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This book is for all the friends I didn’t see during its writing, including Mats ’n’ Jo










PART ONE








Killing Time


Opening lines are hard to write, says Felix Penney, and he of all people should know. The author of three writing manuals and nine crime novels, he is one of the most high-profile creative writing tutors in the UK, with a prestigious class at King’s College London.


‘How will you start your feature?’ he asks me, deftly pre-empting my questions for him.


‘With the setting,’ I reply, playing along.


‘Nice choice,’ he says. ‘A good, safe entry point for any narrative.’


And so, with Mr Penney’s blessing, picture if you will a small library on the outskirts of a mid-sized Berkshire town. It’s a standard underfunded community space with scuffed furniture and a pair of antiquated radiators leaking just enough heat to stop the cold from creeping to the bone. Dust motes hover in the thin winter sunlight.


I’m here to sit in on a session run by Penney that is fast gaining a reputation beyond these book-lined walls and, as his students arrive, I count myself extremely fortunate to have so little in common with them. For this is a course designed to explore the impact crime has had on their lives. Violent crime, for the most part.


‘Take ownership of everything you’ve been through,’ Penney urges his class. ‘Dig as deep as you dare. You’ll be amazed by the power you have to unearth the missing pieces of your story.’


‘I still don’t know how to begin!’ complains one woman, something of a slow starter given that this is the third time the group has met.


‘No one ever knows,’ Penney sympathizes and he inspires her by reading aloud the first chapter of another student’s work, one who is progressing rather better.


As he reads (the opening line is a doozy, just you wait), I find my gaze resting on the author. Sharp-boned and fair-skinned, she’s not as beautiful as she once was – by my reckoning, she’s closer to fifty than forty these days – but she has a quality to her that’s impossible to tear your eyes from. A charisma, a pathos.


I recognize the face, of course. And, to an extent, I already know the story.


At least, I think I do.


Michaela Ross,


Sunday Times magazine,


December 2021






SAINT OR SINNER


by Ellen Saint


Chapter 1


Kieran Watts has been dead for over two years when I see him standing on the roof of a building in Shad Thames.


It is October 2019, a Monday that should be unremarkable.


For those who don’t know the area, Shad Thames is a historic parcel of riverside London just southeast of Tower Bridge. Think step-back-in-time wharves with winches and walkways and cobbled alleys running red with the blood of bygone crimes (okay, that’s in poor taste. I apologize).


For those who don’t know the man, Kieran Watts is the monster who destroyed my life. Whose actions will torment my soul until my dying day, and perhaps even beyond – I wouldn’t put it past him. He is the reason I am writing this, the reason I am here. As I once said to my daughter, Freya, not missing the look of revulsion on her face: I will never forgive him.


I mean it. Never.


So, I’m in Shad Thames for work. It’s been raining overnight and the riverside palette is all soot and stone, rust veining the dark-painted ironwork. My new client is called Selena. She’s in her early thirties, white British mixed with something chic and southern European. She works in finance, which explains her acquisition of a fifth-floor flat in Jacob’s Wharf, one of the east-facing warehouse conversions overlooking St Saviour’s Dock. Though beautiful, the apartments have inconveniently small windows, calling for lighting expertise beyond what your average sparky will dispense, and I’ve been brought in by the architect commissioned by Selena to do her refurb. This first meeting is for me to get a sense of her lifestyle and personal aesthetic. Naturally, she wants it both ways – the candlelit romanticism of smugglers conspiring in shadowy corners and the radiant, flattering light beloved of the millennial narcissist (her words, not mine).


But you don’t need to hear about that. Rest assured I’ll light her beautifully. What’s important here is what happens after the consultation.


We are sitting at her breakfast bar by the window, with cups of espresso and shortbread cookies she claims to have baked in the microwave, when she says, ‘You wouldn’t need your trickery up there, would you?’ And she gestures to the building directly opposite.


It’s a slender modern structure slotted between two warehouses, its top protruding like an elongated head on broad shoulders. Each floor has a large lozenge-shaped window overlooking the water, with a second full-height one to the right running up the building in a reflective stripe. Though all its units must get their share of natural light, the top flat has what looks like an atrium or skylight behind a roof terrace that spans the full width of the building.


‘There must be a great view of Tower Bridge from that terrace.’ I bite into a cookie and sugar grains melt on my tongue. ‘It’s an unusual building, isn’t it?’


‘Went up in the early Nineties, apparently,’ Selena says. ‘I don’t know how they got permission to build so high.’


‘Oh, it was the Wild West back then. Some of us remember it first-hand.’ I raise my eyebrows at her and she does the same back. I smile.


Seek out people who improve your mood, Ellen, a counsellor once advised, but it was too soon then. I understand better now.


‘It’s the tallest building in Shad Thames, I think,’ she says. ‘And he’s the king of the castle, look.’


Craning to glimpse the man who has come out onto the terrace and stands at the clear glass balustrade, I find that my first thought, as it always is when I witness someone poised inches from a sheer drop like that, is, He’s going to throw himself off. He’s going to lean forward, look down and hear the call of the void, exactly as I would. Then he’ll jump.


I say as much to Selena and she exclaims in horror. ‘But why would he want to jump?’


‘Not him, me. If I were standing where he is. Don’t worry, it’s nothing to do with feeling suicidal. It’s a condition. They call it high place phenomenon.’


‘What, it’s like vertigo?’


‘That’s more a sensation of spinning – like in the movie. This is a kind of irrational impulse. But not everyone has it.’ I gesture to our man on the roof terrace, as still and poised as an elite diver about to go for gold. ‘He obviously doesn’t.’


‘Well, it wouldn’t be the best place to live if he did,’ Selena says, with a smirk, as he turns and walks the length of his terrace to its river-facing corner.


That’s when it happens. The impossible. The grotesque. There’s a self-consciousness to the way this man lifts his chin, an exaggerated bounce to his step, that I recognize. That makes me put my hand to my mouth to muffle a gasp, my heart punching a savage rhythm in my chest.


It’s him.


The desire to flee collides with a compulsion to keep my eyes fixed on him, to learn all that I can in the time available. Absorb the clues. The distance between us is too great for me to be able to make out his features, though I can see his hair has been bleached, and he’s a good couple of stone lighter than I remember from when I last saw him, almost two and a half years ago.


No, it can’t be him. If there’s any link at all, this must be a relative of his. He said he had no family back then, but that doesn’t mean none existed. This could be a cousin or a half-sibling, someone he never even met.


He stretches his arms to the sides and raises them above his head, bringing his palms together in some sort of meditative pose. He was never so composed in the past – even in court, he fidgeted constantly. I feel bile slide through my throat and up into my mouth.


‘You okay?’ Selena asks, a stitch of concern between her brows. ‘Is it the vertigo thing? Let me close the window…’


I swallow, drop my hand from my face. ‘No, no, I’m fine. Do you… do you know that guy?’


‘Not to speak to. I’ve seen him, though, in that café on Mill Street. He always buys the biggest bucket of coffee. Wait, maybe we did speak once, I don’t remember. Why?’


‘He reminds me of someone.’ It’s a struggle to control my facial muscles and I feel myself grimace. ‘Someone I didn’t think was… in London.’


Selena moves to the window for a better look, obscuring my own view. ‘He looks pretty young, doesn’t he? Must be a banker. No, something in tech – a banker wouldn’t still be at home at ten in the morning. Or maybe he’s a rich overseas student, there are so many of them around here. Russians, mainly.’


I silently burn for her to get out of the way, but by the time she does, he’s disappeared. ‘Where did he go?’ I ask, foolishly.


‘Back inside. Don’t worry, he didn’t jump. If he did, would he land in the water? These walkways are pretty narrow.’


As she leans steeply out of the window to remind herself of the dimensions of her own building’s waterfront, I suppress a shudder and get to my feet.


‘Time for me to get going.’


She walks me out and I step into the lift gratefully, like someone being airlifted from a war zone. Only now, alone in that mirrored box, do I allow myself to receive at full voltage my anguish at the memory of a boy called Kieran Watts and the power he had over my son Lucas. The sheer predictability of Lucas’s response to his God-given cool.


Of course, by this stage in the game – middle age – we know cool is just another way of saying restless, reckless.


Careless.


The lift gives a queasy little lurch before coming to a stop. The doors part and I step out. The lobby looks the same as it did when I arrived, but the floor feels like sand moving beneath my feet and I press a hand to the exposed brick wall to steady myself.


It can’t be Kieran Watts, I tell myself. And if anyone can be sure of that it is me.


Because I’m the one who killed him.










Chapter 2


That got your attention.


Well, hopefully. Otherwise I might as well give up this writing lark right now and sign up for some other form of therapy. Get my catharsis by an easier method, because this one is hard, really hard. Already I feel as if I’m using bodily fluids for ink – the blood of my son, the tears of my daughter. My own bottomless tap of adrenaline.


So I’m the first to admit that what was set in motion after that visit to Jacob’s Wharf was basically one disastrous mistake after another. I can hardly deny it, can I? But at least hear the story from the horse’s mouth. Appreciate the context.


Let me take you back to when I first met this man, in September 2012. He was a child then, or a man child, as they are at sixteen, and he’d joined Lucas’s school for sixth form, a ‘cared for’ pupil who by law rose to the top of the admissions list. And quite rightly, too – don’t get me wrong, with any other disadvantaged youngster I’d have been as compassionate as you’d expect of a parent at Foxwell Academy, Beckenham. The catchment was a classic suburban bubble of wholesome parenting, all scratch cooking and helping with the homework; soft clean sheets and fluffed pillows. We wished everyone’s kids could have the same advantages, we honestly did – just so long as it wasn’t at the expense of ours.


‘Does he live in a children’s home?’ I asked Lucas, when his head of year emailed us with the news that our son had been assigned as a buddy to this vulnerable new classmate. I wasn’t aware of such a residence in our area, but I knew from a feature I’d read in the Guardian that they were often friendly, cosy places, nothing like the bleak institutions of public imagination.


‘No, he’s got a foster mum,’ Lucas said. ‘A woman called… I don’t know, something funny. Over in South Norwood.’


‘Quite a way to come for school.’


‘He gets the tram. And he’s going to learn to drive as soon as he’s seventeen. His foster mum’s paying, so yeah.’


So yeah. Lucas always used to finish a sentence that way. Even now, I feel a twist in my gut when I hear someone with the same verbal tic.


He didn’t know the details of the new boy’s birth parents, but I soon heard on the grapevine that the mother had had learning difficulties and drug issues and hadn’t been allowed to keep him. His grandmother had taken him for a few years, but, following her death from cancer, he’d been in a series of foster placements. He’d scored unexpectedly well in his GCSEs and his current placement had been extended so he could take A-levels. Lucas, at this time an academic star with a reputation for being a team player, was a natural choice of buddy for a youngster who I pictured as diffident, if not damaged.


‘I hope you’re being kind,’ I said. ‘He’s had a tough start, poor kid.’


‘Suppose.’


‘Does he seem sad?’


‘Sad? Kieran? No, he’s a real laugh.’


Lucas was a typical sixteen-year-old kid, not exactly renowned for his empathy – or maybe it was just that his generation took everything in its stride. Identity politics were taking off then and, amid a dizzying array of new ways to be defined, not living in a traditional nuclear family was so old-school as to be scarcely worth a mention.


Lucas’s own family arrangement certainly raised no eyebrows. He lived with me, his stepfather Justin and half-sister Freya in a lovely old Edwardian villa a mere fifteen-minute walk from his father’s flat on a 1980s housing estate. He shuttled between us – we always use that word, don’t we? Shuttled – or, in reality, strolled, while smoking the roll-ups he hoped we didn’t know about.


Before I go on, I ought to describe Lucas’s appearance, because most people have only ever seen the photo the papers used, the one of him on the beach in Greece. Damp hair, bare shoulders, a huge grin splitting his tanned face. Breathtakingly alive. During that first term of sixth form, he was only three or four years off the age his father had been when I met him and the resemblance was striking. Lucas had the same ink-black eyes and silky dark hair swept from his face like a spaniel, while his heart-shaped face came from my side of the family. He looked young for his age, I’d say. (Later, when the actor Timothée Chalamet came on the scene, Freya said he would play Lucas in the movie of his life, but I don’t suppose we’ll ever see that. Not unless someone buys the screen rights to this.)


As for Kieran, I heard him before I saw him. Letting myself into the house one evening after work, a few weeks into the new term, I caught the sound of a great rattle of laughter coming from the den, a rich baritone I couldn’t place. I poked my head around the door and, finding Lucas with his friend Tom, game consoles on laps, asked if they wanted a snack. Only then did I notice a third boy, sitting on the floor on the far side of the sofa.


‘Hi, I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m Lucas’s mum, Ellen.’


‘Hey.’ He offered me neither his name nor any eye contact.


Lucas took pity on me. ‘This is Kieran, Mum.’


‘Oh, so you’re Kieran? I’ve heard a lot about you.’


The new boy laughed, mockingly, though it was not clear if he was mocking me or Lucas or simply the notion of anyone choosing to talk about him at all.


Smiling, I stepped further into the room to see him. I admit I was surprised by his appearance. Right from the start there’d been a daredevil theme to the anecdotes about him – he’d scaled the high gates that stopped pupils from leaving the premises at lunchtime; he’d skidded down the centre of the tram when rainwater got in and received a round of applause from the other passengers – and I’d imagined some tall, golden-haired athlete, as heroes often are at that age. Kieran Watts was nothing like that. Short and fleshy, with deep red hair that he had a habit of tugging at and skin bumpy with acne, he was, at first glance, many people’s idea of unheroic.


The boys were playing Grand Theft Auto V, or whatever the big violent game was that year, and seemed to be waiting out an internet interruption, so I lingered to chat. ‘You’re new to Foxwell, aren’t you, Kieran? Settling in okay?’


‘It’s all right,’ he said, as if dismissing an idiotic question.


‘The teachers there are so great, aren’t they?’


Kieran sent a glance Lucas’s way and mouthed what I was fairly sure was, ‘What the fuck?’


‘I’m not sure he’s that bothered about the teachers,’ Tom explained (I liked Tom).


‘Well, he should be,’ I said, cheerfully. ‘Where did you do your GCSEs, Kieran?’


Again, Lucas spoke for him. ‘Not round here. His old school was in Croydon. Horville Senior, wasn’t it?’


‘Whoreville, with a “w”,’ Kieran drawled and the other two snickered.


‘Wait, the connection’s back,’ Tom said, brandishing his controller.


‘Fucking yes!’ Kieran yelled, with sudden energy. ‘Let’s go!’


I withdrew. It was clear from this interaction that the boy lacked any interest in making a good first impression, but I doubted this was anything to do with his being in foster care. Plenty of kids were self-conscious at this age and hid behind swearing and juvenile banter. Even so, I didn’t like the idea of Freya overhearing quips like that ‘whoreville’ one.


Half an hour later, Tom came to say goodbye and Lucas called to me from the hallway. ‘Going out!’


‘Where to?’ I asked, hurrying from the kitchen, and he shot me a look of adolescent terror: Don’t show me up in front of my friends.


‘Mate of Kieran’s.’


‘Where does he live?’ I asked.


‘K?’ Lucas prompted.


‘What? West Croydon way,’ Kieran said.


‘That’s miles away! What about dinner, Lucas?’


‘I’ll be out, Mum!’


As the door closed in my face, I could only stand there gaping, a mother in a teenage movie stupefied by her own irrelevance. But not before catching a parting look from my son’s new friend, a look that bristled with dislike and contempt. They call it a death glare, don’t they?


Well, let me tell you it was so deadly, so chilling, I actually shivered inside my merino wool jumper.










Chapter 3


But what’s a look, you might ask? This was Beckenham, not Goodfellas. Kieran was a disadvantaged child, I was a privileged adult: it was my moral duty to give him the benefit of the doubt.


I certainly wasn’t going to say anything to Justin – not yet. Over the course of our twelve-year marriage, I’d developed a finely tuned instinct for when to involve him in my neurotic obsessions – as Vic called them when we were together – and when to nurse the matter privately.


I have a strong feeling that as you read on, you’ll come to regard Justin with immense admiration, maybe even pity. You’ll say he’s one in a million and far too good for me. And I would agree with that. But he’s not too good for our daughter and that’s all that counts now.


When Justin and I met, queuing for the vending machine in the basement of South Beckenham Technical College, I was still with Vic, living in our little flat in Sydenham. I was taking an adult education class called Basic Electrical Understanding, an essential qualification for my future career in lighting, while Justin, who worked for a corporate education company, was making a supervisory visit to an engineering course running at the same time. I knew at once we were simpatico. Where Vic had grown irritable with me (‘For God’s sake, don’t be so hysterical, Ellen’ had become a common response by then), Justin was good-humoured and rational. He was like a psychologist who could never be dismayed by odd behaviour, only pleased to have the opportunity to decode it.


As the machine spat out cups of scalding dishwater and the strip lighting flickered at migraine-inducing speeds, we joked about having found ourselves in the least glamorous coffee spot of our lives. Then we competed to name the most glamorous.


‘I just came back from Singapore and there was a rooftop café there that’d be pretty hard to beat,’ Justin said. His face had a kind of honesty to its construction, I thought, all straight lines and agreeable angles, and his gaze was steady.


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t be able to go to it – and if I did, the caffeine would bring on a heart attack.’ I told him of my condition, using the French term, l’appel du vide, which sounded more romantic, like the affliction of an artist or a poet.


‘Is that why you have the platinum hair?’ he asked. ‘A nod to Kim Novak?’


‘Not at all.’ I ran my fingers through the short strands, slightly stiff from a fresh bleaching. ‘I just like this colour. Anyway, it’s the James Stewart character who has vertigo. Kim trots up tall towers without a care in the world.’


‘It’s so long since I’ve seen that film,’ he admitted, something deepening in his smoke-grey eyes. The association was made there and then, I suppose, between glamour and frailty, and I know I benefited from that.


‘What’s your Hitchcock phobia?’ I asked him, as we dangled our plastic cups by their rims to avoid burning our fingers.


‘Well,’ he said, smiling. ‘I can’t say I’d be overjoyed if a flock of crows came flying at me.’





So yeah, back to Kieran. Not long after that first meeting came the night of Freya’s birthday dinner. It was a Saturday in October and she’d turned twelve the day before. I remember sourcing a vintage green-and-yellow toucan lamp for her gift. As far as I know, it’s still on her desk now.


I popped my head round Lucas’s door to remind him we were about to leave. As usual, I made no comment about the maddening disorder of his room or the miasma of a week’s worth of unventilated odours. ‘Are you almost ready?’


‘What for?’


‘Freya’s birthday meal.’


‘Oh.’ He looked puzzled. ‘I thought that was yesterday.’


‘That was her tea with her friends. Tonight, we’re going to Ichi Ni for sushi.’


‘Oh,’ he said again. Sushi wasn’t his favourite; on his birthday, we went for burgers. Part of the mythology of our blended family was that Freya had the more sophisticated tastes of the better-off child while Lucas carried the legacy of a humbler start in life. ‘I’m not actually free.’


‘Why not?’


‘There’s a party at Mac’s place. I’ve said I’ll go.’


‘Who’s Mac?’


‘Mate of Kieran’s.’


‘At Foxwell?’


‘No.’


‘Where’s he from then?’


‘You mean his school? What’s the difference?’


Lucas could keep this sort of thing up for hours, which wasn’t helpful right now. ‘Well, call him and say you can’t go. This is your sister’s birthday celebration. It’s non-negotiable.’


Freya emerged from her room, changed and ready to go. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said, anxious to avoid a row.


‘What’s the problem?’ Justin asked, from the foot of the stairs.


‘Lucas isn’t coming,’ Freya called down. ‘He’s going to a party.’


Justin came up to join us. ‘Can’t you go along after dinner?’ he suggested.


Lucas groaned. ‘If we eat quickly, I suppose, yeah.’


And so the non-negotiable was re-negotiated and we moved the reservation forward half an hour, arriving to a half-empty restaurant.


‘Do we have to have a table in the window?’ Lucas complained, choosing to sit facing me, with his back to the street, and then spending half his time swivelling to look out at it. Before he’d shovelled the last of his katsu curry into his mouth, a car pulled up outside and issued a series of long and short hoots.


‘I think that’s your distress signal,’ Justin said, amused, and I strained to see who was at the wheel. No one in Lucas’s year could feasibly have passed their driving test yet, so it had to be an older friend or sibling. I had no trouble recognizing the boy who jumped out of the passenger seat, however. Spotting Lucas in the window, Kieran marched over and pulled a stupid face at him through the glass, in response to which Lucas tossed down his fork so violently it fell to the floor and, barely saying goodbye, made his getaway. I expected Kieran to meet him at the door, but instead he stayed where he was and stared across Lucas’s vacated seat straight at me, that clownish expression supplanted by an insolent victory smirk. This continued even as Lucas could be seen behind him, squeezing into the back seat of the car. Only at the sound of the car horn did Kieran finally join them, keeping his right hand behind his back as he turned, middle finger raised. Since Justin had his back to the window and Freya, shy of her older brother’s friends, kept her eyes on her plate, I was the only one to see this gesture of contempt, which was no doubt just what Kieran intended.


‘Who was that you were glaring at?’ Justin asked me.


‘No one,’ I said, smiling for Freya’s benefit.


‘It was Kieran,’ she told her father. ‘Lucas’s friend.’


‘I hope so, otherwise we’ve just witnessed a kidnapping,’ he said and the two of them laughed.


‘Anyway, I wasn’t glaring,’ I said, my cheeks scorched like sunburn. He was glaring. ‘I’m just disappointed Lucas had to leave halfway.’


‘You wouldn’t like it if he wasn’t invited to anything,’ Justin pointed out, correctly.


‘Yes, Mum, you’d hate that,’ Freya weighed in. They were a team, those two. It had always been the case that when we broke into pairs I’d naturally be with Lucas and Justin with Freya. Now that Lucas couldn’t get out of the door fast enough, did that mean I was on my own? Had we entered an era of two against one?


‘Shall we have pudding here or go to the gelato place?’ I said, and their matching eyes met at the obvious change of subject.


‘Gelato, please,’ Freya said.





That night, in the shower, I pondered whether to air my grievances to Justin. Only as I did up my pyjama top and wandered into the bedroom did I make my decision.


‘Did you really not see the way that Kieran character looked at me?’ I said.


Justin, already in bed, didn’t look up from his thriller. Its title was Die Trying. ‘No, I had my back to him.’


‘Well, it was really threatening. I didn’t want to say in front of Frey, but he gave me the finger as well.’


‘What?’ He glanced up, brow lifting. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Yes.’ I got into bed, kicked out the duvet and stretched my toes. ‘And he waited till the exact moment neither of you could see. Only me.’


Justin looked doubtful. ‘But why would he do that?’


‘I have no idea. Motiveless malignancy? I’ve certainly done nothing to offend him.’


‘Maybe you misunderstood,’ Justin suggested. (I swear that will be on my gravestone: Here Lies Ellen Saint. Maybe She Misunderstood.) ‘Or could it have been directed at his crew in the car?’


‘His crew?’ I chuckled. ‘No, I don’t think so. Anyway, he’s obviously a bit of a…’ I cast about for a kind alternative to the ones that sprang to mind – lout, brute, troublemaker – ‘…free spirit, and I’m not sure that’s what Lucas needs this term, is it? You heard what the Head of Lower Sixth said at the induction meeting, A-levels are a leap, and the boys can’t wing it anymore.’


I admit I was ambitious for Lucas. He was naturally bright – his teachers’ reports backed me up – and the sort of classic all-rounder the top universities loved. ‘I know Kieran’s supposed to be some sort of computer whizz, but I don’t get the impression his priority is the academic side of things.’ It was safer to reference schoolwork over any social concerns. I didn’t want to be caught in the act of casual snobbery, even with my own husband.


Justin closed his book. ‘Is Lucas in classes with him?’


‘Only for geography. Not maths or biology, though.’


‘I guess he has to decide for himself who he wants to hang out with.’ In the lamplight, Justin’s gaze was ambiguous: was he sympathizing with me or warning me off? I couldn’t tell. ‘Make his own mistakes,’ he added.


‘So you do think Kieran’s a mistake?’


‘I know hardly anything about him. But if he is, then Lucas needs to be the one to come to that conclusion, not us.’


‘That doesn’t mean we can’t try to steer him away if it looks like he’s falling in with a bad crowd.’


Justin smiled. ‘What, there’s a whole crowd of Kierans, is there?’


‘I’m not sure, but he certainly seems to know a lot of kids from other schools.’ Rougher schools, full of boys like this Mac (why hadn’t I demanded an address for him?). I thought of the crush of kids in the car; there couldn’t possibly have been enough seatbelts to go around. ‘It’s a different group,’ I added.


‘The Motiveless Malignants? Let’s try not to get too Daily Mail about this, eh?’


He fell asleep easily, as the even-tempered do, while I stayed awake right until I heard footsteps stumbling up the path and a key turn in the door.


Lucas, home safe.










Chapter 4


Leaving Jacob’s Wharf, I have my hand on the door, ready to pull it open, when it’s suddenly shoved towards me and I hear myself cry out.


‘Excuse me.’ The incoming figure, a well-heeled older woman carrying a canvas Tate Modern tote straining with groceries, holds the door with a show of keeping her distance.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘You gave me a fright.’


She does not reply. Some people are instinctively repelled by skittishness, I’ve found.


Outside, I take a moment to compose myself. I can’t spend the foreseeable future cringing. Before I make any decisions, I need proper confirmation that the man I saw is him, that I’m not losing my mind.


I cut through Butler’s Wharf and cross the footbridge over St Saviour’s Dock, the river a churning grey expanse to my left. From the bridge, less is visible of the building opposite Selena’s than I’d hoped, the angle allowing a frustratingly partial view of that rooftop perch. I follow the passageways to Mill Street, where the entrance to the building is easily identified. The Heights, it’s called. The name is carved on a stone panel, letters in lower case, with an elongated riser on the ‘h’. There appears to be only one flat per floor and, in a grandiose touch, each has its own brass plate and button, the kind you might find on an old Venetian apartment building. The name for the top flat, number 10, is S. Harding and my breath catches in my throat when I see that. Harding is my maiden name. A coincidence or some sort of sick tribute? Some sort of joke.


To the right of the building, there’s a narrow lane leading underground, presumably where parking and other services are situated, and to the left, there’s a gated passageway connected to a fire door. Though none of it looks particularly high-tech, all zones are accessible only by keycode.


I have a sudden idea. First, I check I’m not wearing anything Kieran might recognize from years ago – my charcoal-grey mac was bought in this year’s sales, the furry bucket hat a recent birthday present from Freya – and then I keep my head down and press the buzzer for Flat 10.


Nothing. Beneath my feet, the paving stones gleam in the thin light, rivulets of rainwater trickling between them. I press a second time. Again, nothing. Why doesn’t he answer? No longer than ten minutes has passed since I saw him, so where could he have gone? A horrifying thought strikes: if I saw him, doesn’t it follow that he might have seen me? Come to hunt me down.


Holding my nerve, I try the other buzzers until someone answers and invites me to leave my package inside. The door releases and my boots clatter onto marble. To my immediate right is a slate-topped console table with a few Amazon boxes already stacked, ahead there’s a lift, and to the left are two doors, one signed to the stairs and the other marked ‘No Entry’. I keep my head down. Though the building predates the mania for police-standard surveillance and is too small for a concierge, it’s not impossible there’s a maintenance worker somewhere on the premises or a service monitoring video footage remotely.


At the sound of the lift groaning into motion, I slip through the door to the stairs and peer through the glass panel as the lift opens and a young woman emerges. Then, before I can change my mind, I climb the stairs. It’s an enclosed staircase, with one small round window per floor looking onto the featureless brickwork of the neighbouring building, so nothing to trigger my fear. But at the tenth floor, when I push through a fire door onto the landing, there is a problem: directly ahead is a narrow full-height window overlooking the water. Clear floor-to-ceiling glass this high can bring on panic, my brain mistaking it for an unprotected drop. I need to avoid looking at it and focus on the apartment door instead, on the chrome ‘10’ set plum in the middle.


Only now, knuckles just inches from knocking, do I ask myself what it is I intend to happen here. Do I expect to be asked in? To talk? The thought of being close to him – the thought of his being alive – causes a crawling sensation on my scalp and I let my fist drop. For a full minute, I do nothing but wait and listen. Then I take a step closer and actually put my ear to the door.


That’s when I catch it: the sound of breathing. Soft, rhythmic, human. Spooked, I skitter off to the left and, before I can orientate, I’m right up against that strip of glass, palms flat, ten storeys above the dock. As the water ripples below, there’s the illusion that it’s the building that’s moving and I hear myself moan in terror. Then the glass seems to dissolve and I’m stepping into the void, I’m speeding headlong, Selena’s question spinning in my head: Would you land on the walkway or in the water?


Knees soft, I stagger backwards, my hands clawing the walls as if searching for something to grip on this pitching ship, past the flat door and back to the stairwell. Whatever nerve brought me up here has vanished and I stumble back down the stairs, exiting the building without looking back. I tear down Mill Street towards Tooley Street, then straight on and across Tower Bridge Road. Seeing a coffee shop in a side alley, I duck in, order an Earl Grey to go. Breathe.


Only as I wait do I make the connection. It’s the same café where I killed time the morning Justin took Lucas and Freya to the top of the newly opened Shard, before the four of us went for lunch. Seventy-two floors and as high as it got – still gets – in London. I remember my irrational gratitude when the group reappeared, how I hugged both my children tightly, and I feel the imprint of my son again now, the narrow bones of his torso, the jut of his chin against the top of my head.


Collecting my tea from the server, I find I’m crying, something I haven’t done in public in a long time.


By the time I enter the soaring space of London Bridge Station, I’ve calmed enough to find my phone and leave a voicemail for the first person – the only person – who needs to know what just happened.


‘Call me as soon as you get this. I mean it, Vic, it’s urgent!’










Chapter 5


I should explain that although Vic has often been misreported as my ex-husband, we were never married. We were twenty-three when we had Lucas and under no pressure to formalize our new family – in any case, we were never going to withstand the earthquake of a baby, with or without smoked salmon canapés and a band cranking out soft rock covers.


But we stayed close after we split. In fact, our relationship improved, the parenting discussions that had begun to be a source of dispute between us now serving to unite us. Vic followed Justin and me to Beckenham and we co-parented in a style that would now be labelled ‘conscious’ or ‘authentic’ but that we considered basic common sense. The best for Lucas.


And all of a sudden ‘the best for Lucas’ concerned Kieran.


‘What do you think of Lucas’s new bestie?’ I asked, when we met for a quick drink near the station. He’s an attractive guy, Vic, one of those wiry, magnetic types. Whatever cool is, he has it. Mind you, as I said, by this point Lucas had grown to look like him, to match him in height, which I suppose must have created a kind of nepotistic beauty bias.


Vic’s job as a manager for a leasing company required a certain level of presentable attire, but out of work he wore the battered jeans and vintage band T-shirt of a student and on this occasion, if I remember, it was The Doors. I noted, but did not comment on, the progress of the hipster beard he was growing; it undoubtedly meant he’d secured another meeting with an investor to pitch his craft beer idea.


‘I assume you mean Kieran?’ He grimaced over the top of his pint. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think he’s a complete waster,’ I said.


‘Right. Nice of the school to consult us before they saddled our son with some problem kid.’


‘If it was only at school, it wouldn’t be so bad, but it’s out of school, as well. They’re inseparable.’


‘We need to keep an eye on it, definitely,’ Vic said. ‘He’s bad news.’


‘I’m so glad someone agrees with me,’ I told him, and I felt the particular shame of an unattractive prejudice reinforced. ‘I’ve found him very rude, but Justin thinks I’m imagining it. There’s the whole foster placement thing and I think he finds my attitude a bit un-PC.’


‘He might feel a bit less PC himself if Freya was the one following him around like the Pied Piper,’ Vic said.


‘Oh, without a doubt.’ Though this was fondly said – we both knew that Justin adored Lucas as much as we did – it felt disloyal to be talking like this.


Which is a joke when you think of the secrets Vic and I would keep from Justin later.





Frighteningly quickly, it began to feel as if Lucas was hardly ever at home, even on school nights, and when he was, he and Kieran were joined at the hip. There was still the odd gaming session in the den, but where Tom or other kids would leave for homework or family meal times, Kieran would always suggest going on to some party or hangout. Though there were no more overtly hostile gestures towards me (or not that I saw), I grew to loathe the distinctive spring in his stride – as if he hadn’t quite learned to put his heels to the ground – as he led my son down our hallway and out of the door, off to wilder neighbourhoods.


The ‘Find a Phone’ app didn’t exist then, or if it did, I hadn’t yet heard of it (for Freya, later, yes, we tracked, but I think that’s understandable). Instead, we relied on texts from Lucas to say he was safe. Good old-fashioned trust. Vic was very good about picking him up from parties and Lucas seemed to prefer that option, maybe because Vic’s company car, a black Mondeo, could be passed off as a taxi, whereas I looked too much like a neurotic mum in my high-end silver Jeep with the ‘Child on Board’ sticker I’d never got around to removing.


Occasionally an old red Corsa would pull up in the middle of the night to deliver Lucas home and this, I learned, was the car of Kieran’s foster mum, Prisca.


May I take this opportunity to say I liked Prisca, still do, in spite of all that’s happened between us, the impossibility of true accord. I met her that first term of sixth form at parents’ evening, when we were both in the queue for the geography teacher. She was in her early fifties, about five five, dressed in a shapeless hooded jacket and knock-off Uggs. Compared to the typical Foxwell mum, who was ambitious and managerial in her parenting, she had the approachable, good-natured air of a grandparent.


‘You’re Prisca,’ I said, as the boys peeled away from us, and she agreed that she was and that I’d got the pronunciation right – Priss-ka. ‘I’m Ellen.’


She seemed unsure what our connection was.


‘Your Kieran is chums with my boy, Lucas.’


Accustomed to a culture of flattering others’ kids at every turn – ‘He’s a charming boy’, ‘She could be a model’, ‘He’s so clever he’ll walk into Oxford’ (you get the picture) – it felt strange when Prisca failed to compliment Lucas even in the smallest way. Then again, I wasn’t about to lavish praise on Kieran either. ‘They were buddied up to help Kieran settle in,’ I reminded her.


‘Oh, yes, that’s right. Foxwell’s very good like that,’ she said. ‘Kieran’s old school was a bit more sink or swim.’


‘Is that why he transferred?’


‘All sorts of reasons.’ Though she had an open, even guileless manner, she was adroit at closing down my lines of enquiry.


‘Do you have other kids besides Kieran?’


‘Not at the moment. Mind you, it’s a full house with a teenager and their friends, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ I said, though I was finding the opposite now Lucas was out so much. I proposed we exchange numbers, which she agreed to with the air of someone who knew how to pick her battles. And, as the queue for the teacher moved and Prisca summoned Kieran for his turn, I couldn’t help feeling that she regarded me as a battle not worth picking.





In late November, Lucas turned seventeen. ‘How about hosting a soirée for your birthday?’ I suggested, and he laughed at the word. I’d found that such High Society-speak was more acceptable to him than my trying to be down with the kids. (‘Anyone who still says “down with the kids” is not,’ Vic said.) ‘We’ll take Freya to Grandma and Grandpa’s, so you can have the place to yourself for the night.’


‘Maybe,’ Lucas said.


Maybe, yes. The offer of an empty house was never going to be passed up. Beyond stringing lights in the kitchen and conservatory in the hopes of demarcating the party zone, I kept my interference to a minimum. A casual reminder to him not to advertise the event on social media. Of course, I knew better than to issue any more specific sanctions regarding the guest list, since they’d only be disregarded. It went without saying that Kieran would be there.


There being no known temperance movement in their sixth form, Lucas’s guests would need booze and Justin and I favoured the approach of supplying it directly rather than leaving them to ship in their own 40 per cent proof vodka.


No drugs and no smoking, we said, but we weren’t idiots. We were under no illusion that those little canisters of NO2 wouldn’t find their way in, too.


‘You’re not worried your house’ll get trashed?’ my friend Sheridan asked me. She was the mother of Jade, a girl Lucas liked who was, in my view, a natural match for him: attractive, charming, academic. They hadn’t overlapped in year eleven, but now had two subjects together. ‘Or the bedrooms used,’ she added.


‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ I said, more with a sense of hope than any real insouciance. ‘Vic, Lucas’s dad, will be on call in case of emergencies.’


Her face brightened. ‘Oh, yes, we know Vic.’


Which meant Jade must now be hanging out at Vic’s flat, too. I could only dream that she’d displaced Kieran.


‘My sister-in-law just set up a hidden camera at my niece’s sixteenth,’ she said.


‘A camera?’


‘Yeah, you know you can do it on an iPhone now? There’s this motion detector app thing you can use.’


‘That sounds a bit creepy,’ I said. There were no locks on the doors in our house, even the bedrooms. Would a row of closed doors deter the rampaging hormones of teens? It was doubtful.


Sheridan pulled a face. ‘I have no problem with creepy. You wait, Ellen, you’ll find out.’


‘What do you mean?’ I said, surprised.


‘Er, your other child? The one with two X chromosomes?’


‘Oh, yes. Sorry, I’m a bit preoccupied with Lucas.’ And as we laughed, I thought of all the mothers out there worrying themselves silly. It was a full-time job in itself and it didn’t seem to matter if the children were technically adults. They were always our cubs, always in need of our protection.





Having said that, I remember that night away as one of the last of the carefree times. We drove down to the Kent coast to meet my parents in St Margaret’s, the tip of England closest to France, and Freya, Justin and my mother walked up to the South Fireland Lighthouse while I stayed in a café in the bay with my father. He was in a wheelchair following hip replacement surgery.


Though the sight of that cliff-edge path unsettled me, I loved my home coastline and its colours – grass-green, ocean-blue, chalk-white – have always been my favourites. Over the years, I painted the Tanglewood Road house in endless variations of them; there isn’t an interior design scheme in all the world to match it.


The walkers returned, cheeks touched with high colour and hair blown into madcap shapes around their heads. ‘It was quite gusty up there,’ Justin reported. ‘For a minute there I thought we were going to be knocked off our feet!’


‘I don’t want to hear,’ I said, smiling.


‘When did my mum know she had a fear of heights?’ I heard Freya asking her grandma as they queued at the counter.


That was how I characterized my disorder to the kids: a fear of falling, not the urge to jump.


‘It was when she was about five or six,’ Mum told her. ‘We were walking on a different stretch of the cliff path and she held my hand so tightly I had bruises the next day.’


‘I like being high up,’ Freya said. ‘When I grow up, I want to live in a tall block of flats. Kieran wants to as well.’


‘Who’s Kieran?’ Mum asked, setting their drinks on the table. We accommodated the new seats in a tight huddle.


‘A new friend of Lucas’s.’ I sent her a look. ‘He was recently in trouble for climbing onto the roof of the school.’


‘He says when he leaves home, he’s going to live in a penthouse in Central London,’ Freya said.


‘He’ll need to improve his grades if that’s going to happen.’ I hoped I didn’t sound too scornful.


‘Is Lucas still thinking about Oxbridge?’ my father asked.


‘I hope so. If he does all the extra reading he’s supposed to. Not tonight, though, obviously.’


The conversation moved on to Freya’s school grades and then to the cream tea we planned to eat when we got home. There were scones and clotted cream, and a neighbour of my parents had just dropped round a jar of homemade rhubarb jam.


Rhubarb jam, so English! The whole thing strikes me now as the very picture of security and support and love. Smug, you might say, but I really don’t think so. I was too much of a catastrophist to ever be smug.





In spite of a reassuring text from Vic, when we pulled up at the house on the Sunday evening I still half-expected to see jagged gaps in the front door where the original stained glass had been. But it was intact. Inside was also impressively untouched. Friends who’d stayed over had helped clear up in the morning, Lucas explained, Jade’s name buried casually in the list.


Meanwhile, no parents had left voicemails about stomach pumps at A&E, no neighbours queued at the door to complain of a pounding sound system or scratched cars.


‘Did you have fun?’ I asked Lucas.


‘Yeah, it was good.’


‘How many people?’


‘Thirty, maybe.’


‘Double that,’ Justin said. ‘Did anyone vomit?’


Amid theatrical urghs from Freya, Lucas just grinned.


I took our bags up to the bedroom, immediately noticing the spicy cedarwood scent of my perfume, a bottle of which stood on the chest of drawers under the window, its lid off. The window had been cracked open and I caught the faint smell of weed on the curtains as I went to close it.


Remembering Sheridan’s warning, I searched for more clues of occupancy. I wasn’t proud of myself for running my fingers over the not-quite-smoothed-out duvet and examining the short red hairs I found there. I didn’t need a hidden camera to tell me who had been in here. I stripped the bed-clothes in a matter of seconds, but I knew I couldn’t strip my mind of the image of Kieran Watts rolling about on our bed with a girl or perhaps even alone. Lighting up, spraying toiletries, prowling the room.


No care for the space he inhabited, the people he used.








Killing Time (cont)


What do we know of Ellen Saint? What do we remember of her brief prominence in the British media?


She is a tigress of a mother, that comes first. That was what fuelled Lock Up Longer, the campaign for stiffer prison sentences that she launched in 2015 in partnership with a national tabloid. Less well known are her business credentials as a lighting consultant, her once-thriving roster of affluent clients. (It’s too easy to talk of her story as one of light and dark and it is to her credit that she resists the temptation in her own account.)


She grew up in the North Downs, near the famous white cliffs of Dover, a problematic base for someone with a phobia of heights. Hers is a form known as ‘high place phenomenon’, characterized by a sudden compulsion to jump that may seem at odds with the sufferer’s normally conservative relationship with risk. Asked about it in a newspaper interview, she said, ‘I have intrusive thoughts about high places, yes, but I’ve never acted on them.’ She added, ‘Actions are what count. People should not be judged for their thoughts. Heaven knows, if we were, I for one would be serving back-to-back life sentences at Holloway.’


Something else we know about Ellen Saint: she’s held on to her sense of humour.


Sunday Times magazine,


December 2021







Chapter 6


I’d like to emphasize that it was very rare for me to feel animosity like this – make that unprecedented. I could probably count on the fingers of one hand the people in my adult life that I’ve truly disliked.


And for my nemesis to be a seventeen-year-old boy! I should have known better. I should have done better. But whether or not self-improvement on my part would have altered the outcome, I really don’t know.


As for Lucas, if any doubt lingered in his mind that I would have preferred a version of his sixth-form life without Kieran Watts in it, then it evaporated after the ferry incident.


It was the spring term by then and the two of them were supposed to be on a geography field trip to the Wye Valley. At 7pm, I got a barely decipherable text from Lucas telling me they were back and he was at Kieran’s and would eat there. I was in the bath an hour or so later when Justin took a call from the police explaining that the boys had been escorted from a cross-channel ferry arriving in Dover, having been caught smoking cannabis on one of the decks.


‘A cross-channel ferry? They’ve been to France?’ There was a split second of confusion – had the school changed the field trip destination? – followed by furious understanding. They’d phoned in sick and gone on this unauthorized jaunt instead.


‘Thank God it was only dope, the police don’t bother with that so much these days,’ Justin said. ‘They’ve been let off with a caution, but they’re in no fit state to make their own way home. I thought maybe your mum could take them in while we talk to Prisca and decide how to mobilize?’


It was arranged that my mother would pick the boys up and keep them overnight, then Justin would drive down early to collect them. He knew I’d be too emotional to drive. Mum echoed this sentiment when I phoned to speak to Lucas.


‘He’s not making much sense, Ellen. Let him sleep it off and get to the bottom of it tomorrow.’


I knew exactly what was at the bottom of it – or rather who. The whole caper smacked of the rule-breaking Kieran specialized in. It meant nothing to him to party on a school night, climb onto the roof of a public building or, apparently, take a drug-fuelled day trip when he should have been in class.


I hardly slept that night, already awake when Justin prepared to leave for his daybreak taxi service. Outside, the blackbirds and robins were in full voice, but all I could hear was the contemptuous jangle of Kieran’s laughter seventy miles away, making it seem like Justin’s rescue mission was just another overreaction on the part of other people’s parents.


‘I assume you’ll drop Kieran home first?’ I said, from bed.


‘Actually, no. His situation is slightly more complicated,’ Justin said. ‘He drove them down in Prisca’s car and so I’m picking her up and taking her to get her car from the port. Then she’ll follow me to your parents and collect Kieran.’


I jerked upright. ‘He drove them down? You mean alone, just him and Lucas?’


‘As I understand it, yes.’


‘Didn’t Prisca notice the car was missing? Or the keys?’


‘She was at work, apparently.’


‘He’s still got his L plates, Justin! Learners aren’t supposed to drive on the motorway unless they’re with their instructor.’


‘I don’t know which route they took,’ Justin said, infuriatingly matter-of-fact. ‘Maybe they stuck to B roads.’


‘Any route is illegal on their own!’ I cried. If I was irate about the drugs and the truancy, I was terrified by this.


‘Prisca says he’s taking his test in a couple of weeks,’ Justin said. ‘Apparently he’s a natural.’


A natural delinquent. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this last night?’


‘Because you were upset enough as it was.’ Justin turned from me. ‘Look, I need to get going. I’ll phone you when I get there.’


I fought hard to conceal my internal commotion when Freya came down for breakfast. I hadn’t forgotten that remark of Sheridan’s, humorous though it had been: Er, your other child? Lucas was my priority, thanks to this parlous new influence, but the last thing I wanted was to neglect my daughter. I made her waffles and Nutella, a sure sign that I was burying bad news.


‘When’s Lucas coming back?’ she asked.


‘Later this morning.’


‘Is he in trouble?’


‘A bit, but nothing for you to worry about.’


‘I’m sure he didn’t mean anything, Mum.’


Maybe that was the problem, I thought. Maybe it was better to mean something by your misdemeanours. I dropped a kiss on the top of my daughter’s head and watched as she smoothed her hair flat, wiping off my touch.





The school phoned at nine thirty to question Lucas’s absence. I’d forgotten to send an email before the 9am cut-off.


‘I’m afraid yesterday’s absence was unauthorized, as well,’ Tracey from the school office told me. ‘The message needs to come from the parent’s email address, not the pupil’s.’


Then why didn’t you investigate this yesterday? ‘I understand,’ I said. ‘He’ll be back in after lunch. I’m sure he’ll be able to explain himself.’


‘I’ll book in ten minutes for him with his head of year, Mrs Shipton, shall I? Three thirty, if you could tell him.’


‘Of course. Will that be with Kieran or on his own?’


‘Kieran?’


‘Yes, Kieran Watts?’


There was the sound of tapping on a keyboard. ‘You’re right, Kieran was off yesterday, but fully authorized. He won’t need to see Mrs Shipton.’


‘I see.’


As I waited for them to return, I texted Sheridan.




Did you know anything about the kids bunking off to go to Calais yesterday?


No, thought they were in the Wye Valley. Who?


Not Jade. Just Lucas and Kieran.





There was a longer pause before her next message:




Kieran. Say no more.


Lucas thinks the sun shines out of his arse.


Yep. Jade too.





I gathered from this that she shared my distaste. I suppose, by then, I was keeping a mental note of allies.


Justin and Lucas got home just after one. Despite having obviously showered – urged by my mother, no doubt – Lucas was wearing yesterday’s clothes and looked grubby and gritty-eyed. Justin had to leave immediately for the office and so I confronted our young offender alone.


‘It’s okay to say no to Kieran, you know. Let him find someone else to be his partner in crime occasionally.’


Lucas’s face twisted in annoyance. ‘Why do you always want to blame him? Maybe it was my idea.’


‘Was it?’ I demanded. ‘Was it your idea to steal Prisca’s car and drive seventy miles to Dover, when neither of you have the correct licence or insurance? Was it your idea to get on a ferry to France without saying a word about it to your parents or teachers? To send lying texts to cover up where you really were? Was it your idea to buy and use illegal substances?’


‘It was just a bit of weed! You’re making it out to be some big crime.’


‘You’ll need to sound a lot sorrier than that when you explain yourself to Mrs Shipton this afternoon,’ I snapped.


‘What?’ Lucas was outraged. ‘I’m not going into school.’


‘You damn well are. I’ve said you’ll be in after lunch and you’re booked in to see her at three thirty. On your own, as well. Your great mate Kieran got Prisca to phone him in sick. His slate is clean.’


It was impossible to tell whether he already knew this or not. I suspected not. He assumed his footloose, spontaneous friend was making life up as he went along, not plotting to cover his tracks. As his eyes welled with childish tears, I softened my stance.


‘Look, they know nothing about your alternative field trip or your brush with the police, so I suggest you keep it that way if you don’t want to be suspended. Just say you were ill, but your parents forgot to send the email.’
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