots of things I’d like to find out about you.’


‘Shame!’ She deliberately rolls her eyes towards the clock, the session almost ticked away. Then she gives her left sleeve a last, triumphant tweak. ‘We’re all out of time.’ That’s when I see them, deep, bloody scratches criss-crossing the tender flesh of her wrists. I try to control the shock in my face. ‘Gemma, have you done that? Have you been hurting yourself?’


She whips down her sleeves, busies herself with her scruffy rucksack.


‘Don’t be nosy. You think you’re so qualified, don’t you? You think you can just know all about us from some crap I’ve spun you, like you’re Sherlock or something. Well you’re not. My dad would never make me come here.’


I feel a surge of anger, not at her but at him. They merge and meld in her mind, like she doesn’t know where she starts and he ends.


‘I’m worried about you, Gemma. I think what you’re dealing with is incredibly painful and hard. Of course you don’t have to come here, but if you want to see me again, I’ll be here for you.’


She stands up, grabs the straps of the rucksack; her fury so palpable it feels violent. She won’t look at me.


‘He’s going to hate this,’ she hisses, her eyes suddenly finding their focus. ‘He’s going to hate you when I tell him.’


‘Gemma, why don’t you sit down? Take a few minutes to get calm before you go out there.’


‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ she says, the door flung open so violently that the handle crashes against the plaster.


I want to give her a minute before I follow her out, respect her desire to get as far away from me as possible, but as I stand up to shut the swinging door, I realize it’s not just her who needs a minute. Did I go in too hard? I don’t think I did. Those livid scars, thin trails of dried blood.


When I brave the waiting room there’s no sign of Gemma, just Annie, looking even more flustered and anxious than when she arrived. I feel a burst of frustration. That session wasn’t for Gemma, it was for her.


‘What the hell happened in there?’ she says.


‘It was – not easy. But a first session often isn’t,’ I say.


‘She’s waiting outside. I told her I had to talk to you.’ She grabs, suddenly, for my arm, her fingers digging into my flesh. I don’t like the way her grip handcuffs me, but I try not to react. ‘What did she say to you?’


‘I’m sorry Annie, what’s said in there has to stay confidential. She’s obviously in a lot of pain, and there’s a lot of anger coming up. But you’re her mum, I’m sure you know that.’


It’s delicate dealing with parents; you don’t want them to think you’re stepping on their turf. Truth be told, I’m not sure it’s Annie’s turf either. She stares at me, as helpless as a fish on a slab, and I feel a rush of sympathy for Gemma. There’s no certainty here, no one who knows the answers.


‘Is that it?’


‘I definitely think we need a follow-up phone call, tomorrow preferably, but I think that’s the last time I’ll be seeing Gemma. A client has to want to come and see me.’


Annie’s painted red mouth twists into a smile that never translates. She yanks on a smart beige trench coat and jams on a pair of bug-eyed sunglasses, her knuckles white.


‘Thanks,’ she says, turning on her heel, refusing to look at me.


‘Annie . . .’ I start, but by now I’m talking to thin air.


He’s going to hate you when I tell him. I could be wrong, but it didn’t feel hypothetical. It felt like present tense.




24 December 1984 (six years old)


I’m not sure I like the idea of Father Christmas. A man with a big, puffy cloud of a beard pouring himself down the chimney and sneaking into my bedroom while Mum and Lorcan snore away next door. Mum promised me – crossed her heart and hoped to die – that there was nothing to be scared of. I wanted to hang up one of Lorcan’s stripy cotton socks, but she pointed out the holes in the toes, told me it had to be a stocking so it could fit all the presents. She’d bought one specially, and now it’s pinned to the end of my bed, all woolly and hopeful. I hope he really is coming. But also I hope he’s not.


Lorcan doesn’t really like Christmas. He keeps going on about the ‘comm-er-shall-ization’, which means that Moneybags Men have stolen the idea and turned it into something else, and saying he doesn’t want any presents. I made him a card at school, with stick-on stars and a flock of cotton-ball sheep: Miss Harper couldn’t understand me putting ‘Lorcan’ in glitter pen, not ‘Dad’, but she doesn’t understand about stuff like ‘comm-er-shall-ization’ and why you have to keep watching out for it. I did try to explain it to her. I was a bit scared of giving my card to him, but his face lit up like the pilot light in our noisy boiler. ‘Thank you, petal,’ he said, scooping me onto his knee and squeezing me against him so hard I could feel his skeleton. It made me feel full of happy, like a balloon blown so big it pops.


To fox the Moneybags Men we’re having a Continental Christmas, which means that instead of boring old lunch tomorrow we’re having dinner tonight, and I’m allowed to stay up until at least nine, which is ages past my bedtime. Mum’s downstairs roasting a chicken, the radio blaring out the kind of carols that are sung by posh boys with high-pitched voices, her lovely, tuneless voice trying and failing to hit the high notes along with theirs. Lorcan can’t be home yet. He can sing for real, it’s his job, and if he was here, he’d tease her enough to make her gradually turn herself down to silent, like turning off the radio when The Archers has finished. I stop staring at my stocking, imagining how fat it might become, and run down the narrow corridor to find her.


She’s pulling the glossy brown chicken out of the oven, her pretty face all flushed and shiny. I think she’s prettier than other people’s mums, even though she doesn’t bother with lipstick. When I’m a grown-up I’m going to wear make-up every single day, even if I’m ill in bed. She’s wearing a flowery red dress instead of her normal jeans, and her hair is pinned up on the back of her head, with little bits trailing downwards like vines that princes climb up to rescue fair maidens.


‘There you are!’ she says. ‘Why don’t you get out three knives and forks, and start laying the table?’


‘Is it suppertime?’


‘Yes,’ she says, even though she’s making a big tin-foil tent for the chicken and turning the oven down low enough to push him back in.


‘When Lorcan gets home?’


‘Yes,’ she says again, not looking round. Her ‘Yes’ makes a flat sound, like something heavy being dropped. The posh boys are starting on their next carol: I want her to sound happy and sing-y again.


‘What’s this one, Mum? I heard you singing “Oh Come All Ye Faithful” with them.’


‘Could you hear me upstairs?’ she says, a smile back in her voice. ‘Did I sound like a cat being strangled?’


That’s what Lorcan always says.


‘No!’


‘Is that a big fat lie, Mia?’


And then we hear his key in the lock. I can’t help looking at where the little hand is on our kitchen clock: it’s well past eight, and I wonder if Mum will be cross, but she rushes across the room and throws her arms around his neck.


‘Hello, sex bomb,’ he says, kissing her on the lips for ages. She pulls away in the end, and he comes over to me, my hands still full of knives and forks. He picks me up by my waist, swings me around, and the knives and forks go flying like confetti but it doesn’t make him stop.


‘Hello, petal,’ he says, loudly kissing each of my cheeks. I’m squealing, feeling sick and happy all at once, and Mum’s telling him to put me down right now, but she’s laughing too much to make the words come out properly. He sets me down, looks at the scattered cutlery, and drops to his knees.


‘Quick, it’s a treasure hunt,’ he says, crawling under the table and pulling the cloth across his face, peeking out at me. I crawl straight after him, but he’s already hidden the knives and forks. Every time I find one, he sings, ‘We are the champions,’ and when I find the final knife he tickles me so hard I think I’ll explode.


‘Come on now, supper,’ says Mum, voice firm, and Lorcan makes his naughty face, but he does crawl out from our hidey-hole, his hand extending back to me. I perch on a chair, my legs swinging beneath my dress, just watching him.


‘Are you getting excited about Father Christmas?’ he asks me.


Mum gives him a look I can’t quite decode, even though I’m so good at codes I could be in the Famous Five – I’d solve far more clues than useless Anne. Perhaps Mum’s thinking I’ll get scared again.


‘Yes!’ I say, in an extra-excited voice, so they won’t worry. ‘I’ve asked him for the Famous Five omnibus and a glitter pen.’


‘That guy is quite a dude!’ says Lorcan, and Mum gives him another funny look. I don’t know what a ‘dude’ is, but I nod slowly like I do when I’m pretending I understand. Meanwhile Mum pulls the chicken out, telling Lorcan to make the gravy, and Lorcan produces a bottle of champagne from his rucksack even though I’m sure we can’t afford it. It’s what posh people – like Lord Snooty in the Beano – drink. Lorcan is very good at singing but people don’t appreciate him enough and it means that we don’t have many new things. Most of my clothes have been worn by other children, apart from when my grandparents decide they need to dress me (‘Like rags!’ said Granny, yanking at my blue corduroy pinafore, and my cheeks felt like sunburn), and my toys come from jumble sales. I don’t really like toys anyway; they’re for babies. I like books. My reading age is eight even though I’m six. I heard Miss Harper saying to Mum that I’m very ‘mature’, which means I’m like a grown-up trapped up in a child’s body.


Mum produces a box of crackers, bright green foil ones, and puts one next to each plate with a flourish. Lorcan looks at his for a few silent seconds, then asks me to pull it with him. He pretends it’s very, very hard – like we’re having a tug of war – then falls off his chair as the cracker springs in my direction. Inside there’s a red plastic ring, a shiny pretend diamond stuck to the front. I screw up my face to show that I know it’s a bit yucky, but Lorcan picks it up.


‘Princess Mia,’ he says in a Lord Snooty voice, dropping suddenly to his knees. ‘May I kiss your ring?’


I nod, giggling, a bit scared, and he gives it an extravagant smack of the lips, pushing it onto my middle finger. I look at it, glittering there: now it seems like the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t take it off once, all Christmas holidays, even when I’m in the bath or in bed. Every time I see it, it reminds me how big and puffy I got with happiness.




Chapter Two


‘You’re being very hard on yourself.’ Judith smiles at me, teasing. ‘Just for a change.’ I don’t smile back.


It’s 7.30 a.m., the sun almost tentative as it filters through Judith’s impressive windows. The tube was half empty, the other passengers sleep-dazed casualties of a too early start. Lucky them: I barely slept a wink.


‘This isn’t me being self-obsessed or . . . or neurotic,’ I say, trying to keep my voice from reaching a neurotic fever pitch. ‘I know I did my best. But it wasn’t good enough.’


‘Did I call you neurotic?’


‘She needs help. I wish I could’ve got her to see that I could be someone for her to talk to.’


‘You had half an hour. She’s furious, traumatized. And you’ve got no idea how much help you’ve already been. You telling her mum she’s been self-harming might be a huge gift to them all.’


‘Yeah . . .’ I say, trying not to sound dismissive. ‘It’s not just about the self-harm. That’s just a symptom.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It wasn’t just what she said, it was the way she said it.’ I’ve gone over and over this already with her. ‘It really felt like she was going to go straight home and tell him every single detail.’


Judith pauses, carefully picking out her words.


‘That’s where I think you could be veering off course. Mia, fathers and daughters, it’s going to be very triggering for you. Perhaps she even sensed that . . .’ Judith waves her elegant, ring-laden hands, aware it sounds a little woo woo. ‘On some level. Of course she doesn’t want to think Dad’s gone. Present tense makes the prospect of never seeing him again a bit less real.’


Judith must think I’m an idiot, following a trail of breadcrumbs right into a teenage girl’s fairy story. I should have worked this through myself, not exposed the multicoloured chaos of my thoughts.


‘Thank you. And thanks for coming in so early.’ My first client is at eight, a corporate lawyer who likes an hour before real life begins to work on the dream life he swears he can’t afford to live. Judith smiles.


‘Sometimes there’s a limit to what we can do. Knowing that fact is a big part of the job.’


‘I know.’


‘Let me know how the call goes. Oh and Mia, Maria from the ACA called about your application. She was still a bit sniffy about whether someone in their mid-thirties could be experienced enough, but they were very impressed with the paper you wrote.’ The ACA is a specialist organization who work with child bereavement. There’s a spot that’s come up on their board, and I want it. Even more now she’s said that.


‘Is there anything else I can do to prove what a wise old crone I can be?’


‘We’ll keep gently nudging the door. I’m sure it’ll swing open.’


‘Thanks again,’ I say, smiling my gratitude.


I try Annie twice between patients, but she doesn’t pick up. Come lunchtime, I decide it’s a sushi kind of day, virtuously sipping on a miso soup in the window of the Japanese place on the corner, before ruining it at a stroke with a hastily grabbed bar of Green & Black’s en route to the office. I’m passing the tiny green handkerchief of park round the corner when I see her name flash up. I duck into the park, drop onto a bench and accept the call.


‘Annie. Thanks for calling me back.’


‘Can you talk?’


‘That’s why I picked up. I’m really glad you called.’


‘Not that you can talk to me. That’s what you said.’


Are they all this aggressive, the Vines?


‘I can’t talk about things that are covered under patient confidentiality, but there is something I need to raise with you as Gemma’s parent.’


God, I sound pompous. I’m glad she can’t hear how hard my heart is hammering in my chest. I look around, anchor myself. I shouldn’t be this rattled. A little girl is sitting in a swing, the kind for tiny kids with bars to hold them safe, begging to be pushed higher and higher, hair flying back behind her like a magic carpet, her face alight with exhilaration.


‘Yeah, and I was calling to book another appointment.’


‘Another appointment?’ I can’t keep the shock out of my voice. ‘Does Gemma really want to come back? She seemed pretty adamant she didn’t.’


‘You don’t know Gemma,’ says Annie, her voice like lead.


‘That’s true.’ I pause, choosing my words carefully. ‘But she needs to want to come for herself, not to please anyone else.’


‘Yeah, I get it. Don’t worry, she hasn’t got a gun to her head.’ She’s pissing me off now. ‘You obviously got somewhere with her,’ she says, wheedling, like she’s detected my mood in my breathing. ‘She wants to see you as soon as you can fit her in.’


I feel a tiny nudge of self-satisfaction. I squash it down.


‘Annie, what I’m concerned about is self-harm. Have you seen her wrists? There are cuts all over them, which I assume she did herself.’


Annie pauses. I hear the flick of metal, a sharp breath inwards, smoke going down into her lungs. I wait. Should I have been more gentle? Insisted we meet face to face?


‘I’ve seen it,’ she says, voice catching. ‘I’m not being harsh, but it looks worse than it is. She did it with a compass, just scratched away at herself. She’s never done it before.’ She waits. ‘We need you. You can see that, can’t you?’


I think for a split second, then hold the phone away from me, page through my calendar. She’s minimizing what Gemma’s done, protecting herself.


‘Let’s book one more in, and then we can talk again.’


‘Thanks,’ she says, relief warming her up. ‘Thanks so much.’


I thrust the phone back into the darkness of my bag, chart a course towards the office. For once, I’m trying not to think.


He’s standing next to the sofa in the unmanned reception area, wary-looking, like he’s contemplated sitting on it but decided it’s a trap. He’s toweringly tall, but it doesn’t make him seem manly to me, far from it. It’s a gangly kind of height, made more so by the way his suit fits him, like a school uniform that’s been unwisely awarded an extra year. His dark red hair is thick and abundant, falling against pale skin the colour of full-fat milk. He should be freckled, but somehow he isn’t. I try to work out how old he is, but it’s beyond me; he could be my age, but only in human years. Thinking he’s another therapist’s patient I try to slither past as unobtrusively as I can, like the flash of green as a grass snake streaks across a lawn.


‘Hello. Are you Mia Cosgrove?’


I turn to him. His large brown eyes should be soft, but they aren’t, not the way they’re tracking me.


‘I am. I don’t believe you’ve made an appointment.’


I hate the haughtiness I can hear in my voice, like it’s the 1940s and he’s addressed me improperly, but then I notice how he’s sizing me up, his sterile smile on a time delay.


‘I don’t need one. I’m acting for the police.’


I try to control my face, avoid a wave of shock jumbling my features.


‘What’s it concerning?’ As if I didn’t know.


‘Gemma Vine.’


‘There’s really nothing I can help you with, but if you’d like to follow me.’


‘Oh, I think you might be underestimating yourself.’ His words are aimed at my retreating back, and I ball my fingers up, crunching down my anger.


In my room he makes for the sofa, and sits up straight, large hands dangling between his suited knees, bog-standard black office shoes planted firmly on my rug.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ambush you,’ he says, his apology failing to soak the dry, paper-thin words with any meaning. ‘I’m Patrick O’Leary.’ Irish, but not. A plastic paddy, second generation. His voice is neutral, professional, but the odd London vowel creeps in unawares. ‘I’m a lawyer with the SFO, overseeing the Stephen Wright case. Are you aware of the details?’


‘I’ve read the headlines. I’m aware it’s a large-scale trial, and that his accountant’s disappeared, but I don’t know much more than that.’


‘Seems unlikely, considering you’re seeing our friend Christopher Vine’s daughter.’


‘Yes, and my job is to provide her with emotional support. I don’t want to have my judgement clouded by spurious press stories.’


‘You’re a therapist. People confide in you. You realize she was the last person to see him before he disappeared?’


‘I do.’


‘So you understand how vital her input could be to our finding him?’


‘Have you ever had therapy?’ He snorts, then tries to turn it into a cough. I know I should calm down, haughty was way better than this, but it’s beyond me. ‘I’ll take that as a no. The most important thing is that the client trusts the therapist. Even if I knew anything – which I don’t – it would be a complete betrayal. Don’t you think she’s been through enough?’


‘How about all those pensioners who’ve lost their life savings? Do you think maybe they’ve been through enough? I’m sure they’d love to come to your fancy office and pay you a small fortune to cry about it, but guess what, they can’t afford it. Or how about the women he’s trafficked? I’m sure they’d be really grateful if you handed them a Kleenex.’


‘Where do you get off being this hostile?’


I feel colour flooding my cheeks, my breath suddenly twisting up high and tight in my chest. I hate everything that’s coming out of his mouth, not least the implication that what I do is nothing more than an expensive aspirin, a temporary treatment that masks the pain. He leans back, opening large hands up into a more believable kind of apology, but it just makes it worse. I’m scorched with humiliation, the humiliation of him seeing how much he’s riled me.


‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come tramping into your place of work in my size twelves, I should have made an appointment, but I’m like you.’ I narrow my eyes, waiting for the follow-up. ‘I’m one of the good guys,’ he says, smiling self-deprecatingly. ‘I want to help. Stephen’s victims are desperate: if it turns out there’s a way you can help them, I’m sure you’d want to take it.’


I stand up, put out a hand.


‘It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr O’Leary, but my next patient is due any minute. I’m afraid you’re wasting your time as well as mine. I’ve only had one session with Gemma, nothing of which revealed any information about her dad’s whereabouts.’


He gets to his feet, his body taut and rigid.


‘I can take a hint. But just so you know, if we end up needing more information from you, we can use formal channels to obtain it. The authorities are in no mood to let men like Christopher Vine, who give vicious criminals a fake respectability, get away with it. I’m asking myself how come they’ve got the cash to splash sending their daughter here, when their assets are frozen.’


‘I do know my legal responsibilities. If she told me something I thought was vital to your investigation I’d pass it on, but that’s not going to happen. I’m trying to provide some comfort for a traumatized child: if she brings in any bank statements for the Cayman Islands I promise you’ll be the first to know.’


‘You do that, Miss Cosgrove,’ he says, yanking a card out of his wallet. I snatch it from him. ‘This isn’t going away.’


‘I’ll put you on speed dial. And it’s Ms.’ I hate that word, it sounds like a speech impediment. I hold the door open before I can make any more of a fool of myself. He moves towards it, but then he turns back, his face flooded with anger.


‘Trust me, you’ve no idea what you’re dealing with, getting involved with the Vines. I wouldn’t lose that card if I were you. Something tells me you’re going to end up needing me more than I need you.’


I hold his gaze a second too long, my eyes betraying me. He’s going to hate you when I tell him. I push it all away. I’m there to support her, nothing more. She’s a child who needs a safe haven, far away from all the power play.


The open door reveals my next client, patiently waiting. I smile at her, then try to smile at Patrick, regain some control over the situation. He barely registers it. He scissors his way across reception on his lanky legs, Brendan widening his eyes at me.


‘Hilary,’ I say, above a thumping heart. Annie flashes across my mind. Her expensive suntan, her designer shades. ‘So sorry to keep you waiting. Would you like to come through?’


I went in search of Judith as soon as my last appointment had ended. I felt like I’d used up my panic chips: I wanted to seem like I was the kind of cast-iron professional who could be trusted with a case involving a criminal trial without breaking a sweat.


‘What do you want to do, Mia?’ she’d asked, searching my face with her blackberry eyes. ‘I know how worried you were this morning that she might know more than she’s let on. If the responsibility feels too much, you should step down. There’s no shame in that.’


Too much. Step down. Neither of those were phrases I liked. They felt like a cattle prod applied to my overachieving backside.


‘I want to help her.’ Patrick’s smug face floated into my mind, the infuriating way he’d set up camp on the moral high ground. I thought of his passing shot, his warning about the Vines, but then I remembered Gemma’s pale smudge of a face, her sliced-into flesh. There was something small and fragile about her underneath it all. She’d found something she needed in me: who was he to snatch that away from her? The truth was, he wouldn’t just be taking it away from her; the idea of us failing to meet again made me feel strangely deflated. ‘I want to give her a refuge.’


Judith considered me, then nodded.


‘OK, you sound clear, but if I think there’s any danger to you, either emotionally or professionally, I will step in. That’s my job, as your supervisor.’


I thanked her, grateful to feel a little bit mothered in the midst of it all, then went to call Annie.


‘Just goes to show how desperate they’re getting,’ she said, defiant. It rattled me, the ‘they’, made me question myself, but I pushed the feeling away, told myself not to be so grandiose about my role. I wasn’t throwing my lot in with a bunch of criminals, I was supporting Gemma.


‘You don’t have to decide now. You can cancel in the morning if you want to. No charge.’


‘Thanks, but I know what’s best for my little girl. We’re coming back. We’ll be there tomorrow, on the dot this time.’


‘If you’re sure. I just wanted you to understand my legal obligation.’


‘Do you have kids?’ she demanded. I wished I didn’t hate that question as much as I do.


‘No,’ I said, hoping I didn’t sound too clipped, too brittle.


‘But you were a teenager.’ She laughed, without warmth. ‘She just wants to bitch to someone who isn’t her mum. The only thing Chris would have talked to her about when he dropped her off was whether or not she’d done her French homework. And knowing my darling daughter she’d have lied her head off.’


‘Fine, as long as you’re . . .’ I was going to say happy, but luckily it got stuck in my throat.


‘Honestly, Mia, from the way she’s acting at home, with her brothers, you could be a godsend—’


I cut across her.


‘I don’t want to dismiss what you’re saying but, if she’s coming back, it’s best I talk to her about how she’s acting.’


‘Yeah, thanks, I’ve got the drill. See you then,’ she said, ending the call before I could respond.


I sat there for a moment. The last twenty-four hours had been like arriving at an unfamiliar house in the dead of night, dark shapes looming and bumping against you, sofas like sea monsters until you flood the space with light.


Marcus is holding court when I arrive. I slip into my seat next to him, and, still in mid-flow, he grabs my hand under the table, squeezing hard enough for me to feel my bones. I wrap my fingers tightly around his, the angst of the day abating as he pours me a glass of white wine with his other hand.


The restaurant is a typical Marcus find: an incredibly chichi new Chinese, tucked away underground somewhere deep in Belgravia. The colours are soft and muted, the lighting dusky and atmospheric. Impeccably dressed waiting staff glide around in a perfectly choreographed dance: I spy our waiter looking positively devastated at having missed the moment I needed a drink poured. I sink into the banquette and take a proper gulp of it. Marcus’s eyes track me: I’m not, ordinarily, a gulper of wine – I can tell he’s enjoying it. His daughter Juliet smiles at me across the table, and I swiftly rest my glass, smiling back. She’s twenty-nine, newly engaged, her adoring fiancé Robert, a terribly proper Army officer, surgically attached to her. There’s no sign of Christian, Marcus’s son: I try to pretend to myself it’s not a relief. I let the conversation wash over me, my mind elsewhere.


‘You can’t just throw up a building. “Throw up” is the word. If you end up covering London, which is the most beautiful city in the world, bar none—’


‘Er, Rome, Dad?’ says Juliet, laughing. ‘Paris?’


I watch how she reaches out to him, exasperation and admiration perfectly balanced. When she questions him or challenges him, it’s only ever a gentle joust: his authority is absolute. She’s grown up without any financial worries thanks to Marcus’s entrepreneurship. He started out as an architect, then moved into developing his own properties, buying low and selling high when it was still possible to pick up a bargain. What I love about him is that he’s still an artist, despite all that commercial success. He’s like a physician with buildings, the way he can look at them and instinctively know what will bring them back to full health. Sometimes I’ll watch him sketching something out, utterly consumed by what he’s doing, and it gives me the shivers.


‘You obviously haven’t been to St Paul’s recently. Of course we need affordable housing, but it can’t be any old shit. That’s my point.’


It’s all so hypothetical for them, no more than a rousing debate. My eyes flick guiltily around the room. Mum would hate it here, with its £7 bottles of water and insistence that you leave a tip in a silver salver if you want a pee. I suddenly long to see her, our weekend meeting too far away, even though for both of us the anticipation is often sweeter than the reality. I take another slug of my wine. It’s honeyed and expensive, a waterfall cascading down my throat.


‘But there should be proper council housing,’ I say, my voice sounding a little too loud and forthright to my own ears. ‘They should never have sold it all off. People need a safety net.’


‘You’re right,’ Marcus says. ‘In France, people rent all their lives, no problem. The government stops landlords bleeding them dry.’


I’m being unfair; he does think about things properly. I couldn’t bear him if he was just a horrible old moneybags Tory, but he isn’t. He still teaches architecture, and his business sponsors a broke architecture student every year.


‘How’s your house hunting going?’ asks Robert, and my eyes flick quickly to Juliet, catching the splash of pain that she quickly conceals. Marcus and Lila’s divorce – bitter and expensive – is only two years old. I suspect it’s the hardest thing that’s ever befallen her.


Marcus misses it, perhaps because he wants to. He’s looking at me, wobbling his head mockingly, his eyes dancing. I grin back, despite myself.


‘She’s like Goldilocks,’ he says, hands waving girlishly. ’Too big, too small, too noisy, too quiet.’


Juliet’s playing with her napkin now, eyes sliding away. My laughter slides away too. I feel for her, I really do. Intermittently we get on well – we meet for a hurried coffee or discuss going to a film – but it’s a spluttering, second-hand car of a relationship, never quite making it onto the road. A tableful of sharing platters arrives, providing a welcome distraction.


‘You need a top-up,’ says Marcus, still oblivious.


He turned round one day and simply said that he’d fallen out of love with Lila, that he thought they’d both lost that loving feeling, truth be told, and that life was too short for them to stay together. There’s a lovely innocence about him – the bit that dreams and creates – and he thought that perhaps she’d be relieved it was out in the open. Surprise, surprise she wasn’t.


My friend Zoe fixed us up a few months later at a dinner party: in my more paranoid moments I wonder if his kids think that the window of time is no more than PR bullshit and I was always waiting in the wings.
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