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Tell me, who are you, alone, yourself and nameless?


—J. R. R. Tolkien




PROLOGUE


Mummy and Daddy always said she was a clever little girl and she’d been very clever today. Wolves weren’t clever; she knew that. The big, bad wolf might be faster than her across the fields but he wouldn’t find her here.


At the thought of Mummy, her bottom lip quivered and trembled against her teeth. She thought of Mummy’s cuddles; the fluffiness of her jumpers and the lovely smell of her. Her soft, kind hands with their pretty red nails, and her stories at bedtime.


Mummy had bought her the new red dress and now it was all dirty—and she’d lost one of her trainers, her favorite ones with the lights in the heels. She hoped Mummy wouldn’t be cross. She’d seen her be cross with Jay-Jay sometimes and it was scary, but luckily Mummy was never cross with her.


She mustn’t cry. If she made a sound he’d hear her with his great big ears—all the better to hear you with. She shuddered at the thought and burrowed deeper into the leaves and ferns that littered the floor of her hiding place. Things were in there with her. She could hear them scuttling. They were running things and creeping things, and she tried not to think about them too much in case they were biting things too.


She didn’t know what the tumbly-down little house was for, with its letterbox window looking over the lake, but it was somewhere safe to hide. It was twiggy and rough and it made her think about the big, bad wolf again. She imagined his bristly snout, sniffling and snuffling through the letterbox window. Breath whistling down his wet, red nostrils, huffing and puffing until he blew her house in. Her little house of twigs. A tiny bit of wee-wee seeped into her knickers and she began to cry for real. She wanted Daddy to come and save her, or Jay-Jay.


She felt cross when she thought of Jay-Jay. He was meant to look after her when they came out to play. Mummy had said so, but he’d been mean to her instead. Then he’d met up with the other boys and had left her on her own to get lost and scared. She didn’t care now that he’d been mean; she just wanted him to come back.


She suddenly stopped crying and held her breath. She was sure she’d heard rustling outside, and her heart leapt into her throat. Now there was a voice whispering and sniggering. It sounded like a big voice, or a growly voice like Jay-Jay’s when he was trying to scare her. She’d never been so frightened. She tried to stay quiet, but a little trill of terror leached its way out between her teeth.


Now it was silent again. She strained her ears, listening, listening, the breath still held in her bursting lungs. Just maybe he hadn’t heard her, and slowly she dared to breathe again.


Twigs snapped and crunched, nearer and nearer. A hand reached in through the slit of the window, and the voice was sweet and low.


“Little pig, little pig, are you in there?”


She screamed, shrill and piercing, firing the birds from the trees, but there was no one there to hear her. No one to save her from the big, bad wolf.
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“Crew, seats for landing.” 


The plane began its descent. The countryside below was a patchwork of fields and hedges, bisected by winding lanes and lazy rivers. Miniature villages of commuter homes with velvet lawns and azure pools unspooled beneath its wings. England’s green and pleasant land—an illusion, maybe, but one the people still clung to.


Jeremy leaned his forehead against the coolness of the glass, his eyes tracking the unfolding scene. He’d always liked this part of flying, with the country laid out like a small child’s toy, farmyard figures and Matchbox cars, tiny specks slowly making themselves known beneath him; cloud shadows chasing across the fields, smudges of gray on green. It appeared so safe and sanitized, a neat little world where nothing cruel could ever happen. He stole a glance at Sarah, his wife, still engrossed in her book, and despite his best intentions, he saw how the seat belt pulled tight across the softness of her stomach. With a whisper of self-disgust at his evident shallowness, he turned to check on the children instead.


Jack’s head was buried in his phone, apparently oblivious to his surroundings, and Jeremy felt the familiar surge of irritation that his son seemed to elicit in him nowadays.


“Jack, your belt,” he said, the impatience evident in his voice. “I suppose it’d be too much to think you’ve fastened it like I asked?”


“Uh?” was the only reply, that plus an unselfconscious yawn, which treated the world to a startling and unwelcome view of the boy’s tonsils.


“Jack, you’ll wish you’d taken notice of me if—”


He felt the gentle pressure of Sarah’s hand on his arm. A note of warning in her voice.


“Don’t, Jez, you’ll only frighten them. How many times have I told you, you need to learn to pick your battles.” She turned to the bundle of sullenness that used to be their darling son. “Belt on, please. There’s a good boy.”


The seat belt dutifully clicked, and Jeremy fought to ignore the sly little hint of victory in the glance that Jack slid his way.


Sarah’s arms were lightly tanned with a sprinkling of golden freckles, and her “holiday nails” shone a vivid pink. She’d lost some weight while they’d been away, and even though Jeremy was ashamed that he’d noticed, he still allowed himself to feel a certain satisfaction. He consoled himself with the knowledge that it was really his mother’s fault he thought that way. The very first time he’d brought Sarah home to meet her, she’d smiled across the table with those cool gray eyes, and he’d known what was coming—in one form or another.


“What a pretty dress, Sarah. So flattering. You dress so beautifully for someone your size.”


He’d sensed rather than seen Sarah wince. He’d felt the heat of her embarrassment but he hadn’t reached out a hand in comfort or even acknowledged that he too had felt the barb. No way. No way would he ever have given his mother that satisfaction, because he’d known. It wasn’t really meant for Sarah; it was all for him. The subtext loud and clear—the only one that wanted him, the only one he could get, was a fat girl, a chubby, grateful girl. It wasn’t true then and it wasn’t true now. Sarah wasn’t fat; she was curvaceous and gorgeous. The softness of her skin and the scent of her in the dark did things to him, and they were good things.


Still, the seed had been planted, the damage done, and now he disloyally noticed the soft mound of her belly and the fullness of her breasts and felt a strange ambivalence that shamed him. She was the sweetest, most loving person in the world and he adored every atom of her, but sometimes he wished her thin. Sometimes he found himself vaguely embarrassed—not by her exactly, God no, but embarrassed nonetheless. And then he hated himself for being an arsehole, and for granting his mother her wish. For that was what she’d wanted: to place a little burr under his saddle, to taint the magic of love. Yes, she might hate him but she also knew him too well, she knew which buttons to gently press, and how best to bloodlessly wound him.


He became conscious of his daughter’s gaze and turned as she proudly lifted her arms to show her seat belt, safely tightened.


“See Daddy,” she said, “mine’s all done up.”


She fixed him with her round blue eyes, and straightaway he felt it. That flicker of something, that cockroach scuttling across his soul, and he struggled to meet her eyes. The shutter slid down; the sheet of glass that kept him from her, that stopped him ever getting too close. It was another secret shame, that question mark over his love for his daughter. He’d often tried to analyze how she made him feel but he couldn’t quite name it. It was a shiver deep inside him, almost like fear or dread.


It was there from the moment she was born. When Sarah first held out her arms to him, eyes bright with tears and said,


“Jeremy, it’s a little girl. We’ve got a daughter.”


In that instant he’d flinched away. He’d felt his soul retreating, putting safe distance between them, and he’d felt afraid. Of her, or for her, was the question that still haunted him.


He prayed that she was too young to notice his reserve, and that one day he’d unravel his feelings toward her and they’d all be okay, because to damage her in the ways his mother had damaged him was unthinkable. For the moment, he overcompensated. So much so that, if Jack were asked, he’d say that Lucy was the favorite, his Daddy’s Girl, when really it was he who held his father’s heart. That lumpen dollop of petulance who could barely bring himself to acknowledge that same father’s existence anymore. Sarah reassured him that it was “just a phase,” and he marveled at the luxury of it. Such childhood entitlement was never his.


An insistent little voice cut through his thoughts—“Daddy!”—and he smiled at his daughter.


“That’s wonderful, darling. You’re such a clever girl.”


Jack’s nostrils emitted something dangerously like a snort, and his father glared at him suspiciously, waiting for him to meet his eye.


“Darling, it’s not helping, you keep fussing,” Sarah said, the merest hint of irritation in her voice. “Just leave them be, they’re fine.”


So he turned back to the window and to the neatly ordered world laid out before him.


The holiday had been a good idea, them spending some time together, but it had ended up being far too long. The golden rays had slowly tarnished, and he’d found his joy in his family edging dangerously toward tedium. It wasn’t that he didn’t love them (he did, with all his heart), but sometimes he needed to be alone—or if not alone, exactly, just able to do what he wanted when he wanted. No pressure. Those last few days he’d longed for space, for his life back. For the routine of the office and the gym, and a drink after work with friends. Time and space to be something other than husband and father, time for some respite from the soft domesticity and the relentless niceness of it all. He’d been like this for as long as he could remember; a man who needed space to keep his head clear. To keep his demons at bay.


The ground was closer now and he could just make out cars and lorries wending their way along neat little roads. Lilliputian animals gently grazed in fields edged by broccoli-floret trees. A golf course drifted beneath him—now that was an idea for tomorrow—sandy bunkers and velvet greens all etched in miniature and swarmed by ant-men.


The plane banked and the world vanished for a moment before surging to meet him once more, suddenly closer. In his line of sight a tiny figure crossed a field at a run, heading for a stand of trees. He glimpsed it for only a second but was inexplicably convinced there were two others running behind, as though in pursuit.


His heart lurched with the plane and the “No!” burst from his lips before terror engulfed him. He strained against the seat belt, his face pressed to the oval of glass, desperate to see the runner’s fate. Wildly he clutched at the belt release and lurched to his feet, his head butting hard against the overhead lockers, but the pain barely registered. He tried to cry out a warning but the breath seized in his throat and no sound would come.


Sarah tugged at his arm, her face white with alarm.


“Jeremy! Jeremy, what is it, what’s wrong? For God’s sake sit down!” She searched his face with her eyes and saw the fear blazing there. “Jez, talk to me, whatever’s happened?”


The panic tingled along his fingers, transmitting itself to her and freezing her fingertips.


“Jeremy, please, you’ve got to sit down!”


Then the stewardess was out of her seat too, bucking against the movement of the plane.


“Sir, you must sit down for your own safety. Please, get back in your seat.” Urgency and disapproval in her voice in equal measure as she edged her way along the aisle. “Sir, please!”


Sarah turned to her, voice rising in panic. “He’s never like this, there must be something wrong! How much longer is it before we land?”


For a wild moment he feared it was his heart, that he was going to die there in front of his children, thrashing and gasping as his soul fled. He pushed Sarah off and slumped back in the seat, aware of the wild hammering in his chest, his heart a trapped bird, his ribs its cage.


Slowly, he registered Jack’s voice against the backdrop of Lucy’s frightened trilling. He’d dropped his air of bored indifference and now his voice carried a hint of fear.


“Mum, what’s going on? Dad, are you okay?”


Sarah’s hand was on his cheek, and he felt its frightened coldness pulling him back to reality. She spoke to him, to the children, softly, soothingly, as though he were a child too, and gradually her words began to make sense.


“Dad’s okay . . . You’re okay, Jez . . . just hold on, we’ll be landing in a moment . . . Breathe, darling, that’s right . . . you’ll be fine . . . Daddy’s fine . . .”


Her face swam into focus, her blue eyes bright with fear. As her hand moved to clutch his, the shame ran through him once more—for scaring her, for scaring his children so.


Slowly his pulse settled and he realized he wasn’t about to die; his heart was still working, steadying itself and beating out a reassuring rhythm. Gradually he became aware of the other passengers, of the craned necks and the buzz of excitement at the anticipation of a death on a plane, a thing for the vultures to dine out on, at least for a while.


A hot rush of embarrassment chased away the last remnants of terror. Now he just wanted the damn thing to land so he could get the hell out of there. He’d never done that before, panicking and making a scene. He’d flown more times than he could count and not once had he experienced as much as a flicker of anxiety. In fact he’d never experienced anything like that before, ever. Even as the thought formed, a memory flitted to the surface: him in the night, waking from a nightmare he couldn’t recall but which left him trembling in a pool of sweat. Terror dry in his throat and the night a place of nameless dread.


His tongue prised itself from its hiding place at the roof of his mouth. “I’m fine,” he croaked, his very tone belying the words. “Honestly, I’m fine.”


He squeezed Sarah’s hand, trying to suppress the trembling of his own.


“I don’t know what that was, I just lost it for a moment, that’s all. I’m fine now, really I am, so don’t look so worried. I’m okay. Just check the children are all right, God, I must’ve scared them. I’m sorry darling—I’m so sorry.”


The plane touched down on the runway and the reverse thrust kicked in, pulling him forward in his seat. He was jittery, aftershocked, and he desperately tried to label it as no more than a stress reaction, something about returning to the real world. He reassured himself with this explanation, flimsy though it was, and ignored the image of the running figures that seemed seared on his retina. After all, they didn’t mean a thing to him.
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Sarah had insisted on driving and now Jeremy was perched beside her. The simple fact of not being thought fit enough to drive made him feel emasculated, enfeebled like some maiden aunt. To make things worse, every few minutes she shot him a concerned look, as though expecting to find that he’d quietly expired on the seat next to her. A limp corpse. Each glance annoyed him further, and he struggled to suppress his rising irritation. He knew it wasn’t her fault, but the incident had left him feeling out of sorts and angry. Ever since he could remember he’d always hated making any kind of scene, and even though he understood his anger was self-directed, he couldn’t stop himself from projecting it onto her instead.


She looked across again and finally he snapped.


“For God’s sake, Sarah, stop keep looking at me. You fussing is doing my head in. I just had a wobble, that’s all. It was nothing. Anyone’d think you were my mother or something. Jesus!”


Although on reflection perhaps not his mother exactly. Maybe a normal mother, one who gave a shit about her child.


He saw the hurt flash across Sarah’s face and wished he’d kept his mouth shut. She rarely reacted. Unlike him, it took a lot to get a rise out of her, and now she kept her eyes fixed on the road and dismissed his selfish outburst with the tiniest flick of her head. An almost imperceptible movement, the twitch of a cat’s ear as if to shrug off a fly. He knew his barbs often struck home, but when she spoke her voice was still as calm and kind as ever. It was never her intention, but her equanimity sometimes shamed him further.


“I know you think I’m making a fuss but I’m not going to just ignore it. You were white as a sheet, Jez, and it was almost as though you didn’t know where you were. I’m not saying it was, but it might’ve been a seizure or something, or even your heart. You can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”


He remembered the tightness in his chest, the struggle for breath, and a trickle of fear ran through him. He was almost at that age, so even though he wanted to, he didn’t dare contradict her.


“And I know what you’re about to say so don’t even bother. I’m the one doing the driving and we’re going to the hospital.”


She silenced any chance of protest with a wave of her hand.


“I want you to go to A&E, just to get checked out, that’s all. I want to be sure it isn’t anything we need to worry about, so there’s no point in you arguing because we’re going whether you like it or not.”


Jeremy opened his mouth to retort but then he thought of the children in the back, and how he’d scared them enough for one day. Partly because of them he bit back his words, partly because he knew she was right.


The children were unnaturally quiet; there was none of the messing about and bickering that usually accompanied their car journeys. Jack was happily back on his phone, his earlier filial concern obviously forgotten, but Lucy was clutching the back of her mother’s seat, her little face stricken.


Tears welled in her eyes. “Mummeee,” she wailed, “I don’t want Daddy to have to go to hospital.”


Me too kid, was what he wanted to say, instead he heard his voice, harsh and unwarranted.


“Stop it, Lucy. I’ve told you, no one likes a crybaby.”


This only served to make her cry more.


The memory rolled in, a ghost from his past. Jeremy’s first day at school. All the other mothers wiping tears, soothing, reassuring, his an immovable object, prising his frightened fingers from her skirt. You’re making a dreadful scene, Jeremy. You need to learn, nobody likes a Mummy’s Boy, so do you mind not being such a wimp. And that was before, so what chance did he ever stand afterward?


He shrugged the memory away. He didn’t like to think of his mother and her small acts of cruelty, and it irritated him, the way she kept intruding into his thoughts. Anyone looking inside his head might mistakenly think he still cared.


“I’m sorry, darling, Daddy didn’t mean to snap. I’m fine, there’s no need for you to worry. Mummy’s just being careful because she loves me.”


He placed his hand on Sarah’s knee and gave a reassuring squeeze. He loved his family, so why did he so often fall short of the man he wanted to be?
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Jeremy dumped the last of the suitcases in the hall and closed the front door with some relief. The hour was late. Sarah went straight upstairs, with the children dragging along behind her. The trip to the hospital had taken far longer than expected, and it was way past their bedtime. They’d been overtired and fractious on the journey back, and it had been all he could do to keep a lid on things.


In the kitchen he opened a beer. Even though he was dead on his feet, he was still too wired to think about bed. It was the hospital that had caused it. Everything about the place had set him on edge. The interminable waiting, the noises filtering through the curtains that enclosed his cubicle, the sound of trolleys, the murmur of voices, the urgent patter of feet on vinyl, the moans, and the fractured cries. And the smell. The smell had been the worst of it. Moist odors of humanity overlaid with the medicinal tang of disinfectant. It had made him think about the passage of time and of his own inexorable progress toward old age. Recently he found his mind straying toward such melancholy thoughts, not often but enough. It was all to do with turning forty. He hadn’t realized it before, but it seemed he saw life as a triangle, with forty at its peak, all good on the way up, then the slippery downward slope to infirmity and beyond. To forgetfulness, and frailty, and all those other things that made him flinch but which he supposed were preferable to the final alternative.


The doctor hadn’t helped; everything about him had made Jeremy too aware of each and every one of his forty-two years. Midthirties and dark haired, he’d had a square jaw and the kind of casual stubble that looked cool rather than unkempt. If Jeremy ever tried something similar he’d probably look as if he’d crawled out of a dumpster. To make matters worse, he’d been one of those exhaustingly hearty jocks with that easy confidence-cum-arrogance that all doctors seemed to possess. He’d been thorough though. He’d pressed his stethoscope to Jeremy’s chest, where his pecs had conveniently wilted into old-man titties before his very eyes. They’d done the works—ECG, CT scan, full medical and social history—before he was allowed to go. As the scanner whirred and spun, he’d wondered what he would do if his head held a stowaway, an evil bundle of cells hiding in the folds and crevices of his brain. Would he be like his father, brave and stoic to the end, or would he become some worse version of himself, yet to be revealed? In the end he didn’t find out, as a panic attack had been the verdict. The doctor didn’t add, you great big girl, but he’d probably thought it.


The memory made him grab a second beer and a bottle of wine from the cooler for Sarah. She’d probably need something to unwind too, after the day they’d had. In the sitting room he closed the curtains and turned on the television. He wasn’t sure why but he didn’t feel able to concentrate. It might have been just tiredness, but whatever it was it gave him a sense of detachment, as though he were experiencing things at one remove. It was unsettling, and he shook his head in a vain attempt to dispel the feeling.


Sarah chose that moment to join him, eyeing him with some concern as he swiveled his head from side to side. She flopped down next to him on the sofa and pressed her head into the crook of his shoulder, looking up at him with serious eyes.


“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “It’s just that it’s not like you to do something like that, to panic. You looked so . . . I don’t know, desperate, I suppose. It frightened me. Have you got any idea what could’ve brought it on?”


A sudden image of the running figures flitted unbidden before his eyes and an involuntary shudder ran through him, heightening his feeling of unrest.


“No idea,” he replied, blinking rapidly as if to dislodge something unpleasant from his eye. “One minute I was looking out the window like I always do and next minute it just kind of happened. I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular, and I certainly wasn’t feeling tense. I honestly don’t know where it came from.”


He freed his arm and curled it around her, pulling her closer.


“Look, let’s not talk about it anymore. To be honest it’s made me feel a bit stupid, and I’d rather just forget all about it.”


He bent his head to find her lips, warm and soft and minty. She’d cleaned her teeth while she was upstairs, brushing away the staleness of the plane and the sour taste of anxiety, and Jeremy wished he’d afforded her the same consideration. Somehow he always managed to fall short of expectation. He pulled away and looked steadily into the blue haven of her eyes.


“Sarah, I’m sorry I snapped at you, and at Lucy. I didn’t mean to. The whole thing unsettled me, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on you two. It wasn’t fair.”


He was seized by the sudden fear that he might do something to drive her away; that he might manage to mess everything up and lose her too. The thought of losing someone else he loved was more than he could bear.


“You do know that I love you, don’t you? Much more than I probably show. You mean everything to me, you and the children.”


“Of course I do, and I love you more—even though you don’t always deserve it.”


She curled herself around to sit on his lap and he felt the firm pressure of her breasts against his chest. Slowly he slid his hands under her T-shirt to release her bra, running his fingers over the softness of her flesh. As her eyes darkened in response he felt his own detachment dispel. He was there in the moment with the woman he loved, his children safely upstairs in bed. Surely all was well with the world.
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His eyes opened onto blindness. Velvet-black and fathomless. For a moment he’d no idea where or what he was, just a vortex of terror whirling blindly in the darkness. Gradually sleep receded and his senses returned. The faint outline of the curtains and the familiar scents of the bedroom made themselves known to him, and over the thundering in his head he became aware of Sarah next to him, soundly sleeping, the soothing rhythm of her breathing an anchor pulling him back to earth.


The dream still clung to the edges of his mind like a dark thing. In it, the plane banked and plummeted, the ground rushed toward him, and as it did, the running figure looked up. It turned its face toward the sky and looked straight at him. Emily looked straight at him!
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The day carried a taint of dysphoria. Jeremy had slept fitfully after the nightmare, rising to the surface at every sound, a timid, wee mouse of a man. Here at work, in the cold light of day, he knew it was ridiculous, the terror he’d felt at the time. It was just Emily’s face mingling with the present, pulled from the past by his thoughts of his mother. Nevertheless, it’d left him with a hum of . . . not anxiety exactly, more a feeling of being out of step with the world. It was how he felt on the rare occasions when he and Sarah had rowed; a background irritation with everyone, everything. They rarely quarreled, but when they did it was usually his fault. Some minor issue that he latched on to, like a sharp-toothed little terrier with a bone, worrying it to death until even Sarah’s patience snapped. Then she revealed a different side; she didn’t raise her voice but oh, she was clever, much cleverer than him with his blunt-edged railing against the world. Every one of her words came measured, calculated, designed to wound. Just like his mother, she knew where to poke him so it hurt. It sometimes made him wonder what hidden depths she had. What calculating mind lurked behind her gentle exterior, and what she might be capable of, should he ever truly hurt her.


He turned back to the draft plans and the spreadsheet of cost estimates. There was a meeting planned with the clients tomorrow to run through the numbers, but his heart wasn’t in it anymore. Sometimes he longed to walk away from the shopping centers and office blocks and set up on his own. Doing something real, something with soul. Less municipal, more Grand Designs. He thought of the view from the plane window. All those little boxes that could be so much more, if form and functionality met art and design.


Out of nowhere the image of the running figure came into his head, and he wondered what had happened to her and whether she’d gotten away. He hadn’t consciously thought of her as a girl before but now he was sure, utterly, categorically sure. Logically, he understood that he’d been too far away to properly see, and that he’d only glimpsed her for an instant, but something convinced him, something about the way she’d moved. Like she was a girl in flight, in danger, and now he wondered if he should do something about it. He knew the thought was irrational, but it stuck in his mind and he found himself wondering if anyone had been reported missing, or worse, if a body had been found.


Now he couldn’t settle. The background noises of the office grated like nails on a blackboard and his skin began to crawl. He was suddenly agitated and couldn’t sit still, so he went to the water cooler, where he stood for a second, trying to gather his scattered thoughts. He felt hot and jittery and so unlike himself that he wondered for a moment if he was having some sort of breakdown. First the panic on the plane, now this.


He downed a cup of water and pushed the hair back from his face. His forehead was damp to the touch and this served to increase his feeling of tension.


Mike appeared at his side, a sly grin smearing his features. “You okay there, mate?” he said. “You look a bit off to me.”


He nudged Jeremy hard in the ribs with a bony elbow, slopping the remains of the water onto Jeremy’s shirt, a flash of coldness against the heat of his skin.


“Or was it a heavy session last night? Is that it?”


Jeremy looked down at the patch of wetness, then at Mike. There was a crusty remnant of yellow sleep in the corner of one of his eyes, and a tiny tuft of errant bristles on his jaw where he’d missed a patch with his razor. If anyone’d had a heavy session it looked as if it was him. Jeremy could still feel the impact of the elbow to his ribs, and he experienced a disproportionate surge of anger. He’d known boys like Mike at school, pseudobullies who liked causing pain but sneakily and with grins on their faces, as if it was all just a joke. It made them feel big. He could just imagine a spotty, prepubescent Mike grabbing at the front of someone’s shirt to inflict the oh-so-hilarious “nipple-cripple.” Creepy little sod.


Today he just didn’t have any energy for a smart retort.


“I’m fine, Mike, thanks. Just needed to clear my head for a bit, that’s all. Think I’m going to take five and get a bit of fresh air.”


Suddenly he needed to get out, to get away from Mike and from the almost-overwhelming urge to smash a fist into his face—not that he ever would. That’d happened to him once, at school, and he could still remember the visceral shock such violence had elicited in him.


He took the lift down to the foyer and stepped out into the London street. For a second he felt disoriented, the traffic and the people overwhelming, but the feeling quickly passed and his pulse returned to normal. He decided to go for a coffee and to pick up a newspaper on the way. Usually he got his news online or from the television, but today there was something comforting about the thought of sitting down with a coffee and the paper.


The pavement was bathed in watery sunlight, so Jeremy took a table outside. Even though summer was technically over, there was still warmth in the air. It was probably down to the layer of carbon monoxide that was draping the city but no matter; it was preferable to being cooped up inside with the odious Mike. A group of Japanese tourists went past, viewing the world above surgical masks, and for a moment Jeremy envied their anonymity and the distance the masks afforded them.


He settled at a solitary table and began to flick through the paper, scanning the opening lines of each article as he went, searching for news of a missing girl or of a body found. Needless to say there was nothing, and he experienced a frisson of disappointment. Not that he wanted something to have happened to her, more that he felt sure it had, something no one else seemed to know about. No one other than him.


A sudden thought crossed his mind. Maybe it hadn’t made the nationals yet, maybe it was all too soon. Newly invigorated, he finished his coffee and headed back. The costings could wait; this suddenly felt much more urgent.


Back in the office he searched Google for local papers covering the Gatwick area, firstly scanning the latest edition of the Crawley & Horley Observer. Nothing. It was the same on Crawley News 24. With growing frustration he went to the BBC News and tapped in “Horley region,” but again there was nothing, just drones over the airport and threats of a new runway. Unconsciously he released a sigh and became aware of Mike looking across, craning his neck to see what he had on the screen. With an effort he abandoned his search and returned to AutoCAD and the office designs, where gradually the squares of the site plan, with its trees and walkways, morphed into fields and houses as seen from a plane.
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They’d had an early dinner and the kids were tucked up in bed. Sarah had donned pajamas and was now curled up next to him on the sofa, engrossed in Bake Off. This week was bread week, and the bun innuendos were coming thick and fast. Usually Jeremy found it vaguely amusing; tonight it grated and he couldn’t engage. He felt the same restlessness he’d experienced earlier and found himself fidgeting, unable to settle.


Sarah shot him a pointed look. “Jez, if you don’t want to watch it, just go and do something else. I can’t enjoy it with you squirming about next to me. Go on, shoo.”


He feigned hesitation.


“Are you sure? To be honest, I have got a bit of work to catch up on.”


It wasn’t honest, not at all. He just felt the need to be on his own.


“This one’s proving a bit boring,” he added, nudging her to let her know it was a joke, albeit a feeble one.


Sarah didn’t smile. Usually she indulged his corny sense of humor, but this one failed to rise. Instead a crease of worry sat between her eyes, with all the makings of a permanent fixture.


“Are you sure you’re okay, Jez? You’ve seemed distracted ever since we got back. It’s almost like half of you is somewhere else.”


“Darling, I’m fine, honestly. I’ve just come back to a shedload of work, that’s all. You know what it’s like—you get away for a break, then end up coming back to all the work you would’ve done if you’d been there. I’ll be fine once I’ve caught up.”


Jeremy wasn’t entirely sure why he was lying to her. There was nothing that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. In any case, Mike had been more than happy to pick up his projects while he was away, probably sidling up to the boss the minute he’d walked out the door, arse-lick that he was.


He just wanted some time to think, to go over what he’d seen from the plane, and he didn’t want to say that to Sarah. He didn’t want her to think he was going crazy and he knew it’d sound that way. In truth, it was eating at him, intruding into his thoughts like guilt, and he needed to understand why.


He slipped out of the room and went up to the office. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but he drew the curtains anyway and turned on the desk lamp. Feeling strangely furtive, he opened Google Maps and zoomed in on Gatwick, closing his eyes in an attempt to visualize the landmarks just before the plane banked. There had been farmland, fields and animals, and a golf course. He remembered the appeal of the bunkers and greens all laid out in miniature.


There were several golf courses near Gatwick, ringing the airport on all sides. The plane would have initially come in from the south coast, but he’d no way of knowing how many times it might have circled, or the direction of its final approach. For want of a better option he started with those more to the south: Ifield, Cottesmore, and Copthorne the nearest, with Haywards Heath and Lindfield lying farther out. He focused in on each one in turn, trying to recall the layout as viewed from the cabin.


Cottesmore looked promising, although he couldn’t be sure if it was too far from the airport. There was no way of telling what their air speed would have been either, or the distance from the ground. Ifield looked nearer, and again the aerial view of fairways and sand traps seemed familiar.


The more he scanned the area, the more golf courses there appeared to be. Copthorne and Chartham Park, Effingham, and Mannings Heath; all or any of which could be the one he was looking for. He banged the desk in frustration and laid his forehead against its cool surface. On some level he couldn’t fathom why this was so important to him or quite what he was hoping to find, but he felt compelled to look for it anyway.


There was the slightest movement in the air behind him, and he realized Sarah was in the doorway, watching him. He’d been so engrossed that he hadn’t heard her come up the stairs, so he had no idea how long she’d been standing there. He had the sudden suspicion that she’d deliberately crept up on him, as though she’d sensed his earlier evasion and was afraid that she’d find him lying in the dark, brooding, or engaged in something vaguely nefarious.


Now, as she went to stand behind him, Jeremy lifted his head from the desk and moved to quickly close the screen. A fraction too late. Sarah saw the aerial view of West Sussex laid out before them, where Gatwick seemed to pulse in the center of the screen, like a beacon.


“Darling, I just wondered if you wanted a coffee or anything, seeing as you’re working.”


There was something in her voice that Jeremy couldn’t read, and she leaned in closer.


“What is it you’re actually working on at the moment?”


“Nothing much,” he replied. “Just a couple of new projects I’ve been mulling over.”


“Nothing much” was totally at odds with the “shedload” he’d mentioned earlier, and another thread of gossamer added to his web of lies.


“Isn’t that Gatwick?” she asked, turning to look at him. Now there was a frank question in her eyes, coupled with a hint of confusion.


“Jez, that’s the airport, what are you looking for?” Slowly comprehension dawned. “Is this something to do with what happened on the plane?”


She was too sharp for Jeremy, with her lawyer’s mind. Sometimes her flashes of intuition unnerved him. He considered lying—quite why, he didn’t know—but instead he decided to answer truthfully.


“Okay, okay.” He raised his hands in surrender. “I thought I saw something out of the plane, and for some reason it’s troubling me, that’s all. I was just trying to see if I could find the area and then I was going to decide what to do. I didn’t want to say anything to you just yet, in case . . .”


As he talked she pulled over the other chair and sat down. Concerned now.


“What do you mean, you saw something? What sort of something? And why wouldn’t you talk to me about it if it upset you so much that it made you have a panic attack?”


There seemed no choice but for Jeremy to tell her, aware all the while of how stupid it sounded now he was putting it into words.


“Look, it was when the plane banked. The ground was that bit nearer for a moment and I saw a girl, okay? She was running into some woods and she was being chased by three people and now, for some reason, I can’t shift the idea that she was in danger. I thought if I could find out where it was I could maybe do something about it. Make sure she’s okay or something. I’m not sure what, but I didn’t feel I could just ignore it. And before you say anything, I know it all sounds a bit odd, which was why I hadn’t said anything to you.”


He had no doubts now. It seemed what had started as a suspicion had now morphed into hard fact. Jeremy registered a flicker of surprise at the realization he’d just said there were three people. He knew he hadn’t seen three—two, maybe, definitely not three—but now he was convinced there were three. In fact he’d stake his life on there being someone else just out of his field of vision, and the irrationality of that conviction frightened him.


Sarah picked up on something in his face and reached for his hand.


“Jez, to be honest I’m a bit worried about you. If this is what made you panic, it doesn’t make any sense. I’m not saying you didn’t see something out of the window, but how can you possibly say it was a girl?”


He tried to pull his hand away but she held it tighter.


“Even if it was, how could you know how old she was, or know that she was being chased. She could have been a kid playing or someone out running. Anything. And even if she was being chased, why on earth would you react like that?”


Unconsciously she was using the voice that she used with the children, and that rankled.


“I don’t know. It just seemed like she was being chased and that made me feel anxious.”


“It really doesn’t make any sense. We must’ve been flying at what, two thousand feet, maybe more? There’s no way you could’ve seen that kind of detail from that far up, or for the few seconds we would’ve actually been overhead.”


“But I did see her. I’m not making it up.”


“You’d have maybe seen people from that height but you wouldn’t have been able to make out who they were or what they were doing. Darling, it’s just not possible.”


Her tone was insistent, edged with incredulity.


“And even if you believe you saw something it’d be impossible for you to pinpoint where with Google Earth. And why panic? I really don’t understand why you would even be thinking like this.”


Her logic irritated even though some part of him knew she was right. It wasn’t what he wanted to hear. He wanted her to believe him—to help him find out what happened.


“Oh, so you’re an aeronautical expert as well now, are you?” He faced her head-on in a confrontational manner. “Tell you what, if you don’t believe me, I suggest you go and see if you can find any more programmes about food. Go on, go and indulge your passion for baked goods.”


His voice was mocking and unpleasant, and he was ashamed the moment he said it. Sarah pulled her hand away as though stung.


“Sarah, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that, I didn’t mean it—”


He made himself meet her eye, expecting to see hurt. Instead there was something akin to disappointment, and that upset him more.


“I do,” she said. “Maybe it’s because sometimes you’re a spiteful little prick.” And with that she turned and walked away.


He’d wanted to fight with someone all day, so it might just as well be her.


“What’s that supposed to mean? Don’t come out with a comment like that and then bloody walk away. If you’ve got something to say to me then come back and say it to my face.”


She paused in the doorway but didn’t rise to the bait.


“This is weird, Jeremy, and deep down I think you know it. Let me know when you’re ready to talk to me like an adult, and I’ll be here.” And with that she gently closed the door behind her.




4


Breakfast was tense. Sarah wouldn’t ever let the children see friction between them, but Jeremy could tell she hadn’t forgiven him. It was there in the flat exactness of her voice when she spoke to him, and in a certain hardness of expression that turned her irises a steely gray. He knew her well enough to know that inside she was torn: half of her just plain angry with him for the cheap gibe, the other half worried about him and wanting to talk. It made him love her even more, and he felt an ache in his chest when he thought of his spiteful words.


He watched as she prepared fruit and yogurt for herself and the children, making a game of counting out the raspberries for Lucy, putting them on the ends of her fingers.


“Here’s a really fat, juicy one,” she said, popping the chosen fruit into Lucy’s waiting mouth. “There you go, poppet, that one definitely had your name on it.”


Sadly, nothing had his name on it this morning. She didn’t even make him a coffee—worse, she didn’t even get a mug out for him.


Jeremy had often seen her do this; giving the children the cherry off the top, taking the broken cake or the smallest portion for herself. It came with being a mother, that desire to sacrifice for those you love, even in such little ways. For some reason the scene didn’t move him as it should; instead of the warm feeling it should’ve engendered, it brought a stab of something else, something dangerously like jealousy.


His thoughts inevitably turned once again to his own mother. She was never one to give him her cherry—pardon the unpleasant thought that conjured. Any choice morsel was destined for her mouth, never his. He could picture her now, watching him as those carmine lips closed around the last chocolate in the box, relishing his disappointment with something nasty in her eyes.


Someone had once told him—probably Uncle Ian—that carmine came from squashed beetles, a waxy brilliance that cost them their lives. As a child he’d easily imagined his mother pounding their little bodies to a pulp before smearing their crimson secretions across her lips.


A shudder escaped him, a beetle walking across his grave, and he caught Sarah watching him. He flashed her what he hoped was a winning smile but sadly it came last, he’d been aiming for loving, reassuring, normal, but instead it was a rictus bearing of teeth that would do nothing to allay her concern. It was the grin of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.


He threw the last of his (self-made) coffee down his throat and headed for the door, stopping to wrap his arms around her as he passed, resting his chin on the top of her head in a gesture of supplication. She stiffened in his embrace; she wasn’t quite ready to forgive him yet.


“I’m sorry, Sarah,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m such an idiot sometimes, I don’t deserve you.”


It would take more than a cursory hug and she stayed rigid and silent, so with a sigh, he gave her a quick cuddle and gratefully left the little nucleus of his family.
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The office was stuffy and stultifying, and regardless of how hard he tried to concentrate, work was no more engaging than it had been the day before. Even though Jeremy could kind of see things from Sarah’s perspective, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that she was wrong. He even accepted that what he was thinking might be irrational, but that didn’t stop the images from flashing into his brain every time he dropped his guard. It didn’t dispel the conviction that somewhere in those woods a girl had come to harm, or lessen the compulsion to find out who she was and what had happened to her.


Emily! The name sliced through his mind like a blade, and sudden beads of sweat rose on his palms. Emily, little Em, and his heart began to beat faster. He mustn’t go there. He mustn’t think of that missing part of him. Why, after all these years, did it suddenly feel as though she were there in the room with him? As though, if he quickly turned his head, he’d catch the flash of her smile or the play of sunlight on her hair? The air of the office seemed to stir, as though the molecules were shifting and parting to let in the ghost of a dead girl, but none of his colleagues appeared to notice. No one saw the sudden wildness in Jeremy’s eyes, or the way his hands trembled.


Grief never dies; he’d learned that at an early age. You just accommodate it. It burrows a little place in your soul and it hides there, waiting. Waiting for the chance comment, the stray memory, the certain scent in the air to conjure it back into life. It was like that now; something had woken it and the pain was as fresh as ever. As if it’d all happened just yesterday.


His thoughts were shattered by the ringing of his phone, its urgent vibrations sending it skittering around the desk in panicked circles. It was Sarah’s number, and the breath snatched in his throat. She almost never rang him at work. His mind immediately turned to the children, one of them injured or, God forbid, something worse. Coming hot on the heels of Emily’s ghost, the call felt like a portent, and his nerves pulled taut like wire.


“Hello?” The fear was there in his voice, waiting for the ax to fall.


“Jeremy, it’s me. I’ve just had a call from the hospital in Bristol. It’s your mother, she was admitted yesterday evening. They wouldn’t tell me much, but from what they did say it doesn’t sound good.”


The urgency was there in her voice too, her earlier mood with him forgotten.


He hesitated for a heartbeat before answering, trying to make sense of what he felt. There was relief—that it wasn’t Sarah or the children—but there was something else. And then it came to him, it was regret. A great wash of regret for what might have been, for what should have been. For the relationship they’d never had, the love they’d never shared, for all the hurts and recriminations, the cruelties that couldn’t be undone. All the Christmases and birthdays, the holidays and high days that should’ve been times of joy. It wasn’t just regret for him, it was for her too. That surprised him, that after all she was and all she’d done he could still feel regret for the things that she’d missed. The grandchildren she’d never really known, the daughter-in-law who would’ve loved her if she’d ever let her near. A great ocean of missed opportunities and time they’d never get back. No second chances.


“Jeremy, are you there? Are you okay?”


“Yes, I’m fine. Sorry it’s . . . I don’t know, it just took me by surprise that’s all. What do you need me to do?”


It was a ridiculous question; it was his mother, not hers, but Sarah had been the one who’d dutifully kept in touch, phoning his mother a couple of times a month, sending her pictures of Jack and Lucy, keeping her part of the family, albeit at a distance. She’d never really understood their relationship, because hers with her parents couldn’t have been more different, and in the beginning she’d tried so hard to make things right between them, until she’d realized some families are warped and broken beyond repair. Their pieces buried under a mound of history.


“Jeremy, she’s your mother. You have to go and see her, you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t. Regardless of what you think of her, she hasn’t got anyone else. You’re her son, her next of kin. Darling, listen to me, you can’t run away from this even if you want to.”


Jeremy sighed, world-weary and reluctant, but it was all for effect because he knew that once again she was right.
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The drive from London to Bristol was an easy one; basically straight along the M4 motorway, three hours max, and Jeremy felt a twinge of almost-guilt at the length of time it’d been since he’d last made the journey. It was one of those bright September days, crisp and clear, without a cloud in the sky. The trip could almost have been enjoyable, if it wasn’t for what was waiting for him at the other end. He’d never been good with hospitals, and the combination of hospital and his mother was never going to be fun. Sarah had offered to come with him and though he’d been sorely tempted, he knew it was something he needed to do on his own. If there was a peace to be made, then he needed to try—if not for his mother, then at least for his own peace of mind.


The car ate up the miles far more greedily than he’d have liked. Once he was past Reading the motorway ran through open countryside where the trees and hedges on either side were starting to show the first tarnish of autumn, a scattering of gold among the greens. Rolling fields stretched away to the horizon, and a distant folly sat atop a rounded hill. Jeremy noted it as he passed, and noted his own folly at the idea there could ever be any reconciliation with his mother. He was suddenly tempted to take the next exit and hide away in a quiet lay-by. Be alone with his thoughts.


His mother. It was strange how often she’d intruded into those thoughts just recently, almost as though on some level he’d known she was nearing the end of her life. Did hate bind them in the same way as love, or were the two of them linked by some kind of morphic resonance born out of trauma and loss? Whatever the reason, he’d felt her presence more keenly over the previous few days.
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He stepped into the hush of the side room and there she lay, Mrs. Marian Horton. Filtered light crept through the blinds and dared to touch her face. It was far braver than him. It was the first time he’d seen her in close to three years, and the change was startling. He’d known she had heart failure, but he wasn’t expecting her to look quite so ravaged. Her feet protruded from beneath the blankets, their tops smooth domes filigreed with a fine network of blue-gray veins. Her toes were a row of puffy little sausages, with the skin beginning to crack and split as though pricked with a fork. Those were ten little piggies that wouldn’t be going to market ever again. Her fluid-filled ankles were the same—elephantine—as were her arms, and her swollen hands were a parody of the slender-ringed fingers he’d known as a boy. Those butter-soft palms and perfect red nails. Now, they lay immobile on the honeycombed surface of the coverlet, putting Jeremy in mind of inflated hospital gloves. A vicious inner voice that shocked him, whispered, “Who’s fat now, Mummy?”


Her face was the color of pastry, and her once-fine hair was wispy and lank, stretched across the eggshell of the skull beneath the skin. Each breath she took echoed ragged and bubbly as her lungs struggled against the pulmonary edema marking her journey’s end.


While her eyes were closed, Jeremy took a moment to study her face. In his mind’s eye he pictured the woman she’d once been, ruby lipped and beautiful, her hair a cascade of spun gold. Always slim and immaculately dressed, the envy at the school gates had been almost palpable. The kind of mother a son could have worshipped—would’ve worshipped, in fact—if only she’d let him. He was seized by a savage rush of grief and pity. Despite his antipathy, he found his eyes prickling with tears, unsure if they were for her or for himself.


He cleared his throat and her eyes opened.


She was “in and out” now, according to the nurses, but as those gray orbs focused on him, laden with disappointment, Jeremy realized that, for now at least, she was definitely at home.


“Oh, it’s you,” she said. Her voice was hoarse, with little warmth in it. “I wondered if you’d bother to stir yourself.”


Jeremy took a moment to marvel at her resilience. Even now, even in this weakened state, even at the very end, she still found the strength to goad him.


She lifted a bloated hand and impatiently gestured toward a beaker and straw on the side table.


With a Pavlovian response, Jeremy leapt into action, the little boy inside him still apparently panting for her approval. Christ, was he thick or something? He really should’ve learned by now. He dutifully held the beaker to her parched lips as she took a laborious sip. All the while her eyes never left his, searching his face with an intensity that made him squirm.


She waved the drink away and indicated the chair by her bed.


“Sit with me for a while—unless of course you’ve something more important to do.”


He obediently squeaked into its vinyl-clad seat and tried to ignore the twinge of hurt provoked by her words.


Her eyes closed, and for a moment he wondered if she’d drifted into sleep, but something told him not. He could almost hear the whirring of her brain, the machinations of her thoughts. Oh yes, she was most definitely “in” at the moment.


The doctor had said it was likely a matter of days or weeks, certainly not months, and Jeremy had found himself searching for suitable words and an appropriate facial expression. Both had firmly eluded him.


“Oh dear” was the best he’d managed, coupled with a look dangerously near to bland indifference.


“I understand you’re not close,” the doctor had said. Oh, what mastery of understatement.


Jeremy looked at her now and wondered exactly what she’d told them. It was bound to be nothing complimentary. Probably some malign painting of a callous, thoughtless son, or perhaps an evil brother bound for hell.
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