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About the Book

The twisting new mystery from international bestseller Ruth Ware.

The text message arrives in the small hours of the night. It’s just three words: I need you.

Isa drops everything, takes her baby daughter and heads straight to Salten. She spent the most significant days of her life at boarding school on the marshes there, days which still cast their shadow over her. 

At school Isa and her three best friends used to play the Lying Game. They competed to convince people of the most outrageous stories. Now, after seventeen years of secrets, something terrible has been found on the beach. Something which will force Isa to confront her past, together with the three women she hasn’t seen for years, but has never forgotten.

Theirs is no cosy reunion: Salten isn’t a safe place for them, not after what they did. It’s time for the women to get their story straight…


About the Author

Ruth Ware’s first two thrillers, In a Dark, Dark Wood and The Woman in Cabin 10, were international smash hits, and appeared on bestseller lists around the world, including the Sunday Times and New York Times. The film rights to her first two books have been snapped up, and she is published in more than 40 languages.

Ruth lives near Brighton with her family.

Visit www.ruthware.com to find out more.
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THE REACH IS wide and quiet this morning, the pale blue sky streaked with pink mackerel-belly clouds, the shallow sea barely rippling in the slight breeze, and so the sound of the dog barking breaks into the calm like gunshots, setting flocks of gulls crying and wheeling in the air.

Plovers and terns explode up as the dog bounds joyously down the riverbank, scampering down the runnelled side, where the earth turns from spiky grassy dunes to reed-specked mud, where the water wavers between salt and fresh.

In the distance the Tide Mill stands sentinel, black and battered against the cool calm of the morning sky, the only man-made structure in a landscape slowly crumbling back into the sea.

‘Bob!’ The woman’s voice rings out above the volley of barks as she pants to catch up. ‘Bob, you rascal. Drop it. Drop it, I say. What’ve you found?’

As she draws closer the dog tugs again at the object protruding from the mud, trying to pull it free.

‘Bob, you filthy brute, you’re covered. Let it go. Oh God, it’s not another dead sheep, is it?’

It’s the last heroic yank that sends the dog staggering back along the shore, something in its jaw. Triumphant, he scrambles up the bank to lay the object at the feet of his owner.

And as she stands, looking dumbstruck, the dog panting at her feet, the silence returns to the bay, like a tide coming in.


Rule One

Tell a Lie

THE SOUND IS just an ordinary text alert, a quiet ‘beep beep’ in the night that does not wake Owen, and would not have woken me except that I was already awake, lying there, staring into the darkness, the baby at my breast snuffling, not quite feeding, not quite unlatching.

I lie there for a moment thinking about the text, wondering who it could be. Who’d be texting at this hour? None of my friends would be awake … unless it’s Milly gone into labour already … God, it can’t be Milly, can it? I’d promised to take Noah if Milly’s parents couldn’t get up from Devon in time to look after him but I never really thought …

I can’t quite reach the phone from where I’m lying, and at last I unlatch Freya with a finger in the corner of her mouth, and rock her gently onto her back, milk-sated, her eyes rolling back in her head like someone stoned. I watch her for a moment, my palm resting lightly on her firm little body, feeling the thrum of her heart in the birdcage of her chest as she settles, and then I turn to check my phone, my own heart quickening slightly like a faint echo of my daughter’s.

As I tap in my PIN, squinting slightly at the brightness of the screen, I tell myself to stop being silly – it’s four weeks until Milly’s due, it’s probably just a spam text, Have you considered claiming a refund for your payment protection insurance?

But, when I get the phone unlocked, it’s not Milly. And the text is only three words.

I need you.

It is 3.30 a.m., and I am very, very awake, pacing the cold kitchen floor, biting at my fingernails to try and quell the longing for a cigarette. I haven’t touched one for nearly ten years, but the need for one ambushes me at odd moments of stress and fear.

I need you.

I don’t need to ask what it means – because I know, just as I know who sent it, even though it’s from a number I don’t recognise.

Kate.

Kate Atagon.

Just the sound of her name brings her back to me, like a vivid rush – the smell of her soap, the freckles across the bridge of her nose, cinnamon against olive. Kate. Fatima. Thea. And me.

I close my eyes, and picture them all, the phone still warm in my pocket, waiting for the texts to come through.

Fatima will be lying asleep beside Ali, curled into his spine. Her reply will come around 6 a.m., when she gets up to make breakfast for Nadia and Samir and get them ready for school.

Thea – Thea is harder to picture. If she’s working nights she’ll be in the casino where phones are forbidden to staff, and shut up in lockers until their shifts are finished. She’ll roll off shift at eight in the morning, perhaps? Then she’ll have a drink with the other girls, and then she’ll reply, wired up with a successful night dealing with punters, collating chips, watching for card sharps and professional gamblers.

And Kate. Kate must be awake – she sent the text, after all. She’ll be sitting at her dad’s work table – hers now, I suppose – in the window overlooking the Reach, with the waters turning pale grey in the predawn light, reflecting the clouds and the dark hulk of the Tide Mill. She will be smoking, as she always did. Her eyes will be on the tides, the endlessly shifting, eddying tides, on the view that never changes and yet is never the same from one moment to the next – just like Kate herself.

Her long hair will be drawn back from her face, showing her fine bones, and the lines that thirty-two years of wind and sea have etched at the corners of her eyes. Her fingers will be stained with oil paint, ground into the cuticles, deep beneath the nails, and her eyes will be at their darkest slate blue, deep and unfathomable. She will be waiting for our replies. But she knows what we’ll say – what we’ve always said, whenever we’ve got that text, those three words.

I’m coming.

I’m coming.

I’m coming.


‘I’M COMING!’ I shout it up the stairs, as Owen calls something down above Freya’s sleepy squawking cries.

When I get up to the bedroom he’s holding her, pacing back and forth, his face still pink and crumpled from the pillow.

‘Sorry,’ he says, stifling a yawn. ‘I tried to calm her down but she wasn’t having any of it. You know what she’s like when she’s hungry.’

I crawl onto the bed and scoot backwards into the pillows until I’m sitting against the headboard and Owen hands me a red-faced indignant Freya who takes one affronted look up at me, and then lunges for my breast with a little grunt of satisfaction.

All is quiet, except for her greedy suckling. Owen yawns again, ruffles his hair, and looks at the clock, and then begins pulling on his underwear.

‘Are you getting up?’ I ask in surprise. He nods.

‘I might as well. No point in going back to sleep when I’ve got to get up at seven anyway. Bloody Mondays.’

I look at the clock. Six a.m. It’s later than I thought. I must have been pacing the kitchen for longer than I realised.

‘What were you doing up, anyway?’ he asks. ‘Did the bin lorry wake you?’

I shake my head.

‘No, I just couldn’t sleep.’

A lie. I’d almost forgotten how they feel on my tongue, slick and sickening. I feel the hard, warm bump of my phone in my dressing-gown pocket. I’m waiting for it to vibrate.

‘Fair enough.’ He suppresses another yawn and buttons up his shirt. ‘Want a coffee, if I put one on?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I say. Then, just as he’s leaving the room, ‘Owen –’

But he’s already gone and he doesn’t hear me.

Ten minutes later he comes back with the coffee, and this time I’ve had time to practise my lines, work out what I’m going to say, and the semi-casual way I’m going to say it. Still I swallow and lick my lips, dry-mouthed with nerves.

‘Owen, I got a text from Kate yesterday.’

‘Kate from work?’ He puts the coffee down with a little bump; it slops slightly and I use the sleeve of my dressing gown to mop the puddle, protecting my book, giving me time to reply.

‘No, Kate Atagon. You know, I went to school with her?’

‘Oh, that Kate. The one who brought her dog to that wedding we went to?’

‘That’s right. Shadow.’

I think of him. Shadow – a white German shepherd with a black muzzle and soot-speckled back. I think of the way he stands in the doorway, growls at strangers, rolls his snowy belly up to those he loves.

‘So …?’ Owen prods, and I realise I’ve stopped talking, lost my thread.

‘Oh, right. So, she’s invited me to come and stay, and I thought I might go.’

‘Sounds like a nice idea. When would you go?’

‘Like … now. She’s invited me now.’

‘And Freya?’

‘I’d take her.’

Of course, I nearly add, but I don’t. Freya has never taken a bottle, in spite of a lot of trying on my part, and Owen’s. The one night I went out for a party she screamed solidly from 7.30 p.m. to 11.58 when I burst through the doors of the flat to snatch her out of Owen’s limp, exhausted arms.

There’s another silence. Freya leans her head back, watching me with a small frown, and then gives a quiet belch and returns to the serious business of getting fed. I can see thoughts flitting across Owen’s face … that he’ll miss us … that he’ll have the bed all to himself … lie-ins …

‘I could get on with decorating the nursery,’ he says at last. I nod, although this is the continuation of a long discussion between the two of us – Owen would like the bedroom, and me, back to himself and thinks that Freya will be going into her own room at six months. I … don’t. Which is partly why I’ve not found the time to clear the guest room of all our clutter and repaint it in baby-friendly colours.

‘Sure,’ I say.

‘Well, go for it, I reckon,’ Owen says at last. He turns away and begins sorting through his ties. ‘Do you want the car?’ he asks over his shoulder.

‘No, it’s fine. I’ll take the train. Kate will pick me up from the station.’

‘Are you sure? You won’t want to be lugging all Freya’s stuff on the train, will you? Is this straight?’

‘What?’ For a minute I’m not sure what he’s on about, and then I realise – the tie. ‘Oh, yes, it’s straight. No, honestly, I’m happy to take the train. It’ll be easier, I can feed Freya if she wakes up. I’ll just put all her stuff in the bottom of the pram.’ He doesn’t respond, and I realise he’s already running through the day ahead, ticking things off a mental check list just as I used to do a few months ago – only it feels like a different life. ‘OK, well, look, I might leave today if that’s all right with you.’

‘Today?’ He scoops his change off the chest of drawers and puts it in his pocket, and then comes over to kiss me goodbye on the top of my head. ‘What’s the hurry?’

‘No hurry,’ I lie. I feel my cheeks flush. I hate lying. It used to be fun – until I didn’t have a choice. I don’t think about it much now, perhaps because I’ve been doing it for so long, but it’s always there, in the background, like a tooth that always aches, and suddenly twinges with pain.

Most of all, though, I hate lying to Owen. Somehow I always managed to keep him out of the web, and now he’s being drawn in. I think of Kate’s text, sitting there on my phone, and it feels as if poison is leaching out of it, into the room – threatening to spoil everything.

‘It’s just Kate’s between projects, so it’s a good time for her and … well, I’ll be back at work in a few months so it feels like now’s as good a time as any.’

‘OK,’ he says, bemused but not suspicious. ‘Well, I guess I’d better give you a proper goodbye kiss then.’

He kisses me, properly, deeply, making me remember why I love him, why I hate deceiving him. Then he pulls away and kisses Freya. She swivels her eyes sideways to regard him dubiously, pausing in her feed for a moment, and then she resumes sucking with the single-minded determination that I love about her.

‘Love you too, little vampire,’ Owen says affectionately. Then, to me, ‘How long is the journey?’

‘Four hours maybe? Depends how the connections go.’

‘OK, well, have a great time, and text me when you get there. How long do you think you’ll stay?’

‘A few days?’ I hazard. ‘I’ll be back before the weekend.’ Another lie. I don’t know. I have no idea. As long as Kate needs me. ‘I’ll see when I get there.’

‘OK,’ he says again. ‘Love you.’

‘I love you too.’ And at last, that’s something I can tell the truth about.


I CAN REMEMBER to the day, almost to the hour and minute, the first time I met Kate. It was September. I was catching the train to Salten, an early one, so that I would arrive at the school in time for lunch.

‘Excuse me!’ I called nervously up the station platform, my voice reedy with anxiety. The girl ahead of me turned round. She was very tall and extremely beautiful, with a long, slightly haughty face like a Modigliani painting. Her waist-length black hair had been bleached gold at the tips, fading into the black, and her jeans were ripped across the thighs.

‘Yes?’

‘Excuse me, is this the train for Salten?’ I panted.

She looked me up and down, and I could feel her appraising me, taking in my Salten House uniform, the navy-blue skirt, stiff with newness, and the pristine blazer I had taken off its hanger for the first time that morning.

‘I don’t know,’ she said at last, turning to a girl behind her. ‘Kate, is this the Salten train?’

‘Don’t be a dick, Thee,’ the girl said. Her husky voice sounded too old for her – I didn’t think she could be more than sixteen or seventeen. She had light brown hair cut very short, framing her face, and when she smiled at me, the nutmeg freckles across her nose crinkled. ‘Yes, this is the Salten train. Make sure you get into the right half though, it divides at Hampton’s Lee.’

Then they turned, and were halfway up the platform before it occurred to me, I hadn’t asked which was the right half.

I looked up at the announcement board.

Use front seven carriages for stations to Salten, read the display, but what did ‘front’ mean? Front as in the closest to the ticket barrier, or front as in the direction of travel when the train left the station?

There were no officials around to ask, but the clock above my head showed only moments to spare, and in the end I got onto the farther end, where the two other girls had headed for, and dragged my heavy case after me into the carriage.

It was a compartment, just six seats, and all were empty. Almost as soon as I had slammed the door the guard’s whistle sounded, and, with a horrible feeling that I might be in the wrong part of the train completely, I sat down, the scratchy wool of the train seat harsh against my legs.

With a clank and a screech of metal on metal, the train drew out of the dark cavern of the station, the sun flooding the compartment with a suddenness that blinded me. I put my head back on the seat, closing my eyes against the glare, and as we picked up speed I found myself imagining what would happen if I didn’t turn up in Salten, where the housemistress would be awaiting me. What if I were swept off to Brighton or Canterbury, or somewhere else entirely? Or worse – what if I ended up split down the middle when the train divided, living two lives, each diverging from the other all the time, growing further and further apart from the me I should have become.

‘Hello,’ said a voice, and my eyes snapped open. ‘I see you made the train.’

It was the tall girl from the platform, the one the other had called Thee. She was standing in the doorway to my compartment, leaning against the wooden frame, twirling an unlit cigarette between her fingers.

‘Yes,’ I said, a little resentful that she and her friend had not waited to explain which end to get. ‘At least, I hope so. This is the right end for Salten, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ the girl said laconically. She looked me up and down again, tapped her unlit cigarette against the door frame, and then said, with an air of someone about to confer a favour, ‘Look, don’t think I’m being a bitch, but I just wanted to let you know, people don’t wear their uniforms on the train.’

‘What?’

‘They change into them at Hampton’s Lee. It’s … I don’t know. It’s just a thing. I thought I’d tell you. Only first years and new girls wear them for the whole journey. It kind of makes you stand out.’

‘So … you’re at Salten House too?’

‘Yup. For my sins.’

‘Thea got expelled,’ a voice said from behind her, and I saw that the other girl, the short-haired one, was standing in the corridor, balancing two cups of tea. ‘From three other schools. Salten’s her last-chance saloon. Nowhere else would take her.’

‘At least I’m not a charity case,’ Thea said, but I could tell from the way she said it that the two were friends, and this goading banter was part of their act. ‘Kate’s father is the art master,’ she told me. ‘So a free place for his daughter is all part of the deal.’

‘No chance of Thea qualifying for charity,’ Kate said. Silver spoon, she mouthed over the top of the teas, and winked. I tried not to smile.

She and Thea shared a look and I felt some wordless question and answer pass between them, and then Thea spoke.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Isa,’ I said.

‘Well, Isa. Why don’t you come and join me and Kate?’ She raised one eyebrow. ‘We’ve got a compartment just up the corridor.’

I took a deep breath and, with the feeling that I was about to step off a very high diving board, gave a short nod. As I picked up my case and followed Thea’s retreating back, I had no idea that that one simple action had changed my life forever.


IT’S STRANGE BEING back at Victoria. The Salten train is new, with open-plan carriages and automatic doors, not the old-fashioned slam-door thing we used to take to school, but the platform has hardly changed, and I realise that I have spent seventeen years unconsciously avoiding this place – avoiding everything associated with that time.

Balancing my takeaway coffee precariously in one hand, I heave Freya’s pram onto the train, dump my coffee on an empty table, and then there’s the same long struggling moment there always is, as I attempt to unclip the cot attachment – wrestling with clasps that won’t undo and catches that won’t let go. Thank God the train is quiet and the carriage almost empty, so I don’t have the usual hot embarrassment of people queueing in front or behind, or pushing past in the inadequate space. At last – just as the guard’s whistle sounds, and the train rocks and sighs and begins to heave out of the station – the final clip gives, and Freya’s cot jerks up, light in my hands. I stow her safely, still sleeping, opposite the table where I left my coffee.

I take my cup with me when I go back to sort out my bags. There are sharp images in my head – the train jerking, the hot coffee drenching Freya. I know it’s irrational – she’s on the other side of the aisle. But this is the person I’ve become since having her. All my fears – the ones that used to flit between dividing trains, and lift doors, and strange taxi drivers, and talking to people I didn’t know – all those anxieties have settled to roost on Freya.

At last we’re both comfortable, me with my book and my coffee, Freya asleep, with her blankie clutched to her cheek. Her face, in the bright June sunshine, is cherubic – her skin impossibly fine and clear – and I am flooded with a scalding drench of love for her, as painful and shocking as if that coffee had spilled across my heart. I sit, and for a moment I am nothing but her mother, and there is no one in the world except the two of us in this pool of sunshine and love.

And then I realise that my phone is buzzing.

Fatima Chaudhry says the screen. And my heart does a little jump.

I open it up, my fingers shaking.

I’m coming, it says. Driving down tonight when the kids are in bed. Will be with you 9/10ish.

So it’s begun. Nothing from Thea yet, but I know it will come. The spell has broken – the illusion that it’s just me and Freya, off on a seaside holiday for two. I remember why I am really here. I remember what we did.

I’m on the 12.05 from Victoria, I text back to the others. Pick me up from Salten, Kate?

No reply, but I know she won’t let me down.

I shut my eyes. I put my hand on Freya’s chest so I know she is there. And then I try to sleep.

I wake with a shock and a belting heart to the sound of crashing and shunting, and my first instinct is to reach out for Freya. For a minute I am not sure what has woken me but then I realise: the train is dividing, we are at Hampton’s Lee. Freya is squirming grumpily in her cot, she looks like she may settle if I’m lucky – but then there’s another shunt, more violent than the first set, and her eyes fly open in offended shock, her face crumpling in a sudden wail of annoyance and hunger.

‘Shh …’ I croon, scooping her up, warm and struggling from the cocoon of blankets and toys. ‘Shh … it’s OK, sweetie pie, it’s all right, my poppet. Nothing to worry about.’

She is dark-eyed and angry, bashing her cross little face against my chest as I get the buttons of my shirt undone and feel the by-now routine, yet always alien, rush of the milk letting down.

As she feeds, there is another bang and a crunch, and then a whistle blows, and we begin to move slowly out of the station, the platforms giving way to sidings, and then to houses, and then at last to fields and telegraph poles.

It is heart-stoppingly familiar. London, in all the years I’ve lived there, has been constantly changing. It’s like Freya, never the same from one day to the next. A shop opens here, a pub closes there. Buildings spring up – the Gherkin, the Shard – a supermarket sprawls across a piece of wasteland and apartment blocks seem to seed themselves like mushrooms, thrusting up from damp earth and broken concrete overnight.

But this line, this journey – it hasn’t changed at all.

There’s the burnt-out elm.

There’s the crumbling World War II pillbox.

There’s the rickety bridge, the train’s wheels sounding hollow above the void.

I shut my eyes, and I am back there in the compartment with Kate and Thea, laughing as they pull school skirts on over their jeans, button up shirts and ties over their summery vest tops. Thea was wearing stockings, I remember her rolling them up her impossibly long slender legs, and then reaching up beneath the regulation school skirt to fasten her suspenders. I remember the hot flush that stained my cheeks at the flash of her thigh, and looking away, out across the fields of autumn wheat, with my heart pounding as she laughed at my prudery.

‘You’d better hurry,’ Kate said lazily to Thea. She was dressed, and had packed her jeans and boots away in the case resting on the luggage rack. ‘We’ll be at Westridge soon, there’s always piles of beach-goers there, you don’t want to give a tourist a heart attack.’

Thea only stuck out her tongue, but she finished hooking her suspenders and smoothed down her skirt just as we pulled into Westridge station.

Sure enough, just as Kate had predicted, there was a scattering of tourists on the platform, and Thea let out a groan as the train drew to a halt. Our compartment door was level with a family of three beach-trippers, a mother, father and a little boy of about six with his bucket and spade in one hand, and a dripping choc ice in the other.

‘Room for three more?’ the father said jovially as he opened the door and they clambered in, slamming the door behind them. The little compartment felt suddenly very crowded.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Thea said, and she did sound sorry. ‘We’d love to have you, but my friend here,’ she indicated me, ‘she’s out on day release, and part of the terms of her probation is no contact with minors. The court judgement was very specific about that.’

The man blinked and his wife gave a nervous giggle. The boy wasn’t listening, he was busy picking bits of chocolate off his T-shirt.

‘It’s your child I’m thinking of,’ Thea said seriously. ‘Plus of course Ariadne really doesn’t want to go back to the young offenders’ institute.’

‘There’s an empty compartment next door,’ Kate said, and I could see she was trying to keep her face straight. She stood and slid open the door to the corridor. ‘I’m so sorry. We don’t want to inconvenience you, but I think it’s for the best, for everyone’s safety.’

The man shot us all a suspicious look, and then ushered his wife and little boy out into the corridor.

Thea burst into snorts of laughter as they left, barely waiting even until the compartment door had slid shut, but Kate was shaking her head.

‘You do not get a point for that,’ she said. Her face was twisted with suppressed laughter. ‘They didn’t believe you.’

‘Oh, come on!’ Thea took a cigarette out of a packet in her blazer pocket and lit it, taking a deep drag in defiance of the ‘No Smoking’ sign on the window. ‘They left, didn’t they?’

‘Yes, but only because they thought you were a fucking weirdo. That doesn’t count!’

‘Is … is this a game?’ I said uncertainly.

There was a long pause.

Thea and Kate looked at each other, and I saw that wordless communication pass between them again, like an electric charge flowing from one to another, as if they were deciding how to answer. And then Kate smiled, a small, almost secretive smile, and leaned forward across the gap between the bench seats, so close that I could see the dark streaks in her grey-blue eyes.

‘It’s not a game,’ she said. ‘It’s the game. It’s the Lying Game.’

The Lying Game.

It comes back to me now as sharp and vivid as the smell of the sea, and the scream of gulls over the Reach, and I can’t believe that I had almost forgotten it – forgotten the tally sheet Kate kept above her bed, covered with cryptic marks for her complex scoring system. This much for a new victim. That much for complete belief. The extras awarded for elaborate detail, or managing to rehook someone who had almost called your bluff. I haven’t thought of it for so many years, but in a way, I’ve been playing it all this time.

I sigh, and look down at Freya’s peaceful face as she suckles, her complete absorption in the moment of it all. And I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know if I can go back.

What has happened, to make Kate call us so suddenly and so urgently in the middle of the night?

I can only think of one thing … and I can’t bear to believe it.

It is just as the train is drawing into Salten that my phone beeps for the last time, and I draw it out, thinking it will be Kate confirming my lift. But it’s not. It’s Thea.

I’m coming.


THE PLATFORM AT Salten is almost empty. As the sound of the train dies away, the peace of the countryside rolls back in, and I can hear the noises of Salten in summer – crickets chirping, the sound of birds, the faraway noise of a combine harvester across the fields. Always before when I arrived here there would be the Salten House minibus waiting, with its navy and ice-blue livery. Now the car park is hot dust and emptiness, and there is no one here, not even Kate.

I wheel Freya down the platform towards the exit, my heavy bag weighing down one shoulder, and wondering what to do. Phone Kate? I should have confirmed the time with her. I’d been assuming she got my message, but what if her phone was out of charge? There’s no landline at the Mill anyway, no other number I can try.

I put the brake on the pram, and then pull out my phone to check for text messages and find out the time. I’m just tapping in my code when I hear the roar of an engine, funnelled by the sunken lanes, and I turn to see a car pulling into the station car park. I was expecting it to be the huge disreputable Land Rover Kate drove down to Fatima’s wedding seven years ago, with its long bench seats and Shadow sticking his head out of the window, tongue flapping. But it’s not. It’s a taxi. For a minute I’m not sure if it’s her, and then I see her, struggling with the rear passenger door, and my heart does a little flip-flop, and I’m no longer a Civil Service lawyer and a mother, I’m just a girl, running down the platform towards my friend.

‘Kate!’

She’s exactly the same. Same slim, bony wrists, same nut-brown hair and honey-coloured skin, her nose still tip-tilted and sprinkled with freckles. Her hair is longer now, held back in a rubber band, and there are lines in the fine skin around her eyes and mouth, but otherwise she is Kate, my Kate, and as we hug, I inhale, and her own particular scent of cigarettes and turpentine and soap is just as I remember. I hold her at arm’s length and find myself grinning, stupidly, in spite of everything.

‘Kate,’ I repeat, foolishly, and she pulls me into another hug, her face in my hair, squeezing me so I can feel her bones.

And then I hear a squawk and I remember who I am, the person I’ve become – and all that’s passed since Kate and I last met.

‘Kate,’ I say again, the sound of her name on my tongue so perfect, ‘Kate, come and meet my daughter.’

I pull back the sun shade, and pick up the wriggling cross little bundle, and hold her out.

Kate takes her, with an expression full of trepidation, and then her thin, mobile face breaks into a smile.

‘You’re beautiful,’ she says to Freya, and her voice is soft and husky just as I remember. ‘Just like your mum. She’s lovely, Isa.’

‘Isn’t she?’ I look at Freya, staring up, bemused, into Kate’s face, blue eyes fixed on blue eyes. She reaches out a chubby hand towards Kate’s hair, but then stops, mesmerised by some quality of the light. ‘She’s got Owen’s eyes,’ I say. I always longed for blue eyes as a child.

‘Come on,’ Kate says at last, speaking to Freya, not me. She takes Freya’s hand, her fingers stroking the silken baby pudge, the dimpled knuckles. ‘Let’s get going.’

‘What happened to your car?’ I say as we walk towards the taxi, Kate holding Freya, me pushing the pram, with the bag inside it.

‘Oh, it’s broken down again. I’ll get it fixed but I’ve got no money as usual.’

‘Oh, Kate.’

Oh, Kate, when are you going to get a proper job? I could ask. When are you going to sell the Mill, go somewhere people appreciate your work instead of relying on the dwindling supply of tourists who want to holiday in Salten? But I know the answer. Never. Kate will never leave the Tide Mill. Never leave Salten.

‘Back to the Mill, ladies?’ the taxi driver calls out his window, and Kate nods.

‘Thanks, Rick.’

‘I’ll sling the pram in the back for you,’ he says, getting out. ‘Folds, does it?’

‘Yes.’ I’m struggling with the clips again, and then I realise. ‘Damn, I forgot the car seat. I brought the cot attachment instead – I was thinking she could sleep in it.’

‘Ah, we won’t see no police down here,’ Rick says comfortably, pushing the boot shut on the folded pram. ‘’Cept Mary’s boy, and he’s not going to arrest one of my passengers.’

It wasn’t the police I was worried about, but the name snags at me, distracting me.

‘Mary’s boy?’ I look at Kate. ‘Not Mark Wren?’

‘The very same,’ Kate says, with a dry smile, so that her mouth creases at one side. ‘Sergeant Wren, now.’

‘I can’t believe he’s old enough!’

‘He’s only a couple of years younger than us,’ Kate points out, and I realise she’s right. Thirty is plenty old enough to be a policeman. But I can’t think of Mark Wren as a thirty-year-old man – I think of him as a fourteen-year-old kid with acne and a fluffy upper lip, stooping to try to hide his six-foot-two frame. I wonder if he still remembers us. If he remembers the Game.

‘Sorry,’ Kate says as we buckle in. ‘Hold her on your lap – I know it’s not ideal.’

‘I’ll drive careful,’ Rick says, as we bounce off out of the rutted car park and into the sunken lane. ‘And besides, it’s only a few miles.’

‘Less across the marsh,’ Kate says. She squeezes my hand and I know she’s thinking of all the times she and I made that trip, picking our way across the salt marsh to school and back. ‘But we couldn’t do that with the buggy.’

‘Hot for June, in’t it?’ Rick says conversationally as we round the corner, and the trees break into a flash of bright dappled sunlight, hot on my face. I blink, wondering if I packed my sunglasses.

‘Scorching,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t nearly so warm in London.’

‘So what brings you back then?’ Rick’s eyes meet mine in the mirror. ‘You was at school with Kate, that right?’

‘That’s right,’ I say. And then I stop. What did bring me back? A text? Three words? I meet Kate’s eyes and I know there’s nothing she can say now, not in front of Rick.

‘Isa’s come down for the reunion,’ Kate says unexpectedly. ‘At Salten House.’

I blink, and she gives my hand a warning clasp, but then we bump across the level crossing, the car shaking and bouncing over the rails, and I have to let go to hold Freya with both hands.

‘Very posh them Salten House dinners, so I hear,’ Rick says. ‘My youngest does a bit of waitressing up there for pocket money, and I hear all sorts. Canopies, champagne, the works.’

‘I’ve never been to one before,’ Kate says. ‘But it’s fifteen years since our class graduated, and I thought this year might be the one to go to.’

Fifteen? For a minute I think she’s got the maths wrong, but then I realise. It’s seventeen years since we left, after GCSEs, but if we’d stayed on for sixth form, she’d be right. For the rest of our class it will be their fifteen-year anniversary.

We swing round the corner of the lane and I hold Freya tighter, my heart in my mouth, wishing I’d brought the car seat. It was stupid of me not to think of it.

‘You come down here much?’ Rick says to me in the mirror.

‘No,’ I say. ‘I – I haven’t been back for a while. You know what it’s like.’ I shift awkwardly in the seat, knowing I am gripping Freya too tight, but unable to loosen my hold. ‘It’s hard to find the time.’

‘Beautiful bit of the world,’ Rick throws back. ‘I can’t imagine living anywhere else meself, but I suppose it’s different if you wasn’t born and bred here. Where are your parents from?’

‘They are – were –’ I stumble, and I feel Kate’s supportive presence at my side and take a breath. ‘My father lives in Scotland now, but I grew up in London.’

We rattle over a cattle grid, and then the trees open up and we are out on the marsh.

And suddenly it’s there. The Reach. Wide and grey and speckled with reeds, the wind-rippled waters reflecting the lazy streaks of sun-bleached cloud above, and the whole thing is so bright and clear and wide that I feel a lump in my throat.

Kate is watching my face, and I see her smile.

‘Had you forgotten?’ she asks softly. I shake my head.

‘Never.’ But it’s not true – I had forgotten. I had forgotten what it was like. There is nothing, nowhere like the Reach. I have seen many rivers, crossed other estuaries. But none as beautiful as this, where the land and the sky and the sea bleed into one another, soaking each other, mingling and mixing until it’s hard to know which is which, where the clouds end and the water starts.

The road is dwindling down to a single lane, and then to a pebbled track, with grass between the tyre marks.

And then I see it – the Tide Mill; a black silhouette against the cloud-streaked water, even shabbier and more drunken than I remember. It’s not a building so much as a collection of driftwood thrown together by the winds, and looking as if it might be torn apart by them at any point. My heart lurches in my chest and the memories come unbidden, beating at the inside of my head with feathered wings.

Thea, swimming naked in the Reach in the sunset, her skin turned gold in the evening light, the long black shadows of the stunted trees cutting across the flame-coloured water and turning the Reach to tiger-striped glory.

Kate, hanging out of the Mill window on a winter’s morning, when the frost was thick on the inside of the glass and furring the reeds and bulrushes, throwing open her arms and roaring her white breath to the sky.

Fatima, lying out on the wooden jetty in her tiny bathing suit, her skin turned mahogany with the summer sun and a pair of giant sunglasses reflecting the flickering light off the waves as she basked in the heat.

And Luc – Luc – but here my heart contracts and I can’t go on.

We have come to a barred gate across the track.

‘Better stop here,’ Kate says to Rick. ‘We had a high tide last night and the ground up ahead is still soft.’

‘You sure?’ He turns to look over his shoulder. ‘I don’t mind giving it a whirl.’

‘No, we’ll walk.’ She reaches for the door handle, and holds out a tenner, but he waves it away.

‘Your money’s no good here, duck.’

‘But, Rick –’

‘But, Rick, nothing. Your dad was a good man, no matter what others in this place say, and you done well to stick it out here with the gossips. Pay me another day.’

Kate swallows, and I can see she is trying to speak, but can’t, and so I speak for her.

‘Thank you, Rick,’ I say. ‘But I want to pay. Please.’

And I hold out ten pounds of my own.

Rick hesitates, and I put it in the ashtray and get out of the car, holding Freya in my arms while Kate retrieves my bag and the buggy from the boot. At last, when Freya is safely strapped in, he nods.

‘All right. But listen, you ladies need a lift anywhere, you call me, understand? Day or night. I don’t like to think of you out here with no transport. That place,’ he jerks his head at the Mill, ‘is going to fall down one of these days, and if you need a ride somewhere, you don’t hesitate to call me, tenner or no tenner. Got it?’

‘Got it,’ I say, and I nod.

There is something comforting in the thought.


AFTER RICK DRIVES away, we look at each other, each unaccountably tongue-tied, feeling the hot sun beating down on the top of our heads. I want to ask Kate about the message, but something is stopping me.

Before I have made up my mind to speak, Kate turns and opens the gate, closing it behind us, as I make my way down towards the short wooden walkway that joins the Tide Mill to the shore.

The Mill itself sits on a little spit of sand, barely bigger than the building itself, which I suppose was once joined to the bank. At some point, when the Mill was being constructed, a narrow channel was dug away, severing the Mill from the land and funnelling the rising and falling tide past the water wheel that used to sit in the channel. The wheel is long gone, only a stump of blackened wood sticking out at right angles from the wall shows where it once stood, and in its place is the wooden walkway, bridging the ten feet of water that separates the Mill from the shore. Seventeen years ago I remember running across it, all four of us at once sometimes, but now I can’t quite believe we trusted our weight to it.

It is narrower than I remember, the slats salt-bleached and rotten in places, and no handrail has been installed in the years since I last saw it, but Kate starts across it fearlessly, carrying my bag. I take a deep breath, trying to ignore the images in my head (slats giving way, the pram falling into the salt water), and I follow, my heart in my throat as I bounce the wheels across the treacherous gaps, only exhaling when we reach the comparative safety of the other side.

The door is unlocked, as it always is, always was. Kate turns the handle and stands back, letting me pass – and I wheel Freya up the wooden step and inside.

It’s seven years since I last saw Kate, but I have not been back to Salten for more than twice that. For a moment it is like I have stepped back in time, and I am fifteen, the ramshackle beauty of the place washing over me for the first time. I see again the long, asymmetrical windows with their cracked panes, overlooking the estuary, the vaulted roof that goes up and up to the blackened beams above, the staircase drunkenly twisting around the space, hopping from landing to rickety landing, past the bedrooms, until it reaches the attic lodged high in the rafters. I see the smoke-blacked stove with its snaking pipe, and the low sofa with its broken springs, and most of all the paintings, paintings everywhere. Some I don’t recognise, they must be Kate’s, but intermingled are a hundred that are like old friends or half-remembered names.

There, above the rust-stained sink in a gilt frame is Kate as a baby, her face round with chub, her concentration fierce as she reaches for something just out of view.

There, hanging between the two long windows is the unfinished canvas of the Reach on a winter’s morning, crackling with frost, and a single heron swooping low above the water.

Beside the door that leads to the outside toilet is a water-colour of Thea, her features dissolving at the edges of the rough paper.

And over the desk I catch sight of a pencil sketch of me and Fatima, arms entwined in a makeshift hammock, laughing, laughing, like there is nothing to fear in all the world.

It’s like a thousand memories assault me all at once, each of them with clutching fingers pulling me back into the past – and then I hear a loud bark, and I look down to see Shadow, bounding up to me, a flurry of white and grey. I fend him off, patting his head as he butts it against my leg, but he is not part of the past, and the spell is broken.

‘It hasn’t changed!’ I say, knowing I sound foolish. Kate shrugs, and begins to unbuckle Freya from her pram.

‘It has a bit. I had to replace the fridge.’ She nods at one in the corner, which looks if anything older and more disreputable than its predecessor. ‘And I had to sell a lot of Dad’s best paintings of course. I filled the gaps with mine, but they’re not the same. I had to sell some of my favourites – the plover’s skeleton, and the one of the greyhound on the sands … but the rest, I couldn’t bear to let these go.’

She looks over the top of Freya’s head at the pictures that remain, and her gaze caresses each one.

I take Freya from her arms, and bounce her over my shoulder, not saying what I am thinking, which is that the place feels like a museum, like those rooms in the houses of famous men, frozen at the moment they left it. Marcel Proust’s bedroom, faithfully reconstructed in the Musée Carnavalet. Kipling’s study preserved in aspic at Bateman’s.

Only here there are no ropes to hold the viewer back, only Kate, living on, in this memorial to her father.

To hide my thoughts I walk to the window, patting Freya’s warm, firm back, more to soothe myself than her, and I stare out over the Reach. The tide is low, but the wooden jetty overlooking the bay is only a few feet above the lapping waves, and I turn back to Kate, surprised.

‘Has the jetty sunk?’

‘Not just the jetty,’ Kate says ruefully. ‘That’s the problem. The whole place is sinking. I had a surveyor come and look at it, he said there’s no proper foundations, and that if I were applying for a mortgage today I’d never get one.’

‘But – wait, hang on, what do you mean? Sinking? Can’t you repin it? – underpin, that’s what I mean. Can’t you do that?’

‘Not really. The problem is it’s just sand underneath us. There’s nothing for the underpinning to rest on. You could postpone the inevitable, but eventually it’s just going to wash away.’

‘Isn’t that dangerous?’

‘Not really. I mean, yes, it’s causing some movement in the upper storeys, which is making the floor a bit uneven, but it’s not going to disappear tonight if that’s what you’re worried about. It’s more stuff like the electrics.’

‘What?’ I stare at the light switch on the wall, as if expecting sparks to start flying at any moment. Kate laughs.

‘Don’t worry, I had a massive fuck-off circuit-breaker installed when things started getting dicey. If anything starts to fizz it just trips. But it does mean that the lights have a tendency to go off at high tide.’

‘This place can’t possibly be insured.’

‘Insured?’ She looks at me like I’ve said something quaint and eccentric. ‘What the hell would I do with insurance?’

I shake my head, wondering.

‘What are you doing here? Kate, this is mad. You can’t live like this.’

‘Isa,’ she says patiently, ‘I can’t leave. How could I? It’s completely unsaleable.’

‘So don’t sell it – walk away. Give the keys to the bank. Declare yourself bankrupt if that’s what it takes.’

‘I can’t leave,’ she says stubbornly, and goes across to the stove to turn the handle on the gas bottle and light the little burner. The kettle on top starts to hiss quietly as she gets out two mugs, and a battered canister of tea. ‘You know why.’

And I can’t answer that because I do. I know exactly why. And it’s the very reason I’ve come back here myself.

‘Kate,’ I say, feeling my insides tighten queasily. ‘Kate – that message …’

‘Not now,’ she says. Her back is towards me, and I can’t see her face. ‘I’m sorry, Isa, I just – it wouldn’t be fair. We need to wait, until the others are here.’

‘OK,’ I say quietly. But suddenly, I’m not. Not really.


FATIMA IS THE next to arrive.

It is almost dusk; a warm sluggish breeze filters through the open windows as I turn the pages of a novel, trying to distract myself from my imaginings. Part of me wants to shake Kate, force the truth out of her. But another part of me – and it’s equally big – is afraid to face what’s coming.

For the moment, this moment, everything is peaceful, me with my book, Freya snoozing in her buggy, Kate at the stove, salt-savoury smells rising up from the frying pan balanced on top of the burner. There’s a part of me that wants to hold on to that for as long as possible. Perhaps, if we don’t talk about it, we can pretend that this is just what I told Owen – old friends meeting up.

There is a hiss from the pan, making me jump, and at the same time Shadow gives a staccato series of barks. Turning my head, I hear the sound of tyres turning off the main road onto the track that leads down by the Reach.

I get up from my window seat and open the door to the landward side of the Mill, and there, lights streaming out across the marsh, is a big black 4x4 bumping down the track, music blaring, sending marsh birds flapping and wheeling in alarm. It gets closer, and closer, and then comes to a halt with a crunch of stones and a creak of the handbrake. The engine turns off, and the silence abruptly returns.

‘Fatima?’ I call, and the driver’s door opens, and then I am running across the jetty to meet her. On the shore, she throws her arms around me in a hug so hard I almost forget to breathe.

‘Isa!’ Her bright eyes are as black as a robin’s. ‘How long has it been?’

‘I can’t remember!’ I kiss her cheek, half hidden with a silky head-scarf, and cool from the car’s air conditioning, and then pull back to look at her properly. ‘I think it was after you had Nadia, I came round to see you so that must be … blimey, six years?’

She nods, and puts her hands up to the pins that hold the head-scarf in place, and for a moment I’m expecting her to take it off, assuming it’s an Audrey Hepburn-type thing. But she doesn’t, she only pins it more securely, and suddenly I realise. It’s not just a scarf – it’s a hijab. This is new. New since I last saw her new, not just new since school.

Fatima sees me looking, joining up the dots, and she smiles as she pushes the last pin back into place.

‘I know, bit of a change, right? I was thinking about it for ages, and then when Sam was born, I don’t know. It just felt right.’

‘Is it – did Ali –’ I start, and then instantly want to kick myself when Fatima gives me the side-eye.

‘Isa, honey, when have you ever known me to listen to a bloke when it wasn’t something I wanted to do myself?’ Then she sighs. I think it’s a sigh at me, although perhaps it’s about all the times she’s been asked this question. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Maybe having the kids made me reassess stuff. Or maybe it’s something I’ve been working my way back to all my life. I don’t know. All I know is I’m happier now than I ever was.’

‘Well, I’m …’ I pause, trying to work out how I feel. I am looking at her high-buttoned top, and the sleekly folded scarf, and I can’t help remembering her beautiful hair, the way it fell like a river over her shoulders, draping her bikini top until it looked like she was swathed in nothing else. Lady Godiva, Ambrose had called her once, though I didn’t understand the reference until later. And now … now it’s gone. Hidden. But I understand why she might want to leave that part of her past behind. ‘I’m impressed, I guess. And Ali? Is he – I mean, does he do the whole nine yards too? Ramadan and stuff?’

‘Yup. I guess it’s something we’ve kind of come to together.’

‘Your parents must be pleased.’

‘I don’t know. It’s a bit hard to tell – I mean, yeah.’ She shoulders her bag and we start to walk across the jetty, picking our way carefully in the last shafts of sunset. ‘I think they are; although Mum was always very clear that she was OK with me not wearing a scarf, I think she’s secretly quite chuffed I’ve come round. Ali’s parents … funnily enough, not so much. His mother is hilarious, she’s always like but, Fatima, people don’t like hijabis in this country, you’ll hurt your chances at work, the other mothers at school will think you’re a radical. I’ve tried to tell her my surgery is pathetically grateful to get a female GP who can speak Urdu and is prepared to work full-time, and that half of the kids’ friends are from Muslim homes anyway, but she just doesn’t believe it.’

‘And how’s Ali?’

‘He’s great! He just got made a consultant. I mean, he’s working too hard – but aren’t we all.’

‘Not me.’ I give a slightly guilty laugh. ‘I’m swanning around on maternity leave.’

‘Yeah, right.’ She grins sideways at me. ‘I remember that kind of swanning. It involves sleep deprivation and cracked nipples. I’ll take the podiatry clinic at work, thanks.’ Then she looks around. ‘Where’s Freya? I want to meet her.’

‘She’s asleep – completely knackered by all the travel, I think. But she’ll wake up soon.’

We have reached the door of the Mill, and Fatima pauses with her hand on the knob.

‘Isa …’ she says slowly, and I know, without her having to spell it out, what she’s thinking, and what she’s going to ask. I shake my head.

‘I don’t know. I asked Kate, but she wants to wait until we’re all here. She said it wouldn’t be fair.’

Her shoulders sag, and suddenly it all seems hollow – the meaningless social questions dry as dust on my lips. I know that Fatima is as nervous as me, and that we are both thinking of that message from Kate, and trying not to think about what it might mean. What it must mean.

‘Ready?’ I ask. She blows out a long breath of air from between pursed lips, and then nods.

‘As I’ll ever be. Fuck, this is going to be weird.’

Then she opens the door, and I watch the past envelop her just as it did me.

When I got off the train at Salten that first day, there was no one else on the platform apart from Thea and Kate and a slight, dark-haired girl about eleven or twelve years of age, far up the other end. She looked uncertainly up and down the platform, and then began to walk towards us. As she got closer I saw that she was wearing a Salten uniform, and as she got closer still that she was much older than I’d taken her for – fifteen at least – just very petite.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Are you for Salten?’

‘No, we’re a gang of paedophiles wearing these uniforms as a lure,’ Thea said automatically, and then shook her head. ‘Sorry, that was dumb. Yes, we’re going to Salten too. Are you new?’

‘Yes.’ She fell in beside us, walking to the car park. ‘My name’s Fatima.’ She had a London accent that made me feel instantly at home. ‘Where are all the others? I thought the train would have lots of Salten girls on it.’

Kate shook her head.

‘Most people drive their kids, especially after the summer vac. And the day girls and weekly boarders don’t start until Monday.’

‘Are there lots of day girls?’

‘About a third of the school. I’m a weekly boarder myself. I’m only here because I’ve been staying with Thea in London for a few days, and we thought we’d go back together.’

‘Where’s home?’ Fatima asked.

‘Over there.’ Kate pointed across the salt marsh towards a glimmering tract of water, far in the distance. I blinked. I couldn’t see a house at all, but there might have been something, tucked behind one of the dunes, or the stunted trees that lined the railway.

‘How about you?’ Fatima turned to me. She had a round, friendly face and beautiful dark hair swept back from her temples in a clip. ‘Have you been here long? What year are you in?’

‘I’m fifteen, I’m going into the fifth. I – I’m new, like you. I’ll be boarding too.’ I didn’t want to get into the whole story – my mother’s illness, the long hospital stays that left me and my thirteen-year-old brother Will alone while my father worked late at the bank … the sucker-punch suddenness of the decision to send us both away, coming as it did out of a clear blue sky. I had never been any trouble, had I? I hadn’t rebelled, or taken drugs, or acted out. I had responded to my mother’s illness by being, if anything, even more diligent. By working harder and picking up more loose ends at home. By cooking and shopping and remembering to pay the cleaner when my father forgot.

And then, the talk … better for you both … more fun than being on your own … continuity … schoolwork mustn’t suffer … GCSEs an important year …

I hadn’t known what to say. In truth I was still dazed. Will had just nodded, his stiff upper lip firmly in place, but I heard him crying in the night. My father was driving him down to Charterhouse today, which was why I had travelled alone.

‘My father’s busy today,’ I heard myself say. The words sounded relaxed, almost rehearsed. ‘Otherwise I suppose he would have driven me down too.’

‘My parents are abroad,’ Fatima said. ‘They’re doctors. They’re doing this, like, charity thing for VSO? Giving a year of work for free.’

‘Fucking hell,’ Thea said. She looked impressed. ‘I can’t imagine my dad giving a weekend up, let alone a whole year. Are they getting paid anything at all?’

‘Not really. I mean, they get a stipend, I think that’s the word. Like an allowance. But it’s pegged to local wages so I don’t think it’s much. That’s not the point for them though – it’s like a religious thing for them, their version of sadqa.’

As she spoke we rounded the little station house, where a blue minibus was waiting, a woman in a skirt and jacket standing by the door with a clipboard.

‘Hello, girls,’ she said to Thea and Kate. ‘Had a good summer?’

‘Yes, thanks, Miss Rourke,’ Kate said. ‘This is Fatima and Isa. We met them on the train.’

‘Fatima …?’ Miss Rourke’s pen travelled down the list.

‘Qureshy,’ Fatima said. ‘That’s Q, U, R –’

‘Got it,’ Miss Rourke said briskly, ticking off a name. ‘And you must be Isa Wilde.’

She pronounced it ‘Izza’ but I only nodded meekly.

‘Am I saying it right?’

‘Actually it’s to rhyme with nicer.’

Miss Rourke made no comment, but noted something on her page, and then took our cases and slung them in the back of the minibus and then we climbed in, one after the other.

‘Swing the door shut,’ Miss Rourke said over her shoulder, and Fatima seized the door handle and rattled it closed. Then we were off, bumping out of the rutted car park, and down a deep-carved lane towards the sea.

Thea and Kate chatted away at the back of the van, while Fatima and I sat nervously, side by side, trying to look like this was something we did every day.

‘Have you boarded before?’ I said quietly to Fatima. She shook her head.

‘No. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come here to be honest, I was well up for going to Pakistan with my parents, but Mum wouldn’t have it. How about you?’

‘First time too,’ I said. ‘Have you visited Salten?’

‘Yeah, I came down at the end of last year when Mum and Dad were looking at places. What did you think of it?’

‘I – I’ve not been. There wasn’t time.’

It was a fait accompli by the time Dad told me, too late for open days and visits. If Fatima thought this was strange, she didn’t betray her feelings.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It looks – OK, now don’t get me wrong, cos this is going to sound awful, but it looks a bit like a very classy prison.’

I smothered a smile and nodded. I knew what she meant, I’d seen the pictures in the brochure and there was something slightly prison-like about the photos – the big rectangular white frontage facing the sea, the miles of iron railings. The photograph on the cover of the prospectus showed an exterior that was almost painfully austere, the mathematically precise proportions accentuated, rather than relieved, by four slightly absurd little turrets, one at each corner, as though the architect had had last-minute doubts about his vision, and had stuck them on as an afterthought, in some attempt to lessen the severity of the facade. Ivy, or even just some lichen, might have softened the corners of the place, but I guessed that nothing much would survive such a windswept location.

‘Do you think we’ll get a choice who we’re with? The bedrooms, I mean?’ I said. It was a question that had been preoccupying me since London. Fatima shrugged.

‘I don’t know. I doubt it, I mean can you imagine the mayhem if everyone was milling around picking mates? I think we’ll just get assigned someone.’

I nodded again. I’d read the prospectus carefully on this point, as I was used to privacy at home and had been dismayed that Salten didn’t offer girls their own room until the sixth form. Fourth and fifth years shared with one other girl. At least it wasn’t dormitories, like the years below.

We fell into silence after that, Fatima reading a Stephen King novel, and me looking out of the window at the salt marshes flashing past, the wide expanses of water, the heaped dykes and snaking ditches, and then the sand dunes that flanked the coast road, feeling the minibus buffeted by the wind off the sea.

We slowed as we approached a bend in the coast road, and I saw Miss Rourke indicate, and then we turned sharply into the long white-pebbled drive that led up to the school.

It’s funny, now that Salten House is so graven on my memory, to remember there was a time when it was strange to me, but that day I sat, quite silent in the minibus, as we wound our way up the drive in the wake of a Mercedes and Bentley up ahead, just taking it all in.

There was the wide, white facade, eye-hurtingly bright against the blue of the sky, just as I had seen on the cover of the brochure, its severity only underlined by the regimented gleaming squares of windows that dotted the building at precisely regular intervals, and the black shapes of fire escapes crawling up the sides and twining the towers like industrial ivy. There were the hockey pitches and tennis courts, stretching away into the distance, and the miles of paddock, petering away into the salt marshes behind the school.

As we drew closer, I saw that the black front doors were open wide, and my overwhelming impression was of a bevy of girls of all shapes and sizes running hither and thither, screaming at each other, hugging parents, high-fiving friends, greeting teachers.

The minibus stopped and Miss Rourke handed Fatima and me over to another teacher she introduced as Miss Farquharson-Jim (or possibly, Miss Farquharson, Gym). Thea and Kate melted into the crowd and Fatima and I found ourselves subsumed into the shrieking mass of girls checking lists on the noticeboard and exclaiming over placements and teams, depositing trunks and cases, comparing the contents of tuck boxes and new haircuts.

‘It’s quite unusual for us to have two new girls in the fifth,’ Miss Farquharson was saying, her voice rising effortlessly over the clamour as she led the way into a tall panelled hallway with a curving staircase. ‘Normally we try to mix and match new girls with old hands, but for various reasons we’ve ended up putting you both together.’ She consulted her list. ‘You’re in … Tower 2B. Connie –’ She grabbed a younger girl bashing another over the head with a badminton racket. ‘Connie, could you show Fatima and Isa to Tower 2B? Take them past the buttery so they know where to come for lunch afterwards. Girls, lunch is at 1 p.m. sharp. There will be a bell but it only gives you five minutes’ warning so I suggest you start off as soon as you hear it as it’s quite a walk from the towers. Connie will show you where to go.’

Fatima and I both nodded, a little dazed by the sheer volume of the echoing voices, and lugged our cases after the departing Connie, who was already disappearing into the throng.

‘You can’t normally use the main entrance,’ she said over her shoulder as we followed her, weaving and threading through groups of girls, and ducking down a passageway at the back of the hall. ‘Only on the first day of each term, and if you’re an Hon.’

‘An Hon?’ I echoed.

‘On the Honour roll. It means heads of house … heads of teams … prefects … that sort of thing. You’ll know if you get there. If in doubt, don’t use that door. It’s annoying because it’s the quickest way back from the beach and the hockey pitches, but it’s not worth the telling-off.’ She ducked without warning through another doorway and pointed up a long stone-flagged corridor. ‘That’s the buttery, up the end there. They don’t open the doors until one but don’t be late, it’s a scrum to get a place. Are you really in Tower 2?’

There seemed no answer to this, but Fatima spoke for both of us.

‘That’s what the woman said.’

‘Lucky you,’ Connie said enviously. ‘The towers are the best rooms, everyone knows that.’ She didn’t elaborate on why, just pushed on a door in the panelling and began power-walking up a flight of narrow dark stairs hidden behind. I was panting, trying to keep up, and Fatima’s case was banging with every step. ‘Come on,’ Connie said impatiently. ‘I promised Letitia I’d meet her before lunch and I won’t have time at this rate.’

I nodded again, rather grimly this time, and pulled my case up another flight and along a landing.

At last we were at a door that said Tower 2 and Connie stopped.

‘Do you mind if I leave you here? You can’t go wrong, just head up and there’s only two rooms, A and B. You’re B.’

‘No probs,’ Fatima said rather faintly, and Connie disappeared without further discussion, like a rabbit going to ground, leaving Fatima and me rather breathless and nonplussed.

‘Well, that was confusing,’ Fatima said, after she’d gone. ‘Fuck knows how we’ll find our way back to the butlery.’

‘Buttery, I think it was,’ I said automatically, and then bit my lip, but Fatima didn’t seem to have noticed, or at any rate, she hadn’t taken offence at the correction.

‘Shall we?’ she said, opening the door to the tower. I nodded, and she stood back and made a mock bow. ‘After you …’

I looked inside. Another staircase, this time a spiral one, dis-appeared upwards, and I sighed, and grasped the handle of my case more firmly. I was going to be very fit, if breakfast entailed the reverse of this every day.

The first door we passed turned out to be a bathroom – sinks, two toilet stalls and what looked like a bath cubicle – and we pushed on upwards. At the second landing there was another door. This one simply said ‘B’ on it. I looked down at Fatima, on the spiral stairs below me, and raised an eyebrow.

‘What do you think?’

‘Go for it,’ Fatima said cheerfully, and I knocked. No sound came from within, and I pushed cautiously at the door, and entered.

Inside was a surprisingly nice room, fitted into the curving wall of the tower. Two windows looked out, north to the marshes and west over the miles of playing fields and the coastal road, and I realised we must be in the rear left-hand corner of the building. Below us smaller outbuildings were scattered, some of which I recognised from the prospectus – the science wing, the physical education block. Under each window was a narrow metal-framed bed, made up with plain white sheets and a red blanket over each foot. There was a wooden bedside locker, and between the two windows, two longer lockers, not quite wide enough to be described as wardrobes. I. Wilde, said a printed label on one of the lockers. F. Qureshy said the other.

‘At least we can’t fight over beds,’ Fatima said. She heaved her case up onto the one next to the locker marked with her name. ‘Very organised.’

I was just studying the pack on the desk by the door, promin-ent on which was the ‘Student–School contract – to be signed by all girls and handed in to Miss Weatherby’, when an impossibly jarring, jangling sound rang out, echoing horribly loudly in the corridor outside.

Fatima jumped, visibly as startled as I was, and turned to me.

‘What the fuck was that? Don’t tell me we’re going to get that every time there’s a meal?’

‘I guess so.’ I found my heart was beating rapidly with the shock of the noise. ‘Bloody hell. Do you think we’ll get used to it?’

‘Probably not, but I guess we’d better start back, hadn’t we? I doubt we’re going to find that butter place in five minutes.’

I nodded, and opened the door to the corridor to try to retrace our steps. Hearing footsteps from above, I looked up, hoping we might be able to follow these strangers to the dinner hall.

But the legs that I saw descending the stone spiral stairs were long, very long, and unmistakably familiar. In fact I had watched those legs being swathed in distinctly non-regulation stockings just a few hours earlier.

‘Well, well, well,’ said a voice, and I saw Thea, followed closely by Kate, round the bottom of the spiral. ‘Guess who’s in Tower 2B. It looks like we might be having some fun this year, doesn’t it?’


‘SO YOU REALLY don’t drink anymore?’ Kate says to Fatima, as she refills my glass, and then her own. Her face in the lamplight as she looks up at Fatima is quizzical, her eyebrows quirked in something not quite a frown, and faintly interrogative. ‘Like … at all?’

Fatima nods and pushes her plate away.

‘Like, at all. It’s part of the deal, innit?’ She rolls her eyes at her own phrasing.

‘Do you miss it?’ I ask. ‘Drinking, I mean.’

Fatima takes a sip from the lemonade she brought with her from the car, and then shrugs.

‘Honestly? Not really. I mean, yes, I remember how fun it was sometimes, and the taste of a gin and tonic and all that. But it’s not like –’

She stops. I think I know what she was about to say. It wasn’t like alcohol had been an unmixed blessing. Maybe without it, we wouldn’t have made some of the mistakes we had.

‘I’m happy like this,’ she says at last. ‘I’m in a good place. And it makes things easier in some ways. You know … driving … being pregnant. It’s not such a big deal, stopping.’

I take a sip of the red wine, watching the way it glints in the low lights strung from the ceiling, thinking of Freya sleeping just above our heads, and the alcohol filtering through my blood into my milk.

‘I try to keep a lid on it,’ I say. ‘For Freya. I mean, I’ll have a glass or two, but that’s it, while I’m still feeding her. But I’m not going to lie, it was bloody tough not drinking at all for nine months. The only thing that got me through it was thinking of the bottle of Pouilly-Fumé in the fridge for afterwards.’

‘Nine months.’ Kate swirls the wine thoughtfully in her glass. ‘It’s years since I’ve gone even nine days without a drink. But you don’t smoke any more, do you, Isa? That’s quite an achievement.’

I smile.

‘Yeah, I gave up when I met Owen and I’ve been pretty good on that. But that’s it – I can’t cope with cutting out more than one vice at a time. You were lucky you never started,’ I add to Fatima.

She laughs.

‘It’s a good thing really, makes it easier to lecture my patients on the evils of tobacco. Last thing you want is your GP telling you to quit while stinking of fags. Ali still has the odd one though. He thinks I don’t know, but of course I do.’

‘Don’t you want to say something?’ I ask, thinking of Owen. Fatima shrugs.

‘It’s his conscience. I’d go mental if he did it in front of the kids, but aside from that, it’s between him and Allah what he does with his body.’

‘It’s so …’ Kate says, and then she laughs. ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to be weird about this. I just can’t get over it. You’re the same old Fatima, and yet …’ She waves a hand at the hijab. Fatima has taken it off her head, but it’s lying draped around her shoulders, like a reminder of how things have changed. ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s great. It’s just going to take me a while to … to match things up. Same with Isa and Freya, I guess.’ She smiles at me, and I see the fine lines at the corner of her mouth. ‘It was so weird when you turned up at the station, with this little person. And seeing you toting her around, wiping her face, changing a nappy like you’ve been doing it all your life … It’s hard to remember you’re a mum when you’re sitting there, in the same chair as always. You look exactly the same, it’s like nothing’s changed and yet …’

And yet everything has changed.

It is gone eleven when Fatima looks at her watch, and pushes her chair back from the table. We have talked and talked, about everything from Fatima’s patients to the village gossip and Owen’s work, but always skirting around the unspoken question – why has Kate summoned us back so urgently?

‘I’m going to have to head up,’ she says. ‘Can I use the bathroom?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Kate says, without looking up. She is rolling a cigarette, her slim brown fingers prodding and shaping the tobacco with practised deftness. She raises it to her lips, licks the paper and then puts the finished roll-up on the table.

‘And am I out the back or …?’

‘Oh, sorry, I should have told you.’ Kate shakes her head, admonishing herself. ‘No, Thea’s got the downstairs bedroom. I’ve put you in my old room. I’m on the top floor now.’

Fatima nods, and heads up to the bathroom, leaving me and Kate alone. I watch as Kate picks up the cigarette and taps one end on the table.

‘Don’t mind me,’ I say, knowing she is holding back on my account, but she shakes her head.

‘No, it’s not fair. I’ll go out on the jetty.’

‘I’ll come,’ I say, and she opens the gappy wooden door that leads out onto the jetty on the river side of the Mill, and we go out together into the warm night air.

It is quite dark, and a beautiful moon is rising above the Reach. Kate walks to the left-hand edge of the jetty, the end that faces upriver, towards Salten village, and for a minute I don’t understand, but then I see why. The other end of the jetty, the unfenced end where we used to sit, our feet dangling in the water at high tide, is completely submerged. Kate sees my gaze, and shrugs resignedly.

‘It’s what happens at high tide now.’ She looks at her watch. ‘That’s as high as it’ll get though – it’ll start to ebb soon.’

‘But – but, Kate, I had no idea. Is this what you meant when you said the place is sinking?’

She nods, lights up with a flare of her Bic lighter, and inhales deeply.

‘But, this is serious. I mean, this is really sinking.’

‘I know,’ Kate says. Her voice is flat as she blows a long plume of smoke into the night. I feel desire twist in my gut. I can almost taste the smoke. ‘But what can you do?’ she asks rhetorically, around the roll-up lodged in the corner of her mouth.

Suddenly I can’t bear it any longer. The waiting.

‘Give me a drag.’

‘What?’ Kate turns to look at me, her face shadowed in the moonlight. ‘Isa, no. Come on, you’ve given up!’

‘You know full well, you’re never an ex-addict, you’re just an addict who hasn’t had a fix in a while,’ I say without thinking, and then with a lurch I realise what I’ve said, and who I’m quoting, and it’s like a knife in my heart. I still think of him, even after all these years, how much worse must it be for Kate?

‘Oh God,’ I say, putting out my hand. ‘I’m sorry, I –’

‘It’s OK,’ she says, though she has stopped smiling, and the lines around her month are suddenly graven deeper than before. She takes another long drag, and then puts the roll-up between my outstretched fingers. ‘I think about him all the time. One more reminder doesn’t hurt me any more or less.’

I hold the roll-up, light as a match, between my fingers, and then with a feeling like slipping into a hot bath, I put the tip between my lips and I draw the smoke deep, deep into my lungs. Oh God, it’s so good …

And then two things happen. Far up the Reach, towards the bridge, twin beams of light swing across the waves. A car is stopping at the end of Kate’s rutted lane.

And from the baby monitor in my pocket there comes a thin, squawking cry that tugs at my heart, and my head goes up, jerked by the invisible line that connects me to Freya.

‘Here.’ Kate holds out her hand and I hastily give the cigarette back. I can’t believe what I just did. A glass of wine is one thing, but am I really going to go and hold my daughter stinking of cigarette smoke? What would Owen say? ‘You go to Freya,’ she says. ‘I’ll see who …’

But as I run inside and up the stairs to the bedroom where I’ve left Freya, I know who. I know exactly who.

It’s Thea, coming, just as she promised. We are all here at last.


UPSTAIRS I ALMOST bump into Fatima on the landing, coming out of her room, Kate’s old room.

‘Sorry,’ I say breathlessly. ‘Freya’s …’

She stands back, letting me pass, and I sprint into the room at the end of the corridor, where Kate has set up the bentwood cradle that once held her, as a baby.

It’s a beautiful room – the best perhaps, except maybe the one Kate herself now occupies, a bedroom and studio combined, which is the entire top floor of the mill and used to be her father’s.

When I pick Freya up she is hot and sticky, and I peel her out of her sleeping bag, realising how warm it is here. As I’m shushing her over my shoulder, I hear a noise behind me and turn to see Fatima in the doorway, looking wonderingly around, and I realise what I failed to notice as I hurried past her on the landing: she’s still fully dressed.

‘I thought you were going to bed?’

She shakes her head.

‘I was praying.’ Her voice is low and hushed, trying not to spook Freya. ‘It’s so weird, Isa. Seeing you here, in his room.’

‘I know,’ I say. I settle myself on the wicker chair while Fatima steps over the threshold and takes in our surroundings: the low slanting windows, the polished dark wood floor, the leaf skeletons strung from the beams, shivering in the warm breeze from the open window. Kate has taken away most of Luc’s possessions, his music posters, the pile of unwashed clothes behind the door, the acoustic guitar propped up against the windowsill, the ancient seventies turntable that used to rest on the floor by the bed. But it is still haunted by his presence, and I can’t think of it as anything but Luc’s room, even though Kate called it the back bedroom when she took me up.

‘Did you keep in touch?’ Fatima asks. I shake my head.

‘No, you?’

‘No.’ She sits on the edge of the bed. ‘But you must have thought about him, right?’

I don’t answer for a minute; I take a moment, rearrange the muslin next to Freya’s cheek.

‘A bit,’ I say at last. ‘Now and then.’

But that’s a lie – and worse, it’s a lie to Fatima. That was the most important rule of the Lying Game. Lie to everyone else, yes. But to each other – never.

I think of all the lies I have repeated and repeated over the years, until they became so engrained they felt like the truth: I left because I wanted a change. I don’t know what happened to him, he just disappeared. I did nothing wrong.

Fatima is silent, but her bird-bright eyes are steady on me, and I let my hand drop from where I have been fiddling with my hair. When you watch people lying as often as we have, you get to know each other’s tells. Thea bites her nails. Fatima avoids eye contact. Kate goes still and remote and unreachable. And I … I fret at my hair, twining it into knots around my fingers, weaving a web as tangled as our falsehoods, without even noticing what I’m doing.

I worked so hard to overcome it, back then. And now I can see from Fatima’s sympathetic smile that my old quirk has betrayed me again.

‘That’s not true,’ I admit. ‘I did think about him … a lot. Did you?’

She nods.

‘Of course.’

There is silence, and I know we are both thinking about him … about his hands, long and narrow, with strong fingers that ran across the strings of the guitar, first slow as a lover, then faster than you could see. About his eyes, changeable as a tiger’s, and the way they flickered from copper-coloured in the sunshine to golden brown in the shadows. His face is etched into my memory, and now, I see him, so clearly that it’s almost as if he’s standing in front of me – the jutting Roman nose that made his profile so distinctive, the broad expressive mouth, the sweep of his brows and the way they winged upwards slightly at the edges, giving him the look of someone always just about to frown.

I sigh, and Freya stirs in her light slumber.

‘Do you want me to go?’ Fatima says quietly. ‘If I’m disturbing her …’

‘No, stay,’ I say. Freya’s eyes are drifting shut and then snapping open, and her limbs are becoming loose and heavy, and I know she is nearly back to sleep.

Freya is lolling now, and I lay her gently into the cradle.

Just in time, for below I hear the sound of footsteps, and a crash as a door is flung open, and Thea’s voice, ringing through the house above Shadow’s barking.

‘Honeys, I’m home!’

Freya startles, flinging out her arms, starfish-wise, but I put a hand on her chest, and her eyes drift shut, and then I follow Fatima out of Luc’s room, and down the stairs to where Thea is waiting.


LOOKING BACK AT Salten House, the thing that I remember most is the contrasts. The searing brightness that came off the sea on a sunny winter’s day, and the midnight black of a country night – deeper than any London dark. The quiet concentration of the art rooms, and the shrieking cacophony of the buttery, with three hundred hungry girls waiting to be fed. And, most of all, the intensity of the friendships that sprang up after only a few weeks in that hothouse atmosphere … and the enmities that went with that.

It was the noise that struck me most, that first night. Fatima and I were unpacking when the bell went for supper, moving around the room in a silence that was already companionable and easy. When the bell shrieked out and we tumbled hastily into the corridor, the wall of sound that met us was like nothing I had heard at my day school – and it only intensified when we walked into the buttery. Lunch had been busy enough, but girls had been arriving all day, and now the hall was rammed, the din of three hundred high-pitched voices enough to make your eardrums bleed.

Fatima and I were standing uncertainly, looking for a space to sit as girls pushed purposefully past us on all sides, heading for their own particular friends, when I saw Thea and Kate at the end of one of the long polished wood tables. They were facing each other, and there was a spare place beside each of them. I nodded at Fatima and we began to make our way over – but then another girl cut in front of us, and I realised she was aiming there too. There would not be enough space for all of us.

‘You take it,’ I said to Fatima, trying to sound as if I didn’t mind. ‘I’m happy going on another table.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Fatima gave me a friendly shove. ‘I’m not abandoning you! There’s got to be two seats together somewhere.’

But she didn’t move. There was something about the way the other girl was walking towards Kate and Thea that didn’t seem quite right – there was a purpose to it, a hostility that I couldn’t quite pin down.

‘Looking for a seat?’ Thea said sweetly as the girl reached her. I’d later come to know her as Helen Fitzpatrick, and she was cheerful and gossipy, but now she laughed, disbelieving and bitter.

‘Thanks, but I’d rather sit by the toilets. Why the hell did you tell me Miss Weatherby was pregnant? I sent her a congratulations card, and she went completely mental. I’ve been gated for six weeks.’

Thea said nothing, but I could see she was trying not to laugh, and Kate, who was sitting with her back to Helen, mouthed ten points, and held up her fingers to Thea, grinning.

‘Well?’ Helen demanded.

‘My mistake. I must have misheard.’

‘Don’t bullshit me! You’re a filthy liar.’

‘It was a joke,’ Thea said. ‘I never told you it was definite – I said I’d heard on the grapevine. Next time, check your facts.’

‘I’ll give you facts. I heard some facts about your last school, Thea. I met a girl from there at tennis camp. She said you’re not right in the head and they had to expel you. Well, they had the right idea, if you ask me. The sooner they chuck you out of here the better as far as I’m concerned.’

Kate stood up at that and swung round to face Helen. Her face was quite changed from the mischievous, friendly expression I’d seen on the train. It was full of a cold, hard anger that scared me a little.

‘You know what your problem is?’ She leaned forward, so that Helen took a step back, almost involuntarily. ‘You spend far too much time listening to rumours. If you stopped believing every nasty bit of gossip floating around, you wouldn’t have got grounded.’

‘Fuck you,’ Helen spat, and then all the girls jumped as a voice came from behind the little group. It was Miss Farquharson, Gym.

‘Everything quite all right here?’

Helen shot a look at Thea, and seemed to bite her tongue.

‘Yes, Miss Farquharson,’ she said, her voice sulky.

‘Thea? Kate?’

‘Yes, Miss Farquharson,’ Kate said.

‘Good. Look, there are two new girls hovering behind you looking for a space, and no one’s asked them to sit down. Fatima, Isa, make room for yourselves on the benches. Helen, do you need a seat?’

‘No, Miss Farquharson. Jess is saving me one.’

‘Then I suggest you go and take it.’ Miss Farquharson turned and was about to go, when she stopped, and her expression changed. She bent, and sniffed the air above Thea’s head. ‘Thea, what’s this I smell? Please don’t tell me you have been smoking on school property? Miss Weatherby made it very clear last term that if there were any further instances of this we’d be calling your father and discussing suspension.’

There was a long pause. I saw Thea’s fingers were gripping the table edge. She exchanged a look with Kate, and then opened her mouth – but to my own surprise, I found myself speaking first.

‘We were stuck in a smoking carriage, Miss Farquharson. On the train. There was a man there with a cigar – poor Thea was sitting next to him.’

‘It was disgusting,’ Fatima put in. ‘Like, really stinky. I felt sick even though I was by the window.’

Miss Farquharson turned to look at us, and I could see her appraising us both – me with my clear, girlish face and smile, and Fatima, her dark eyes innocent and guileless. I felt my fingers go nervously to my hair, and stopped myself, linking my fingers together behind my back, like a kind of restraint hold. Slowly, Miss Farquharson nodded.

‘How very unpleasant. Well, we’ll say nothing more, Thea. This time. Now sit down, girls. The prefects will start serving out in a moment.’

We sat down, and Miss Farquharson moved away.

‘Bloody hell,’ Thea whispered. She reached across the table to where I was sitting, and squeezed my hand, her fingers cold against mine and still shaking with spent nerves. ‘And … God, I don’t know what to say. Thank you!’

‘Seriously,’ Kate said. She shook her head, her expression a mix of relief and rueful admiration. The steely fury I’d seen in her expression as she faced up to Helen was gone, as if it had never existed. ‘Both of you pulled that off like pros.’

‘Welcome to the Lying Game,’ Thea said. She glanced at Kate. ‘Right?’

And Kate nodded.

‘Welcome to the Lying Game. Oh –’ her face broke into grin – ‘and ten points.’


IT DIDN’T TAKE Fatima and me long to find out why the tower was considered to have the best rooms – in fact we worked it out that very first evening. I had returned to our room after watching a film in the common room. Fatima was already there, lying on her bed, writing what looked like a letter on thin airmail paper, her mahogany hair hanging like dark curtains of silk on either side of her face.

She looked up as I came in and yawned, and I saw she was already in her pyjamas – a skimpy vest top and pink flannel shorts. The top rode up as she stretched, showing a strip of flat stomach.

‘Ready for bed?’ she asked, sitting up.

‘Definitely.’ I sat down on the mattress with a squeak of springs and pulled off my shoes. ‘God, I’m shattered. So many new faces …’

‘I know.’ Fatima shook back her hair and folded the letter into her bedside table. ‘I couldn’t face meeting more people after supper so I came back here. Was that awful of me?’

‘Don’t be silly. It’s probably what I should have done. I didn’t talk to anyone really anyway – it seemed to be mostly younger girls.’

‘What was the film?’

‘Clueless,’ I said, stifling a yawn of my own, and then I turned my back to start unbuttoning my shirt. I had imagined a cubicle, like in boarding-school stories, with curtains you could pull around, but it turned out that was only for the dormitories. Girls in bedrooms were expected just to give each other privacy when necessary.

I was in my pyjamas, and rummaging in my locker for my sponge bag, when a noise made me stop and look over my shoulder. It had sounded like a knock, but it hadn’t come from the door side of the room.

‘Was that you?’ I asked Fatima.

She shook her head.

‘I was about to ask the same thing. It sounded like it came from the window.’

The curtains were closed, and we both stood, listening, feeling oddly tense and foolish. I was just about to shrug it off with a laugh and a comment about Rapunzel, when the sound came again, louder this time, making us both squeak and then giggle nervously.

It had come, quite definitely this time, from the window closest to my bed and I strode across to it and pulled back the curtain.

I don’t know what I was expecting – but whatever it was, it was not what I saw: a pale face peering through the glass, surrounded by the darkness. For a minute, I just gaped, and then I remembered what I had seen from the minibus as it made its way up the drive: the black wiry tendrils of the fire escapes, twining up the sides of the building and round the towers, and I looked closer. It was Kate.

She grinned, and made a twisting motion with her wrist, and I realised that she wanted me to open the window.

The clasp was rusty and stiff, and I struggled for a moment, before it gave with a screech.

‘Well,’ Kate said. She waved a hand at a rickety black metal structure below her, silhouetted against the paler background of the sea. ‘What are you waiting for?’

I looked back at Fatima, who shrugged and nodded, and then, pulling the blanket off the foot of my bed, I clambered up onto the windowsill and out into the cool autumn darkness.

Outside, the night air was still and calm, and as Fatima and I followed Kate quietly up the shivering metal steps of the fire escape, I could hear the far-off crash of the waves against the shingle shore, and the screech of the gulls wheeling and calling out to sea.

Thea was waiting at the top of the fire escape as we rounded the last curve of the tower. She had on a T-shirt, and it barely skimmed her long, slim thighs.

‘Spread out that blanket,’ she said to me, and I flung it out across the wire mesh and sat down beside her.

‘So now you know,’ Kate said, with a conspiratorial smile. ‘You have our secret in your hands.’

‘And all we can offer in return for your silence,’ Thea drawled, ‘is this –’ she held up a bottle of Jack Daniel’s – ‘and these.’ And she held up a packet of Silk Cut. ‘Do you smoke?’ She tapped the packet and held it out towards us, a single cigarette poking from the top.

Fatima shook her head.

‘No. But I’ll have some of that.’ She nodded at the bourbon, and Kate passed her the bottle. Fatima took a long swig, shuddered, and then wiped her mouth with a grin.

‘Isa?’ Thea said, still holding out the cigarette.

I didn’t smoke. I had tried it once or twice at my school in London, and hadn’t enjoyed it. And more than that, I knew that my parents would hate me smoking, particularly my father, who had smoked himself as a younger man and had periodic relapses into self-hatred and cigars.

But here … here I was someone else … someone new.

Here I was not the conscientious schoolgirl who always got her homework in on time, and did the vacuuming before she went out with her friends.

Here I could be anyone I wanted. Here I could be someone completely different.

‘Thanks,’ I said. I took the cigarette from Thea’s outstretched packet and when Kate flicked her Bic lighter, I leaned in towards the flame-filled cup made by her hands, my hair falling across her honey-brown arm like a caress, and I took a cautious puff, blinking against the sting in my eyes, and hoping I wouldn’t choke.

‘Thanks for earlier,’ Thea said. ‘The smoking I mean. You … you really saved my bacon. I don’t know what would happen if I got expelled again. I seriously think Dad might get me locked up.’

‘It was nothing.’ I breathed out, watching the thread of smoke float up, past the rooftops of the school, towards a glorious white moon, just a shade off full. ‘But listen, what did you mean, that thing you said at dinner? About the points?’

‘It’s how we keep track,’ Kate said. ‘Ten points for suckering someone completely. Five for an inspired story or for making another player corpse. Fifteen points for taking down someone really snooty. But the points don’t count for anything important, it’s just … I don’t know. To make it more fun.’

‘It’s a version of a game they used to play at one of my old schools,’ Thea said. She took a languid puff of her cigarette. ‘They did it to new girls. The idea was to get them to do something stupid – you know, tell them that it was tradition for all students to take their bath towel to evening prep to make it faster for evening showers, or persuade them first years could only walk clockwise round the quad. Pathetic stuff. Anyway, when I came here I was the new girl all over again, and I thought, fuck them. I’ll be the one who lies this time. And this time I’ll make it count. I won’t pick on the new girls, the ones who can’t defend themselves. I’ll do it to the ones in charge – the teachers, the popular girls. The ones who think they’re above it all.’ She blew out a plume of smoke. ‘Only, the first time I lied to Kate, she didn’t hit the roof and threaten to have me ostracised, she just laughed. And that’s when I knew. She wasn’t one of them.’

‘And neither are you,’ Kate said conspiratorially. ‘Right?’

‘Right,’ Fatima said. She took another swig from the bottle and grinned.

I only nodded. I brought the cigarette up to my lips and puffed again, inhaling deeply this time, feeling the smoke going down into my lungs, and filtering through my blood. My head swam, and the hand holding the cigarette shook as I put it down to rest on the meshed wire of the fire-escape platform, but I said nothing, hoping only that the others hadn’t noticed the sudden head rush.

I felt Thea watching me, and I had the strangest conviction that in spite of my composure, she was not deceived and knew exactly what was passing through my mind, and the struggle I was having to pretend that I was used to this, but she didn’t tease me about it, she just held out the bottle.

‘Drink up,’ she said, her vowels sharp as glass, and then, as if recognising her own imperiousness she grinned, softening the haughtiness of the command. ‘You need something to take the edge off the first day.’

I thought of my mother, asleep under a sheet in hospital, poison trickling into her veins, my brother alone in his new room at Charterhouse, my father driving back through the night to our empty house in London … my nerves sang, tight as violin strings, and I nodded, and reached out with my free hand.

When the whiskey hit my mouth it burned like fire, and I had to fight the urge to choke and cough, but I swallowed it down, feeling it scald my gullet all the way to my stomach, feeling the tight fibres of my core relax, just a little. Then held the bottle out towards Kate.

Kate took it and put it to her lips, and when she drank, it wasn’t a cautious swig like the ones Fatima and I had taken, but two, three full-on gulps, without pausing, or even flinching; she might have been drinking milk.

When she had finished, she wiped her mouth, her eyes glinting in the darkness.

‘Here’s to us,’ she said, holding the bottle high, the moonlight striking off the glass. ‘May we never grow old.’



THEA, OUT OF all of them, is the person I have not seen for longest, and so the image in my mind’s eye as I descend the stairs, is the girl of seventeen years ago, with her beautiful face, and her hair like a storm front coming across a sunlit sky.

As I round the corner of the rickety stairs, it’s not Thea I see first, but the watercolour that Ambrose did, in the corner of the staircase, Thea, swimming in the Reach. Ambrose has caught the sunlight on her skin and the prismed light filtering through the water, and her head is flung back, her long hair slicked to her skull making her even more arresting.

It is with that picture in my head that I turn the final curve, wondering what to expect – and Thea is waiting.

She is more beautiful than ever – I would not have thought that were possible, but it’s true. Her face is thinner, her features more defined, and her dark hair is cropped close to her skull. It’s as if her beauty has been pared back to its bones, shorn of the two-tone waterfall of silky hair, of make-up and jewellery.

She is older, more striking, even thinner – too thin. And yet she is exactly the same.

I think of Kate’s toast, that night long ago when we barely knew each other. May we never grow old …

‘Thee,’ I breathe.

And then I am holding her, and feeling her bones, and Fatima is hugging her and laughing, and Thee is saying, ‘For Christ’s sake, you two, you’re crushing me! And watch out for my boots, the fucker chucked me out of the cab halfway up the Reach. I practically had to wade here.’

She smells of cigarettes … and alcohol, its sweetness like overripe fruit heavy on her breath as she laughs into my hair, before letting us both go and walking to the table in the window.

‘I can’t believe you two are mums.’ Her smile is just as it always was, curved, a little wry, concealing secrets. She pulls out the chair that was always hers when we sat and smoked and drank into the small hours, and sits down, putting a Sobranie cigarette, black with a gold tip, between her lips. ‘How did they let reprobates like you reproduce?’

‘I know, right?’ Fatima pulls out her own chair and sits opposite, her back to the stove. ‘That’s pretty much what I said to Ali when they gave me Nadia to take home from the hospital. What the hell do I do now?’

Kate picks up a plate and holds it out to Thea, one eyebrow raised.

‘Yes? No? Have you eaten? There’s plenty of couscous left.’

Thea shakes her head, and lights her cigarette before she answers, blowing out a stream of smoke.

‘I’m fine. I just want a drink. And to find out why the hell we’re all here.’

‘We have wine … and wine …’ Kate says. She looks through the lopsided dresser. ‘And … wine. That’s it.’

‘Christ, you’ve gone soft on me. No spirits? Go on then, I guess I’ll have wine.’

Kate pours into one of the cracked green-blue glasses on the side, a huge glass, a third of a bottle at least, and hands it to Thea, who holds it up, watching the candle in the centre of the table through the ruby depths.

‘To us,’ she says at last. ‘May we never grow old.’

But I don’t want to drink to that now. I do want to grow old. I want to grow old, see Freya grow up, feel the wrinkles on my face.

I am saved from commenting when Thea pauses, her glass halfway to her lips, and points with one finger at Fatima’s glass of lemonade.

‘Hang on, hang on, what’s this shit? Lemonade? You can’t drink a toast with lemonade. You’re not knocked up again, are you?’

Fatima shakes her head with a smile, and then points to the scarf lying loose around her shoulders.

‘Times have changed, Thea. This isn’t just a fashion accessory.’

‘Oh, darling, come on, wearing a hijab doesn’t mean you have to be a nun! We get Muslims in the casino all the time, one of them told me for a fact that if you drink gin and tonic it doesn’t count as alcohol, it’s classified as medicine because of the quinine.’

‘A, that advice is what’s technically termed in theological circles as “bullshit”,’ Fatima says. She’s still smiling, but there’s a little hint of steel under her light voice. ‘And B, you have to wonder about the dissociative powers of anyone wearing a hijab in a casino, considering the Koranic teachings on gambling.’

There is silence in the room. I exchange a glance with Kate, and draw a breath to speak, but I can’t think what to say, other than to tell Thea to shut the fuck up.

‘You weren’t always such a prude,’ Thea says at last, sipping her wine, and beside me I feel Kate stiffen with anxiety, but Thea is smiling, the corner of her mouth just quirked with that wry little tilt. ‘In fact, I might be wrong, but I distinctly remember a certain game of strip poker …? Or am I thinking of a different Ms Qureshy?’

‘You weren’t always such a dick,’ Fatima replies, but there’s no rancour in her voice, and she is smiling too. She reaches across the table and punches Thea lightly on the arm, and Thea laughs, and her real, true smile – the one which is wide and generous and full of self-mockery – flashes out in spite of herself.

‘Liar,’ she says, still grinning, and the tension leaches out of the air, like static electricity discharging into the ground with a harmless crackle.

I don’t know what time it is when I get up from the table to go to the bathroom. It must be long past midnight. I look in at Freya on my way back, and she is sleeping peacefully, her arms and legs sprawled in complete relaxation.

As I make my way down the curving stairs to where my old friends sit, I am overwhelmed by a sharp pang of déjà vu. Fatima, Thea, Kate, they are seated in their old accustomed places, and for a moment, their heads bent around the flickering light of the candle, they could be fifteen again. I have the strangest impression of a gramophone record that has skipped, retracing over the echoes of our former selves, and I feel the ghosts of the past crowd in, Ambrose … Luc … My heart clutches in my chest, an almost physical pain, and for a moment – a brief, stabbing moment – a picture flashes before my eyes, a scene I have tried so hard to forget.

I shut my eyes, put my hands to my face, trying to scrub the image away – and when I open them again it’s just Thea, Fatima and Kate there. But the memory remains – a body, stretched out on the rug, four shocked white faces, stained with tears …

There is a chilly touch on my hand, and I swing round, my heart thumping as I survey the stairs, winding up into darkness.

I’m not sure who I was expecting – there is no one here but us, after all – but whoever it was, they are not there – just the shadows of the room, and the faces of our former selves looking out from the walls.

Then I hear Kate’s low laugh, and I realise. It’s not a ghost, but a shadow – Kate’s dog, Shadow, his cold nose against my hand, looking plaintive and confused.

‘He thinks it’s bedtime,’ Kate says. ‘He’s hoping someone will take him out for a last walk.’

‘A walk?’ Thea says. She takes out another Sobranie, and puts the gold tip between her lips. ‘Screw that. I say a swim.’

‘I didn’t bring my costume,’ I say automatically, before I work out what her raised eyebrow and wickedly provocative expression means, and I start to laugh, half reluctantly. ‘No way, and anyway, Freya’s asleep upstairs. I can’t leave her.’

‘So don’t swim far!’ Thea says. ‘Kate. Towels!’

Kate stands up, takes a gulp from the glass of wine on the table in front of us, and goes to a cupboard near the stove. Inside there are threadbare towels, faded to shades of pastel grey. She throws one at Thea, one at me. Fatima holds up her hands.

‘Thanks, but –’

‘Come on …’ Thea drawls. ‘We’re all women, right?’

‘That’s what they all say, until some drunk comes along on the way back from the pub. I’ll sit it out, cheers.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Thea says. ‘Come on, Isa, Kate, don’t let me down, you losers.’

She stands too, and begins to unbutton her shirt. Underneath I can see already that she is not wearing a bra.

I don’t want to undress. I know Thea would laugh at my self-consciousness, but I can’t help thinking of my post-pregnancy body, my blue-veined milky breasts, and the stretch marks on my still-soft belly. It would be different if Fatima were swimming too, but she’s not – it will be me and Thea and Kate, both of them as slim and lithe as seventeen years ago. But I know I won’t get out of it, not without a ribbing from Thea. And besides, there’s part of me that wants to. It’s not just the stickiness of the hair against my neck, and the way my dress is clinging to the perspiration on my back. It’s more than that. We are here, all of us. There’s part of me that wants to relive that.

I take a towel and walk outside into the darkness. I never had the courage to go in first, when we were teenagers. I don’t know why not – some strange superstition, a fear of what might be lurking in the waters. If the others were there, I would be safe. It was always Kate or Thea who led the charge, usually running off the jetty with a shriek to dive-bomb into the centre of the Reach, where the current ran fast. Now, I am too cowardly not to go first.

My dress is soft, stretchy cotton and I peel it off in a single movement and drop it to one side, unhook my bra, and step out of my knickers. Then I draw a breath, and lower myself into the water – quickly, before the others have time to come out and see my soft nakedness.

‘Whoa, Isa’s gone in!’ I hear from inside, as I surface, spluttering with the cold. The night is warm, sweaty even, but the tide is high and the Reach is salt water, straight from the Channel.

Thea strolls out onto the jetty as I tread water, gasping as my skin acclimatises. She is naked, and I see for the first time that her body has changed too, as drastically as mine in some ways. She was always thin, but now she must be close to anorexia, her stomach hollow, her breasts shallow saucers against visible ribs. One thing has not changed though – her complete unselfconsciousness as she saunters to the very edge of the platform, the lamplight casting a tall slim shadow over the waters. Thea has never been ashamed of nakedness.

‘Out of my way, bitches,’ she says, and then she dives, a perfect dive, long and shallow. It’s also suicidally stupid. The Reach is not that deep, and is full of obstructions – pikes in the riverbed, the vestige of old jetties and mooring posts, lobster pots, junk washed downstream by the current, sandbanks that shift and change with the tides and the passing years. She could easily have broken her neck, and on the jetty I see Kate wince with horror, and put her hands to her mouth – but then Thea surfaces, shaking the water off her hair like a dog.

‘What are you waiting for?’ she calls to Kate, who lets out a long slow breath of relief.

‘You idiot,’ she says, something close to anger in her voice. ‘There’s a sandbank in the middle there, you could have killed yourself.’

‘But I didn’t,’ Thea says. She is panting with the cold, her eyes bright. Her arm, as she raises it from the water to beckon to Kate, is rough with goosebumps. ‘Come on, get in the sea, woman.’

Kate hesitates … and for a minute, I think perhaps I know what she is thinking. There is a picture in my mind’s eye … a shallow pit, filling up with water, the sandy sides crumbling away … Then she straightens her spine, an unconscious defiance in every bone.

‘All right.’ She peels off her vest top, steps out of her jeans, and turns to unhook her bra and then, last, before she enters the water, she picks up the bottle of wine she has brought out onto the jetty and takes a long, gulping draught. There is something about the tilt of her head and the movement of her throat that is unbearably young and vulnerable, and just for a moment the years slip away and she is the same Kate, sitting out on the fire escape at Salten House, throwing back her head to drain the whiskey bottle.

Then she lets the bottle drop on top of her pile of clothes, squares herself for the plunge, and I feel the ripples as she hits the water, feet away from me, and sinks beneath the moon-dappled surface.

I wait, expecting her to come up somewhere close … but she doesn’t. There are no bubbles, and it’s impossible to see where she is, the moonlight reflecting off the water makes it hard to see anything beneath.

‘Kate?’ I say, treading water, feeling my anxiety rise as the seconds tick past and there is still no sign of her. And then, ‘Thea, where the hell’s Kate?’

And then I feel something catch on my ankle, a cold, strong grip that jerks me down, deep, deep into the Reach. I catch a breath before I go under, but I am deep below before I can scream, grappling the thing that is pulling me down.

Just as suddenly, it lets go, and I surface, gasping and raking salt water out of my eyes, to find Kate’s grinning face next to mine, her arms holding me up.

‘You bitch!’ I gasp, not sure if I want to hug her or drown her. ‘You could have warned me!’

‘That would have spoiled the point of it,’ Kate says, panting. Her eyes are bright, and laughing.

Thea is far out in the centre of the Reach where the current is strongest and the water is deep, floating on her back in the sweep of the turning tide, swimming to keep herself in one place.

‘Come out,’ she calls. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

With Fatima watching from the jetty, Kate and I swim out to where Thea floats, suspended in reflected starlight, and we turn on our backs, and I feel their hands link with mine, and float, a constellation of bodies, pale in the moonlight, limbs tangled, fingers clutching and bumping and losing hold, and then clutching again.

‘Come on, Fati,’ Thea calls. ‘It’s gorgeous out here.’

And it is. Now the shock of the cold has worn off, it’s surprisingly warm, and the moon above is almost full. When I dive beneath the surface I can see it, glinting, refracted into a thousand shards that pierce the milky, muddy waters of the Reach.

When I surface, I see that Fatima has moved closer to the side of the jetty, and is sitting right at the edge, trailing her fingers in the sea, almost wistfully.

‘It’s not the same without you,’ Kate pleads. ‘Come on … you know you want to …’

Fatima shakes her head and stands, I assume to go inside. But I’m wrong. As I watch, treading water, she takes a breath, and then she leaps – clothes and all, her scarves fluttering like a bird’s wing in the night air, and she hits the surface with a smack.

‘No way!’ Thea crows. ‘She did it!’

And we are scything our way through the water towards her, laughing and shivering with a kind of hysteria, and Fatima is laughing too, wringing out her scarves, and hugging us to keep afloat as the water drags on her clothes.

We are together again.

And for that brief instant in time, it’s all that matters.


IT IS LATE. We have dragged ourselves from the water, laughing and cursing, scraping our shins on the splintered rotten wood, and we have towelled our hair and dried our goosebumped skin. Fatima has changed out of her wet clothes, shaking her head at her own stupidity, and now we are lying sleepily on Kate’s threadbare sofa in our pyjamas and dressing gowns, a tangle of weary limbs and soft worn throws, gossiping, reminiscing, telling the old stories – do you remember …

Fatima’s hair is loose and damp, and with it tangling round her face she looks younger, so much closer to the girl she used to be. It’s hard to believe that she has a husband, and two children of her own. As I watch her, laughing at something Kate has said, the grandfather clock standing against the far wall gives two faint chimes, and she turns to look.

‘Oh blimey. I can’t believe it’s 2 a.m.! I’ve got to get some sleep.’

‘You lightweight,’ Thea says. She doesn’t look in the least tired, in fact she looks as if she could go on for hours – her eyes are sparkling as she knocks back the dregs of a glass of wine. ‘I didn’t even start my shift until midnight last night!’

‘Well, exactly. It’s all very well for you,’ Fatima says. ‘Some of us have spent years conditioning ourselves to the rigid timetable of a nine-to-five job and a couple of pre-schoolers. It’s hard to snap out of it. Look, Isa’s yawning too!’

They all turn to look at me, and I try, unsuccessfully, to stifle the yawn that’s already halfway in motion, and then shrug and smile.

‘Sorry, what can I say? I lost my stamina along with my waist. But Fatima’s right … Freya will be awake at seven. I have to get a few hours in before then.’

‘Come on,’ Fatima says, standing up and stretching. ‘Bed.’

‘Wait,’ Kate says, her voice low, and I realise that out of all of us, she has been the quietest for this last part of the night. Fatima, Thea and I, we have all been telling our favourite stories, anecdotes at the expense of each other, dredged-up memories … but Kate has kept silent, guarding her thoughts. Now, her voice is a surprise, and we all turn to look. She is curled in the armchair, her hair loose and shadowing her face, and there is something in her expression that makes us all stop. My stomach flutters.

‘What?’ Fatima says, and there is uneasiness in her voice. She sits again, but on the edge of the sofa this time, her fingers twining around the edge of the scarf she has draped to dry on the fireguard around the stove. ‘What is it?’

‘I …’ Kate says, and then she stops. She drops her eyes. ‘Oh God,’ she says, almost to herself. ‘I didn’t know it would be this difficult.’

And suddenly I know what she is about to say, and I am not sure that I want to hear it.

‘Spit it out,’ Thea says, her voice hard. ‘Say it, Kate. We’ve skirted round it long enough, it’s time to tell us why.’

Why what? Kate could retort. But she doesn’t need to. We all know what Thea means. Why are we here. What did that text mean, those three little words: I need you.

Kate draws a breath, and she looks up, her face shadowed in the lamplight.

But to my surprise, she doesn’t speak. Instead she gets up, and goes to the pile of newspapers in the scuttle by the stove, left there for lighting the logs. There is one on the top, the Salten Observer, and she holds it out, wordless, her face showing all the fear she has been hiding this long, drunken evening.

It is dated yesterday, and the headline on the front page is very simple.

HUMAN BONE FOUND IN REACH.


Rule Two

Stick to Your Story

‘SHIT.’ THE VOICE that breaks the silence is Fatima’s, surprising me with her vehemence. ‘Shit.’

Kate lets the paper fall and I snatch it up, my eyes darting across the page. Police have been called to identify remains found on the north bank of the Reach at Salten…

My hand is shaking so hard that I can hardly read, and disjointed phrases jumble together as I scan the page. Police spokesperson confirmed … human skeletal remains … unnamed witness … poor state of preservation … forensic examination … locals shocked … area closed to the public …

‘Have they …’ Thea falters, uncharacteristically, and starts again. ‘Do they know …’

She stops.

‘Do they know who it is?’ I finish for her, my voice hard and brittle, looking at Kate who sits with her head bowed beneath the weight of our questions. The paper in my hand trembles, making a sound like leaves falling. ‘The body?’

Kate shakes her head, but she doesn’t need to say the words I know we are all thinking: Not yet …

‘It’s just a bone. It might be completely unconnected, right?’ Thea says, but then her face twists. ‘Fuck, who am I kidding? Shit!’ She slams her fist, the one holding the glass, down onto the table and the glass breaks, shards skittering everywhere.

‘Oh, Thee,’ Kate says, her voice very low.

‘Stop being a bloody drama queen, Thee,’ Fatima says angrily. She goes to the sink to get a cloth and a brush. ‘Did you cut yourself?’ she throws back over her shoulder.

Thea shakes her head, her face white, but she lets Fatima examine her hand, wiping away the dregs of wine with a tea towel. As Fatima pushes back Thea’s sleeve I see what the moonlight outside hid – the trace of white scars on her inner arm, long-healed but still visible, and I can’t stop myself from flinching and looking away, remembering when those cuts were fresh and raw.

‘You idiot,’ Fatima says, but her touch, as she brushes the shards of glass from Thea’s palm, is gentle, and there is a tremor in her voice.

‘I can’t do this,’ Thea says, shaking her head, and I realise for the first time how drunk she is, just holding it together well. ‘Not again, not now. Even rumours – casinos are fucking strict, do you guys realise that? And if the police get involved …’ There is a crack in her voice, the sound of a sob trying to rise to the surface. ‘Shit, I could lose my gaming licence. I might never work again.’

‘Look, we’re all in the same boat,’ Fatima says. ‘You think people want a GP with questions like that hanging over their head? Or a lawyer?’ She jerks her head at me. ‘Isa and I have got just as much to lose as you.’

She doesn’t mention Kate. She doesn’t have to.

‘So what do we do?’ Thea asks at last. She looks from me, to Kate, to Fatima. ‘Shit. Why the hell did you bring us down here?’

‘Because you had a right to know,’ Kate says. Her voice shakes. ‘And because I couldn’t think of a safer way to tell you.’

‘We need to do what we should have done years ago,’ Fatima says vehemently. ‘Get our story straight before they question us.’

‘The story is what it always has been,’ Kate says. She pulls the newspaper away from me and folds it so she can’t see the headline, scoring the page with her nails. Her hands are trembling. ‘The story is, we know nothing. We saw nothing. There’s nothing we can do except stick to that – we can’t change our account.’

‘I mean what do we do now?’ Thea’s voice rises. ‘Do we stay? Go? Fatima has the car, after all. There’s nothing keeping us here.’

‘You stay,’ Kate says, and her voice has that quality that I remember so well – an absolute finality that was impossible to argue with. ‘You stay, because as far as everyone’s concerned, you came down for the dinner tomorrow night.’

‘What?’ Thea frowns, and I remember for the first time that the others don’t know about this. ‘What dinner?’

‘The alumnae dinner.’

‘But, we’re not invited,’ Fatima says. ‘Surely they wouldn’t let us back? Not after what happened?’

Kate shrugs, and for answer, she goes to the corkboard beside the sink, and pulls out a pin securing four stiff white invitations, returning with the cards in her hand.

‘Apparently they would,’ she says, holding them out.

The Salten House Old Girls’ Association invites

................................................

to the Alumnae Summer Ball.

In the space on each card is scrawled our names, handwritten in navy-blue fountain pen.


Kate Atagon

Fatima Chaudhry (née Qureshy)

Thea West

Isa Wilde



Kate holds them, fanned like playing cards, as though inviting us to take one, make a bet.

But I am not looking at the names, or the embossed gilt lettering of the text itself. I am looking at the hole, stabbed through each card by the pin holding them to the corkboard. And I am thinking that, however much we struggled to be free, this is how it always ends, the four of us, skewered together by the past.


ART WAS AN extra for most of us at Salten House, an ‘enrichment’ the school called it, unless you were studying it for an exam, which I was not, so it was some weeks into the term, when the days at Salten had become almost routine, by the time I encountered the art studios, and Ambrose Atagon.

Like most boarding schools, Salten groups pupils in school houses, each named for a Greek goddess. Fatima and I had been put in the same house, Artemis, goddess of the hunt, so our enrichment came round at the same time, and we both found ourselves searching for the studios one frosted October morning after breakfast, walking back and forth across the quad, looking for anyone more knowledgeable than ourselves to ask.

‘Where the bloody hell is it?’ Fatima said again, for the tenth time, and for perhaps the eighth time I answered:

‘I don’t know, but we’ll find it. Stop panicking.’

As the words left my mouth, a second year clutching a huge pad of watercolour paper shot past in the direction of the maths rooms and I called out, ‘Hey, you! Are you heading to art?’

She turned round, her face pink with haste.

‘Yes, but I’m late. What is it?’

‘We’ve got art too, we’re lost, can we follow you?’

‘Yes, but hurry.’ She bolted through an archway covered with white snowberries, and through a wooden door we’d never seen before, hidden in the shadows of the snowberry bush.

Inside there was the inevitable flight of steps – I have never been so fit, since leaving Salten – and we followed her up, and up, two or three flights at least until I began to wonder where on earth we were heading.

At last, the stairs opened out onto a small landing with a wire-hatched glass door, which the girl flung open.

Inside was a long vaulted gallery, the walls low, but the roof arching to a triangular point. The space above our heads was criss-crossed with supporting beams and braces, all hung with drying sketches and balanced with strange items, presumably to be used for still-life compositions – an empty birdcage, a broken lute, a stuffed marmoset, its eyes sad and wise.

There were no windows, for the walls were too low, just skylights in the vaulted roof, and I realised that we must be in the attics above the maths classrooms. The space was flooded with winter sunlight and filled with objects and pictures, entirely unlike any of the other classrooms I had seen so far – white-painted, sterile, and painfully clean – and I stood in the doorway, blinking at the dazzling impression.

‘Sorry, Ambrose,’ the second year gasped, and I blinked again. Ambrose? That was another strangeness. The other teachers at Salten were routinely female, and referred to as Miss whatever their surname was, regardless of their marital status.

No one, but no one, used first names.

I turned, to see the person she had addressed so informally.

And I caught my first sight of Ambrose Atagon.

I once tried to describe Ambrose to an old boyfriend, before I met Owen, but I found it almost impossible. I have photographs, but they only show a man of middle height, with wiry dark hair, and shoulders curved from hunching perpetually over a sketch. He had Kate’s thin mobile face, and years of sketching in the sun and squinting against the bright light of the bay had worn his skin into lines that made him look somehow paradoxically younger than his forty-five years, not older. And he had Kate’s slate-blue eyes, the only remarkable feature he possessed, but even they don’t come alive in a photograph the way they do in my memory – for Ambrose was so alive – always working, laughing, loving … his hands never still, always rolling a cigarette, or sketching a drawing or throwing back a glass of the harsh red wine he kept in two-litre bottles under the sink at the Mill – too rough for anyone else to drink.

Only an artist of the calibre of Ambrose himself could have captured all that life, the contradictions of his still concentration and restless energy, and the mysterious magnetic attraction of a man of very ordinary appearance.

But he never made a self-portrait. Or not that I know of. Ironic, really, when he drew anything and everything around him – the birds on the river, the girls at Salten House, the fragile marsh flowers that shivered and blew in the summer breeze, the ripple of wind on the Reach …

He drew Kate obsessively, littering the house with sketches of her eating, swimming, sleeping, playing … and later he drew me, and Thea, and Fatima, though he always asked our permission. I remember it still, his halting, slight gravelly voice, so like Kate’s. ‘Do you, um, mind if I draw you?’

And we never minded. Though maybe we should have.

One long sunny afternoon he drew me, sitting at the kitchen table with the strap of my dress falling from one shoulder, my chin in my hands, and my eyes fixed on him. And I can still remember the feel of the sun on my cheek, and the heat of my gaze upon him, and the little electric shock that happened every single time he glanced up at my face from his sketch, and our eyes met.

He gave me the drawing, but I don’t know what happened to it. I gave it to Kate, because there was nowhere to hide it at school, and it didn’t feel right to show my parents, or the girls at Salten House. They would not have understood. No one would have understood.

After his disappearance there were whispers – his past, his drug convictions, the fact that he didn’t have a single teaching qualification to his name. That first day though, I knew none of this. I had no idea of the part that Ambrose would play in our lives, and we in his, or how the ripples of our meeting would go on reverberating down the years. I just stood, holding the strap of my bag and panting, as he straightened from his position, hunched over a pupil’s easel. He looked across at me with those blue, blue eyes, and he smiled, a smile that crinkled the skin above his beard, and at the corners of his eyes.

‘Hello,’ he said kindly, putting down the borrowed brush and wiping his hands on his painter’s apron. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Ambrose.’

I opened my mouth, but no words came out. It was something about the intensity of his gaze. The way you could believe, in the moment that he looked at you, that he cared, utterly and completely. That there was no one else in the universe who mattered to him as much as you did. That you were alone, in a crowded room.

‘I’m … I’m Isa,’ I said at last. ‘Isa Wilde.’

‘I’m Fatima,’ Fatima said. She dropped her bag to the floor with a little thump, and I saw her looking around, as full of wonder as I was at this Aladdin’s cave of treasures, so different from the plainness of the rest of the school.

‘Well, Fatima,’ Ambrose said, ‘Isa, I am very pleased to meet you.’

He took my hand in his, but he didn’t shake it, as I’d expected. Instead he pressed my fingers between his, a kind of clasp, as if we were promising each other something. His hands were warm and strong, and there was paint so deeply engrained into the lines of his knuckles and the grooves around his nails that I could see no amount of scrubbing could ever remove it.

‘Now,’ he said, waving a hand to the room behind him. ‘Come in. Pick an easel. And most important, make yourselves at home.’

And we did.

Ambrose’s classes were different, we learned that straight away. At first it was the obvious things I noticed – that Ambrose answered to his first name, that none of the girls were wearing ties or blazers, for example.

‘Nothing worse than a tie dragging across your watercolour,’ he said that first day as he invited us to take them off. But it was more than that – something other than straight practicality. A loosening of formality. A space, a much needed space, to breathe, in amongst all the sterile conformity of Salten House.

In class he was a professional – in spite of all the girls who ‘pashed’ on him, unbuttoning their shirts to the point where you could see their bras, as they reached across the canvas. He kept his distance – physically, as well as metaphorically. That first day, when he saw me struggling with my sketch, he came and stood behind me, and I had a sharp memory of my old art mistress, Miss Driver, who used to lean over her students’ shoulders to make alterations, so that you could feel the heat of her pressed against your spine, and smell her sweat.

Ambrose by contrast stood his distance, a foot behind me, silent and contemplative, looking from my page up to the mirror I had propped on the table in front of my easel. We were doing self-portraits.

‘It’s crap, isn’t it?’ I said hopelessly. And then I bit my tongue, expecting a reprimand for the bad language. But Ambrose didn’t even seem to notice. He just stood, his eyes narrowed, seeming hardly to notice me at all, his whole attention fixed on the paper. I held out the pencil, expecting him to draw in corrections like Miss Driver. He took it, almost absently, but he didn’t make a mark on the page. Instead he turned to look at me.

‘It’s not crap,’ he said seriously. ‘But you’re not looking, you’re drawing what you think is there. Look. Really look at yourself in the mirror.’

I turned, trying hard to look at myself, and not at Ambrose’s lined, weathered face standing over my shoulder. All I saw was flaws – the spots on my chin, the hint of baby fat around the jaw, the way my unruly flyaway hair wisped out from the elastic band.

‘The reason it’s not coming together is because you’re drawing the features, not the person. You’re more than a collection of frown lines and doubts. The person I see when I look at you …’ He stopped, and I waited, feeling his eyes on me, trying not to squirm beneath the intensity of his gaze. ‘I see someone brave,’ he said at last. ‘I see someone who’s trying very hard. I see someone who’s nervous, but stronger than she knows. I see someone who’s worried, but doesn’t need to be.’

I felt my cheeks flame, but the words, which would have been unbearably corny coming from anyone else, somehow sounded matter-of-fact, when delivered in Ambrose’s gravelled voice.

‘Draw that,’ he said. He handed the pencil back to me, and his face broke into a smile, crinkling his cheeks, and drawing lines at the corners of his eyes as if someone had sketched them in there and then. ‘Draw the person I see.’

I could find nothing to say. I only nodded.

I can hear his voice in my head now, clipped and husky, so like Kate’s. Draw the person I see.

I still have that drawing somewhere, and it shows a girl whose face is open to the world, a girl with nothing to hide but her own insecurities. But that person, the person Ambrose saw and believed in, she doesn’t exist any more.

Perhaps she never did.


FREYA WAKES AS I tiptoe quietly into Luc’s room (I can’t think of it as anything else) and though I try to lull her back to sleep, she’s having none of it, and in the end I take her into my bed – Luc’s bed – and feed her lying down, bracing myself with an arm arched over her compact little body, so I don’t let my weight fall on top of her when I fall asleep.

I lie there, watching her, and waiting for sleep to claim me, and I think about Ambrose … and Luc … and Kate, all alone now, in this slowly crumbling house, this beautiful millstone around her neck. It is slipping away from her, into the shifting sands of the Reach, and unless she can let go, it will drag her down too.

The house shifts and creaks in the wind, and I sigh and turn my pillow to the cool side.

I should be thinking of Owen and home, but I’m not. I’m thinking of the old days, the long languid summer days we spent here, drinking and swimming and laughing, while Ambrose sketched, and Luc watched us all with his lazy almond-shaped eyes.

Perhaps it’s the room, but Luc feels very present to me in a way he hasn’t for seventeen years, and as I lie there, my eyes closed, the ghosts of his old possessions around me, and the cool of his sheets against my skin, I have the strangest sensation that he is lying next to me – a warm, slender stranger with sun-dark limbs and tangled hair.

The impression is so real that I force myself to turn over and open my eyes to try to dispel the illusion, and of course it’s only Freya and me in the bed, and I shake my head.

What am I coming to? I am as bad as Kate, haunted by the ghosts of the past.

But I remember lying here, one night, long ago, and I have that feeling again of the record skipped in its groove, tracing and re-tracing the same voices and tracks.

They are here: Luc, Ambrose, and not just them, but ourselves, the ghosts of our past, the slim laughing girls we used to be before that summer ended with a cataclysmic crash, leaving us all scarred in our own ways, trying to move on, lying not for fun, but to survive.

Here, in this house, the ghosts of our former selves are real – as real as the women sleeping around and above me. And I feel their presence, and I understand why Kate can’t leave.

I am almost asleep now, my eyes heavy, and I pick up my phone one last time, checking the clock, before I surrender to sleep. It is as I am putting it down that the light from the screen slants across the gapped, uneven floorboards, and something catches my eye. It is the corner of a piece of paper, sticking up between the boards, with something written on it. Is it a letter? Something written by Luc and lost, or hidden there?

My heart beats as though I am intruding on his privacy, which I am, in a way, but I tug gently at the corner and the dusty, cobwebbed piece of paper slides out.

The page is covered with lines, and seems to be a drawing, but in the dim light from my phone’s screen, I can’t quite make it out. I don’t want to turn on the light and wake Freya, so I take it to the open window, where the curtains flutter in the breeze from the sea, and I hold it up, angling it so the moonlight falls on the page.

It’s a watercolour sketch of a girl, of Kate, I think, and it looks like one of Ambrose’s, though I can’t be sure. The reason I cannot tell for certain is this: the drawing is crossed and slashed again and again with thick black lines, scoring out the face of the girl with lines so thick and vicious that they have torn the paper in places. Pencil holes have been stabbed through where her eyes would have been, if they weren’t obscured by the thicket of scribbles. She has been erased, scratched out, utterly destroyed.

For a minute I just stand there, the piece of paper shivering in the sea breeze, trying to understand what this means. Was it Luc? But I can’t believe that he would do such a thing, he loved Kate. Was it Kate herself? Impossible though it seems, I can believe that more easily.

I am still standing there, trying to work out the mystery of this hate-filled little thing, when there is a gust of wind, and the curtain flaps, and the piece of paper falls from my fingers. I snatch for it, but the wind has caught it, and all I can do is watch as it flutters towards the Reach and sinks into the milky, muddy water.

Whatever it was, whatever it meant, it’s gone. And as I turn for bed, shivering a little in spite of the warm night, I can’t help thinking – perhaps it’s for the best.



I SHOULD BE tired enough to sleep well, but I don’t. I fall asleep with the scratched-out face in my mind, but when I dream, it’s of Salten House, of the long corridors and winding stairs, and the endless search for rooms I couldn’t find, places that didn’t exist. In my dreams I’m following the others down corridor after corridor, and I hear Kate’s voice up ahead, It’s this way … nearly there! And Fatima’s plaintive cry after her: You’re lying again …

At some point Shadow wakes and barks, and I hear a shushing voice, footsteps, the sound of a door – Kate is putting the dog out.

And then, silence. Or as near to silence as this old, ghost-ridden house ever gets, with its restless creaking resistance against the forces of winds and tides.

When I wake again, it’s to the sound of voices outside, sharp whispers of concern, and I sit up, bleary and confused. It’s morning, the sun filtering through the thin curtains, and Freya is stirring sleepily in a pool of sunshine next to me. When she squawks I pick her up and feed her, but the voices outside are distracting both of us. She keeps raising her head to look around, wondering at the strange room and the strange quality of light – so different to the dusty yellow sunshine that streams into our London flat on summer afternoons. This is a clear, bright light – painful on the eyes and full of movement from the river, and it dances on the ceiling and walls in little pools and patches.

And all the time the voices … quiet, worried voices, with Shadow whining unhappily beneath like a musical counterpoint.

At last I give up, and I wrap Freya in her comforter, and me in my dressing gown, and head downstairs, my bare feet gripping the worn wooden slats of the stairs. The door to the shore side of the Mill is open, and sunlight streams in, but I know before I have even turned the corner of the stairs that something is wrong. There is blood on the stone floor.

I stop at the curve of the stairs, holding Freya hard against my thumping heart, as if she can still the painful banging. I don’t realise how hard I am holding her, until she gives a squeak of protest, and I realise that my fingers are digging into her soft, chubby thighs. I force my fingers to relax, and my feet to follow the staircase to the flagged ground floor, where the bloodstains are.

As I get closer I can see they aren’t random droplets, as I’d thought from the top of the stairs, but paw prints. Shadow’s paw prints. They come inside the front door, circle, and then go swiftly out again as if someone had shooed the dog back outside.

The voices are coming from the land side of the Mill, and I shove my feet into my sandals and walk, blinking into the sunshine.

Outside, Kate and Fatima are standing with their backs to me, Shadow sitting at Kate’s side, still whimpering unhappily. He is on a lead, for the first time since I got here, a very short lead, held tightly in Kate’s lean hand.

‘What’s happened?’ I say nervously, and they turn to look at me, and then Kate stands back, and I see what their bodies have sheltered from my gaze until now.

I inhale sharply, and I clap my free hand over my mouth. When I do manage to speak, my voice shakes a little.

‘Oh my God. Is it … dead?’

It’s not just the sight – I’ve seen death before – it’s the shock, the unexpectedness, the contrast of the bloody mess before us with the blue-and-gold glory of the summer morning. The wool is wet, the high tide must have soaked the body, and now the blood drips slowly through the black slats of the walkway into the muddy shallows. The tide is out, and only puddles of water remain, and the blood is enough to stain them rust-red.

Fatima nods grimly. She has put her headscarf on again to go outside, and she looks like the thirty-something doctor she is, not the schoolgirl of last night.

‘Very dead.’

‘Is it – was it …’ I trail off, not sure how to put it, but my eyes go to Shadow. There is blood on his muzzle, and he whines again as a fly settles on it, and he shivers it off and then licks at the stickiness with his long pink tongue.

Kate shrugs. Her face is grim.

‘I don’t know. I can’t believe it – he’s never harmed a fly, but he is … well, capable. He’s strong enough.’

‘But how?’ But even as the words leave my mouth, my gaze travels across the wooden walkway to the fenced-off section of shore that marks the entrance to the Mill. The gate is open. ‘Shit.’

‘Quite. I’d never have let him out if I’d realised.’

‘Oh God, Kate, I’m so sorry. Thea must have –’

‘Thea must have what?’ There’s a sleepy voice from behind us, and I turn to see Thea squinting in the bright sunlight, her hair tousled, an unlit Sobranie in her fingers.

Oh God.

‘Thea, I didn’t mean –’ I stop, shift uncomfortably, but it’s true, however my words sounded, I wasn’t trying to blame her, just work out how it happened. Then she sees the bloody mess of torn flesh and wool in front of us.

‘Fuck. What happened? What’s it got to do with me?’

‘Someone left the gate open,’ I say unhappily, ‘but I didn’t mean –’

‘It doesn’t matter who left the gate open,’ Kate breaks in sharply. ‘It was my fault for not checking it was closed before I put Shadow out.’

‘Your dog did that?’ Thea’s face is pale, and she takes an involuntary step back, away from Shadow, and his bloodied muzzle. ‘Oh my God.’

‘We don’t know that,’ Kate says, very terse. But Fatima’s face is worried, and I know she is thinking the same thing I am; if not Shadow, then who?

‘Come on,’ Kate says at last, and she turns, a cloud of flies rising up from the dead sheep’s guts, splattered across the wooden jetty, and then settling back to their feast once more. ‘Let’s get inside, I’ll phone round the farmers, find out who’s lost a ewe. Fuck. This is the last thing we need.’

And I know what she means. It’s not just the sheep, coming as it does on top of our hangovers and too little sleep, it’s everything. It’s the smell in the air. The water lapping at our feet, that is no longer a friend, but polluted with blood. The feeling of death closing in on the Mill.

It takes four or five calls for Kate to find the farmer who owns the sheep, and then we wait, sipping coffee, and trying to ignore the buzzing of the flies outside the closed shore door. Thea has gone back to bed, and Fatima and I distract ourselves with Freya, cutting up toast for her to play with, although she doesn’t really eat, just gums it.

Kate paces the room, restlessly, like a caged tiger, walking from the windows overlooking the Reach, to the foot of the stairs, and then back, again and again. She is smoking, the rippling smoke from the roll-up the only sign of fingers that are shaking a little.

Suddenly her head goes up, for all the world like a dog herself, and a moment later I hear what she already did: the sound of tyres in the lane. Kate turns abruptly and goes outside, shutting the door of the Mill behind her. Through the wood I hear voices, one deep and full of frustration, the other Kate’s, low and apologetic.

‘I’m sorry,’ I hear, and then, ‘… the police?’

‘Do you think we should go out?’ Fatima asks uneasily.

‘I don’t know.’ I find I am twisting my fingers in the hem of my dressing gown. ‘He doesn’t sound exactly angry … do you think we should let Kate handle it?’

Fatima is holding Freya, so I get up and move to the shore window. I can see Kate and the farmer standing close together, their heads bent over the dead sheep. He seems to be more sad than angry, and Kate puts her arm around his shoulder for a brief moment, clasping him in a gesture of comfort that’s not quite a hug, but near it.

The farmer says something I don’t catch, and Kate nods, then together they reach down and pick the ewe up by the fore and hind legs, carrying the poor thing over the rickety bridge, and swinging the body unceremoniously into the back of the farmer’s pickup.

‘Let me get my wallet,’ I hear Kate say, as the farmer latches up the tailgate, and when she turns back towards the house, I see something small and bloody in her fingers, something that she shoves into the pocket of her jacket before she reaches the house.

I step hastily back from the window as the door opens, and Kate comes into the room, shaking her head like someone trying to rid themselves of an unpleasant memory.

‘Is it OK?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know,’ Kate says. ‘I think so.’ She rinses her bloody hands under the tap, and then goes to the dresser for her wallet, but when she looks inside at the notes section, her face falls. ‘Fuck.’

‘Do you need cash?’ Fatima says quickly. She gets up, hands Freya to me. ‘I’ve got my purse upstairs.’

‘I have cash too,’ I say, eager to finally do something that could help. ‘How much do you need?’

‘Two hundred, I think,’ Kate says soberly. ‘It’s more than the sheep’s worth, but he’d be within his rights to get the police involved, and I really don’t want that.’

I nod, and then turn to see Fatima coming back down the stairs with her handbag.

‘I’ve got a hundred and fifty,’ she says. ‘I remembered Salten never had a cash machine so I drew some out at the petrol station on the way through Hampton’s Lee.’

‘Let me go halves.’ I stand, holding a wriggling Freya over my shoulder, and dig into the handbag I left hanging on the stair post. Inside is my wallet, fat with notes. ‘I’ve definitely got enough, hang on …’ I count it out, five crisp twenties, hampered by Freya joyfully snatching at each as they go past. Fatima adds a hundred of her own on top. Kate gives a quick, rueful smile.

‘Thanks, guys, I’ll pay you back as soon as we get into Salten, they’ve got an ATM in the post office now.’

‘No need,’ Fatima says, but Kate has already shut the Mill door behind her, and I hear her voice outside and the farmer’s answering rumble as she hands over the cash, and then the crunch of tyres as he reverses up the lane, the dead sheep in the flatbed of his truck.

When Kate comes back inside she is pale, but her face is relieved.

‘Thank God – I don’t think he’ll call the police.’

‘So you don’t think it was Shadow?’ Fatima asks, but Kate doesn’t answer. Instead she goes over to the sink, to wash her hands again.

‘You’ve got blood on your sleeve,’ I say, and she looks down at herself.

‘Oh God, so I have. Who’d have thought the old sheep to have so much blood in her?’ She gives a twisted smile, and I know she’s thinking of Miss Winchelsea and the end-of-term Macbeth that she never got to play. She shrugs off the coat and drops it on the floor, and then fills up a bucket at the tap.

‘Can I help?’ Fatima asks. Kate shakes her head.

‘No, it’s fine, I’m going to sluice down the jetty, and then I might have a bath. I feel gross.’

I know what she means. I feel gross too – soiled by what I saw, and I didn’t even help the farmer sling the corpse into the back of the truck. I shiver, as she shuts the door behind her, and then I hear the slosh of water, and the scccsh, scccsh of an outdoor broom. I stand and put Freya in her pram.

‘Do you think it was Shadow?’ Fatima says in a low voice, as I tuck Freya in. I shrug, and we both look down at where Shadow is huddled miserably on a rug in front of the unlit stove. He looks ashamed, his eyes sad, and feeling our eyes on him, he looks up, puzzled, and then licks his muzzle again, whining a little. He knows something is wrong.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. But I know now that I will never leave Shadow and Freya alone together. Kate’s jacket is crumpled on the floor by the sink, and I am seized with a need to do something, help in some way, however insignificant. ‘Does Kate have a washing machine?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Fatima looks around. ‘She always used to put her clothes through the school laundry. Do you remember Ambrose used to hand-wash all his painting clothes in the sink? Why?’

‘I was going to put the jacket in, but I guess I’ll just put it in to soak?’

‘Cold water’s better for blood anyway.’

I can’t see where a washing machine could be, so I put in the plug, and run cold water into the sink, and then pick up Kate’s jacket from the floor. Before I put it in the sink, I feel in each pocket, to make sure I’m not about to submerge anything valuable. It’s only when my fingers close on something soft, and unpleasantly squishy, that I remember Kate picking something up from the jetty, and shoving it surreptitiously into her pocket.

When it comes out, it’s unrecognisable, whatever it is – a matted lump of white and red in my fingers – and I make an involuntary sound of disgust as I swish my fingers in the cold sink water. The thing unfurls like a petal and floats gently to the bottom of the sink, and I fish it out.

I don’t know what I thought it would be, but whatever it was, I was not expecting this.

It is a note, the paper soaked crimson with blood and fraying at the edges, the biro letters blurred, but still readable.

Why don’t you throw this one in the Reach too? it reads.

The feeling that washes over me is like nothing I’ve felt before. It is pure, distilled panic.

For a minute I don’t move, don’t say anything, don’t even breathe. I just stand there, the bloody water running from between my fingers, my heart skittering erratically in my breast, my cheeks hot and flushed with a scarlet wave of guilt and fear.

They know. Someone knows.

I look up at Fatima, who isn’t watching, who has no idea what has just happened. Her head is bowed over her phone, texting Ali, or something. For a second I open my mouth – and then a kind of instinct takes over, and I shut it again.

I feel my fingers close over the ball of mushy paper, grinding it, grinding it into pulp, feeling my nails in my palm as I rip and shred and mash the paper into flecks of white and crimson until it’s gone, quite gone, and not a single word remains.

With my free hand, I pull the plug, letting the bloodstained water drain away, out of the jacket, and I dip my fingers in as it disappears down the plughole, letting the shredded mush float free into the spiralling water. Then I turn on the cold tap and I sluice away every trace of the note, every fibre, every fleck of accusation until it’s as if it never existed.



I HAVE TO get out.

It’s ten o’clock, and Kate is in the bath, Thea has gone back to sleep, and Fatima is working, her laptop open on the table in front of the window, her head bent as she ploughs intently through her emails.

Freya is sitting plump-bottomed on the floor, and I am trying to play with her, quietly so as not to disturb Fatima. I am reading to her from the flap book that she loves, with the little babies playing peekaboo, but I keep forgetting to turn the page, and she bangs the book with her hand and chirrups at me as if to tell me, come on! Turn faster!

‘Where’s the baby?’ I say quietly, but I’m distracted, not properly entering into the game. Shadow is still lying unhappily in the corner, still licking at his muzzle, and all I want to do is snatch Freya up and hug her against me and get her out of here.

Outside I can hear the whine of insects, and I think again of the spilled guts of the sheep, spattered across the walkway. I am just opening the flap to show the baby’s surprised face peeking out, when I see, right by Freya’s chubby, perfect leg, a jagged splinter of wood sticking up out of the floorboard.

This place, where I have spent so many happy hours, is suddenly full of threat.

I stand, picking up Freya who gives a hiccup of surprise and drops the book.

‘I might go for a walk,’ I say aloud. Fatima barely looks up from the screen.

‘Good plan. Where will you go?’

‘I don’t know. Salten village, probably.’

‘You sure? It’s a good three or four miles.’

I suppress a spurt of irritation. I know the distance as well as she does. I walked it often enough.

‘Yes, I’m sure,’ I say evenly. ‘I’ll be fine – I’ve got good shoes, and Freya’s buggy’s quite sturdy. We can always get a taxi back if we’re tired.’

‘OK, well, have fun.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say, letting my annoyance break through, and she looks up and grins.

‘Oops, was I doing that thing? Sorry, I promise I won’t tell you to wear a coat and make sure you’ve done a wee.’

I crack a smile as I strap Freya into her buggy. Fatima could always make me laugh, and it’s hard to be pissed off while you’re grinning.

‘The wee might not be bad advice,’ I say, pulling on my walking sandals. ‘Pelvic floor ain’t what it used to be.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Fatima says absently, tapping out a reply. ‘Remember those Kegels. And squeeze!’

I laugh again, and glance out of the window. The sun is beating down on the glassy, glinting waters of the Reach, and the dunes shimmer with heat. I must remember Freya’s sunscreen. Where did I pack it?

‘I saw it in your washbag,’ Fatima says, speaking around the pencil gripped between her teeth. My head jerks up.

‘What did you say?’

‘Sunscreen, you just muttered it as you were looking through Freya’s nappy bag. But I saw it upstairs in the bathroom.’

God, did I really say it aloud? I must be going mad. Perhaps I’ve got so used to being alone with Freya on maternity leave, I’ve started talking to myself, voicing my thoughts aloud to her at home in the silent flat?

The thought is a creepy one. What else might I have said?

‘Thanks,’ I say briefly to Fatima. ‘Keep an eye on Freya for a sec?’

She nods, and I run upstairs to the bathroom, my walking shoes clomping on the wooden stairs.

When I try the door, it’s locked, and I can hear sloshing from within, and belatedly I remember that Kate is in there.

‘Who is it?’ Her voice is muffled by the door, and echoey.

‘Sorry,’ I call back. ‘I forgot you were in here. I’ve left Freya’s suncream inside – can you pass it out?’

‘Hang on.’ I hear a rush of water, and then the lock clicks, and a slosh as Kate gets back into the tub. ‘Come in.’

I open the door cautiously, but she’s fully submerged beneath icebergs of foam, her hair drawn up into a straggly topknot showing her long slim neck.

‘Sorry,’ I say again. ‘I’ll be quick.’

‘No worries.’ Kate sticks a leg out of the tub and begins to shave it. ‘I don’t know why I locked it anyway. It’s not like it’s anything you lot haven’t seen before. Are you going out?’

‘Yes, I’m going for a walk. Maybe to Salten, I’m not sure.’

‘Oh, listen, if I give you my card, could you get out two hundred pounds so I can pay you and Fatima back?’

I have found the suncream now, and I stand, twisting the cap in my hands.

‘Kate, I – look, Fatima and I … we don’t …’

God, this is hard – how to say it? Kate has always been proud. I don’t want to offend her. How can I say what I’m really thinking, which is that Kate, with her crumbling house and broken-down car, clearly can’t afford two hundred pounds, whereas Fatima and I can?

As I’m scrabbling for the right words, an image flashes sharply into my mind, distracting as a jab from a stray pin when you’re dredging for your purse in your handbag.

It’s the note, slick with blood. Why don’t you throw this one in the Reach too?

I feel suddenly sick.

‘Kate,’ I blurt out, ‘what really happened out there? With Shadow?’

Her face goes suddenly blank, unreadable. It’s like someone has drawn a shutter down.

‘I should have shut the gate,’ she says flatly, ‘that’s all.’ And I know, I know she is lying. Kate has become as remote as a statue – and I know.

We swore never to lie to each other.

I stare at her, half submerged in the cloudy, soapy water, at the uncompromising set of her mouth; thin, sensitive lips, clamped together, holding back the truth. I think about the note that I destroyed. Kate and I both know she is lying, and I am very close to calling her on it – but I don’t quite dare. If she’s lying, it must be for a reason, and I’m afraid to find out what that reason might be.

‘All right,’ I say at last. I’m conscious of my own cowardice as I turn to go.

‘My card’s in my wallet,’ Kate calls as I shut the door behind me. ‘The PIN’s 8431.’

But, as I clatter down the stairs towards Fatima and the still-sleeping Freya, I don’t even try to remember it. I’ve got no intention of taking her card, or her money.



OUTSIDE, PUSHING FREYA’S buggy along the sandy track that leads up the side of the Reach, away from the Mill, I begin to feel the oppressive mood lift.

The day is calm and quiet, and the gulls are bobbing tranquilly on the rising tide, the waders stalking the mudflats with intent concentration, darting their heads down to pluck up unsuspecting worms and beetles.

The sun is hot on the back of my neck, and I adjust the sunshade on Freya’s pram, and wipe the residue of the sunscreen I have slathered over her fat little limbs onto the back of my neck.

The smell of blood is still in my nostrils, and I long for a breath of air to blow it away. Was it Shadow? I can’t tell. I try to think back to the spilled guts and the whining dog; were those tears from a strong jaw, or cuts from a knife? I just don’t know.

There is one thing for sure, though – Shadow could not have written that note. So who did? I shiver in the bright sunshine, the malevolence of it suddenly striking through to my bones. All at once, I have a strong urge to snatch up my sleeping baby and press her into my breast, hugging her to me as if I can fold her back inside myself, as if I can protect her from this web of secrets and lies that is closing in around me, dragging me back to a long-ago mistake that I thought we’d escaped. I am starting to realise that we didn’t, none of us. We have spent seventeen years running and hiding, in our different ways, but it hasn’t worked, I know that now. Perhaps I always knew that.

At the end of the lane, the track opens up to a road that leads in one direction to the station, and in the other across the bridge into Salten itself. I pause on the bridge, rocking Freya gently to and fro, surveying the familiar landscape. The countryside around here is fairly flat, and you can see a long way from the shallow vantage point of the bridge. In front of me, black against the bright waters of the Reach, is the Mill, looking small in the distance. To the left, on the other side of the river, I can just see the houses and narrow twittens of Salten village.

And to the right, far off in the distance, is a white shape that glimmers over the tips of the trees, almost invisible against the sun-bleached horizon. Salten House. Standing here, it’s impossible to pick out the route we used to walk across the marsh, when we broke out of bounds. Perhaps it’s overgrown, but now I marvel at our stupidity, remembering the first time, that chilly October night, dusk already drawn in as we climbed out of the window onto the fire escape, torches between our teeth, boots in our hands so we didn’t wake the teachers as we crept down the rattling iron structure.

At the bottom, we shoved our feet into wellingtons (‘Not shoes,’ I remember Kate telling us, ‘even after the summer we’ve just had, it’ll be muddy’) and then we set off, running lightly across the hockey fields, suppressing our laughter until we were far enough away from the buildings that no one would hear us.

That first part was always the dangerous bit, particularly as the days grew longer, and it was light outside long after curfew. From Easter onwards, any teacher looking out of their window would have seen the four of us fleeing across the close-cropped grass, Thea’s long legs eating up the distance, Kate in the middle, Fatima and me puffing behind.

But that first time, it was almost pitch black already, and we scampered under cover of darkness until we reached the clutch of the stunted bushes and trees that marked the edge of the marsh, and could let out our suppressed giggles, and turn on our torches.

Kate led the way, the rest of us following her through a dark maze of channels and ditches filled with black brackish water that glinted in the torchlight.

We climbed over fences and stiles, jumped ditches, paying careful heed to Kate’s muttered instructions over her shoulder, ‘For God’s sake, keep to the ridge here – the ground to the left is pure bog … Use the stile here, if you open that gate, it’s impossible to shut again and the sheep will escape … You can use this tussock of grass to jump the ditch – see where I’m standing now? It’s the firmest part of the bank.’

She had run wild on the marsh since she was a little girl, and although she couldn’t tell you the name of a single flower, or identify half the birds we disturbed on our walk, she knew every tuft of grass, every treacherous bit of bog, every stream and ditch and hillock, and even in the dark she led us unerringly through the labyrinth of sheep paths, boggy sloughs and stagnant drainage ditches, until at last we climbed a fence, and there it was – the Reach, the waters glinting in the moonlight, and far up the sandy bank in the distance, the Mill, a light burning in the window.

‘Is your dad home?’ Thea asked. Kate shook her head.

‘No, he’s out, something in the village, I think. It must be Luc.’

Luc? This was the first I’d heard of a Luc. Was he an uncle? A brother? I was almost sure that Kate had told me she was an only child.

Before I had time to do more than exchange a puzzled glance with Fatima, Kate had started off again, striding up the lane this time without looking back to check on the rest of us, now we were on firm, sandy ground, and I ran to catch up.

At the door of the Mill she paused for a moment, waiting for Fatima, who was bringing up the rear, panting slightly, and then she opened the door.

‘Welcome home, everyone.’

And I stepped inside the Mill for the first time.

It has hardly changed, that’s what’s remarkable, as I think back to that first time I saw the place – the pictures on the wall were a little different, the whole place slightly less drunken, less tumbledown, but the twisting wooden staircase, the lopsided windows casting their golden light out across the Reach, all that was the same. The October night was cold, and a fire was burning in the wood stove, and the first thing that struck me when Kate opened the door, was a blast of warmth, and firelight, woodsmoke mingling with the smell of turps and oil paint and seawater.

Someone was there, seated in a wooden rocking chair in front of the fire, reading a book, and he looked up in surprise as we entered.

It was a boy, about our age – or, to be exact, five months younger than me, as I found out later. He was actually only a year older than my younger brother – but he was a world away from little pink-and-white Will in every other respect, his lanky limbs tanned nut brown, his dark hair jaggedly hacked, as if he’d cut it himself, and he had the slight stoop of someone tall enough to have to worry about low doorways.

‘Kate, what are you doing here?’ His voice was deep and slightly hoarse, and there was a touch of something that I couldn’t place, an accent not quite the same as Kate’s. ‘Dad’s out.’

‘Hi, Luc,’ Kate said. She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek, a rough, sisterly kiss. ‘Sorry I didn’t warn you. I had to get out of that place, and, well, I couldn’t leave the others to rot at school. You know Thea, of course. And this is Fatima Qureshy.’

‘Hi,’ Fatima said shyly. She stuck out her hand, and Luc shook it, a little awkwardly.

‘And this is Isa Wilde.’

‘Hi,’ I said. He turned and smiled at me, and I saw that his eyes were almost golden, like a cat’s.

‘Guys, this is Luc Rochefort, my …’ She stopped, and she and Luc exchanged a glance, and a little smile that crinkled the tanned skin at the corner of his mouth. ‘My stepbrother, I guess? Well, anyway. Here we all are. Don’t just stand there, Luc.’

Luc smiled again, then he ducked his head, awkwardly, and moved backwards into the room, making space for the rest of us.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he said as we filtered past, Fatima and I tongue-tied by the unexpected presence of a stranger, and a strange boy at that, when we’d been shut up for so many weeks with only other girls.

‘What have you got?’ I asked.

‘Wine,’ he said with a shrug, ‘Côtes du Rhône,’ and suddenly I knew what that accent was, what I should have realised from his name. Luc was French.

‘Wine is good,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’ And I took the glass he gave me and knocked it recklessly back.

It was late, and we were drunk and limp with alcohol and laughing and dancing to the records Kate had put on the turntable, when there was the sound of the door handle, and all our heads turned to see Ambrose coming through the door, his hat in his hand.

Fatima and I both froze, but Kate only stumbled across the room, tripping drunkenly over the rug and laughing as her father caught her and kissed her on both cheeks.

‘Daddy, you won’t tell, will you?’

‘Get me a drink,’ he said, throwing his hat on the table, and ruffling Luc’s hair, where he lay sprawled across the sofa, ‘And I never saw you.’

But he did, of course. And it’s his own sketch that gives him the lie, the little dashed-off pencil thing that hangs at the crook of the landing, outside Kate’s old bedroom. It’s a sketch of the sofa, that very first night, with Luc, and Thea and me tangled together like a litter of puppies, arms around one another, limbs entwined until it was hard to tell where my flesh ended and Thea or Luc’s began. Perched on the arm of the sofa is Fatima, her bare legs acting as a chair back for Thea to lean on. And at our feet is Kate, her spine against the battered couch, her knees to her chin, and her eyes on the fire. There is a glass of wine in her hand, and my fingers are laced in her hair.

It was the first night that we lay and drank and laughed, curled in one another’s arms, the stove flames warm on our faces, heating us through, along with the wine – but it was not the last. Again and again we would come back, across fields crunchy with hoar frost, or past meadows full of baby lambs, drawn again and again, like moths to a flame that shone through the darkness of the marshes, drawing us in. And then back through the pale spring dawns, to sit heavy-eyed in French, or wending our slow laughing way through the marshes on a summer morning, salt water dried into our hair.

We didn’t always break out. After the first two weeks of each term, the weekends were ‘open’, which meant that we were free to go home, or to friends, provided our parents gave permission. Home wasn’t an option for Fatima or me, with my father permanently with my mum at the hospital, and her parents away in Pakistan. And Thea … well, I never enquired about Thea, but it was plain that there was something very wrong, something that meant that she either could not or would not go back to her parents.

But there was nothing in the rules to say that we could not accompany Kate, and we did, most often packing up our bags and walking across the marshes with her on Friday nights after prep, returning Sunday night for registration.

At first it was the odd weekend … then it became many … and then at last most, until Ambrose’s studio was littered with sketches of the four of us, until the Mill was as familiar to me as the little room I shared with Fatima, more familiar even, until my feet knew the paths of the marsh by heart, almost as well as Kate.

‘Mr Atagon must be a saint,’ said Miss Weatherby, my house-mistress, with a slightly thin smile, as I signed out yet again with Kate on a Friday night. ‘Teaching you girls all week, and then boarding you for free all weekend. Are you sure your father is OK with this, Kate?’

‘He’s fine,’ Kate said firmly. ‘He’s more than happy for me to have friends back.’

‘And my dad’s given permission,’ I put in. With alacrity, in fact – my father was so relieved that I was enjoying myself at Salten, not adding to his worries by clamouring to come home, that he would have signed a pact with the devil himself. A stack of pre-authorised exeat forms, by comparison, was nothing.

‘It’s not that I don’t want you to spend time with Kate,’ the housemistress said to me later, over tea in her office, concern in her gaze. ‘I’m very glad you’ve found friends. But remember, part of being a well-rounded young woman is having a wide variety of friends. Why not spend the weekend with one of the other girls? Or indeed stay here – it’s not as if the school is empty at weekends.’

‘So –’ I sipped my tea – ‘is there anything in the rules about the number of exeat weekends I can take?’

‘Well, nothing in the rules exactly …’

I nodded, and smiled, and drank her tea, and then signed out the following Friday to stay at Kate’s exactly as before.

And there was nothing the school could do.

Until they did.


BY THE TIME I reach the stretch of road leading into Salten village, I am hot and sweaty, and I pause under the shade of a clump of oaks by the road, feeling the sweat running down the hollow of my chest, pooling in my bra.

Freya is sleeping peacefully, her rosebud mouth just slightly open, and I stoop to kiss her, very gently, not wanting to wake her, before straightening up and pushing on, my feet a little sore now, towards the village.

I don’t turn at the sound of the car behind me, but it slows as it passes, the driver peering out, and I see who it is – Jerry Allen, the landlord of the Salten Arms, in the old flatbed truck that used to take drinks back and forth from the cash and carry. Only now it’s older and more ramshackle than ever, more rust than truck. Why is Jerry still driving a thirty-year-old rust bucket? The pub was never a gold mine, but it looks as if he has fallen on hard times.

Jerry himself is craning out of the window with frank curiosity, wondering, I expect, what kind of tourist is mad enough to be walking along the main road, alone, in the heat of the day.

He’s almost past me when his face changes, and he gives a little blast of the horn that makes me jump, and grinds to a halt on the verge, throwing up a cloud of dust that sets me coughing and choking.

‘I know you,’ he says as I draw level with the truck, its engine still running. There is a touch of sly triumph in his voice, as though he has caught me out. I don’t say what I’m thinking, which is that I never tried to deny it. ‘You’re one of that crowd used to hang around with Kate Atagon – one of them girls her pa—’

Too late he realises where this conversation is leading and he clears his throat, and covers his mouth, trying to hide his confusion in a fit of smoker’s hack.

‘Yes,’ I say. I keep my voice even, refusing to let him see me react to his words. ‘I’m Isa. Isa Wilde. Hello Jerry.’

‘All growed up,’ he says, his eyes watering a little as his gaze travels over my figure. ‘And a baby, no less!’

‘Little girl,’ I say. ‘Freya.’

‘Well, well, well,’ he says meaninglessly, and he gives a gummy smile, that shows his missing teeth, and the gold tooth that always gave me a slight shudder for reasons I could never pin down. He regards me silently for a moment, taking me in from my dusty sandals to the sweat patches staining my sundress, then he jerks his head back towards the Reach. ‘Terrible news, isn’t it? They’ve fenced off half the bank, Mick White says, though you can’t see it from here. Police teams, sniffer dogs, them white tent things … though what good they think that’ll do now, I don’t know. Whatever’s buried there, it’s been out there in the wind and rain long enough, from what Judy Wallace’s old man said. Her it was that found it, and to hear Mick’s account, their dog snapped it right in half at the elbow, brittle as a stick. Between that and the salt, I don’t suppose there’s much left of it now.’

I don’t know what to say to this. A kind of sickness is rising in my throat, so I just nod, queasily, and something seems to strike him.

‘You going to the village? Hop in, and I’ll give you a lift.’

I look at him, at his red face, at the rickety old truck with the bench seat and no belts, let alone a child seat for Freya, and I remember the way you could always smell whiskey on his breath, even at lunchtime.

‘Thanks,’ I say, trying to smile. ‘But honestly, I’m enjoying the walk.’

‘Don’t be soft.’ He jerks a thumb at the back of the truck. ‘Plenty of room in there for the pram, and it’s a good mile still to the village. You’ll be roasted!’

I can’t smell whiskey, I’m too far away from the truck for that, but I smile again and shake my head.

‘Honestly, thanks, Jerry. But I’m fine, I’d rather walk.’

‘Suit yourself,’ he says with a grin, his gold tooth flashing, and puts the truck back into gear. ‘Come into the pub when you’re finished with your shopping, and have a cold one on the house, at least.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, but the word is drowned in the roar of tyres on grit and the cloud of summer dust as he pulls away, and I wipe the hair out of my eyes, and continue on down the road to the village.

Salten Village has always given me the creeps a little, in a way I can’t explain. It’s partly the nets. Salten is a fishing village, or was. It’s really only pleasure boats that go out of the port now, although there are a handful of commercial fishing boats that still use the harbour. In tribute to this, the houses in the village are festooned with nets, a decorative celebration of the town’s history, I suppose. Some people say it’s for luck, and perhaps that’s how it started out, but now it’s kept up purely for the tourists, as far as I can see.

The day trippers who pass through on their way to the sandy beaches up the coast go wild for the nets, taking photographs of the pretty little stone and half-timbered houses swathed in the webbing, as their kids buy ice creams and gaudy plastic buckets. Some of the nets look pristine, as if they were bought straight from the chandler and have never seen the sea, but others have plainly been used, with the rips that put them out of service still visible, chunks of weed and buoys knotted in the strands.

I have never liked them, not from the first moment I saw them. They’re somehow sad and predatory at the same time, like giant cobwebs, slowly engulfing the little houses. It gives the whole place a melancholy air, like those sultry southern American towns, where the Spanish moss hangs thick from the trees, swaying in the wind.

Some houses have just a modest skein of netting between the storeys, but others are festooned, with great rotting swags that drape from one side to the other, hoicked up above doorways, obscuring windows, tangling in pot plants and window latches and shutters.

I can’t bear the idea – of opening your window late at night, and feeling the cloying netting pushing back against the glass, shutting out the light, feeling it tangle in your fingers as you force the window open, the rip of the strands as you try to free the latch.

If it were me, I would sweep away every vestige of the sad relics, like someone spring-cleaning a room, chasing out the spiders.

Perhaps it’s the symbolism I don’t like. Because what are nets for, after all, but to catch things?

As I walk down the narrow high street now, they seem to have grown and spread, even as the place itself seems to have become shabbier and smaller. Every house is swathed, where ten years ago it was maybe half, if that, and the nets look to me as if they have been arranged deliberately to cover up the way that Salten is fading – draped over peeling paintwork and rotting wood. There are empty shops too, faded ‘For Sale’ signs swinging in the breeze, and a general air of dilapidation that shocks me. Salten was never smart, the divide between town and school always sharp. But now it looks like many of the tourists have disappeared to France and Spain, and I am dismayed to see that the shop on the corner that sold ice cream and was always bright with plastic buckets and spades is gone, its empty window full of dust and cobwebs.

The post office is still there, though the net above its entrance is new: a broad orange swag, with an old repaired tear still visible.

I look up as I push the door open with my back, reversing the pram into the tiny shop. Don’t drop on me, I’m praying. In my mind’s eye the tangling threads are engulfing me and Freya in their suffocating web.

The bell dings loudly as I go in, but there’s no one behind the counter, and no one comes as I walk to the ATM in the corner, where the pick-and-mix boxes used to be. I have no intention of taking Kate’s money, but the £100 I gave to her nearly cleaned me out, and I want to be sure I have enough in my wallet to …

I pause. To what? It’s a question I don’t quite want to answer. To get groceries? To pay Kate back for the tickets to the alumnae ball? Both of those, certainly, but they are not the real reason. Enough to get away in a hurry, if I have to.

I’m tapping in my PIN, when a voice comes from behind me, a deep raspy voice, almost like a man’s, although I know it’s not, even before I turn round.

‘Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.’

I take the money from the machine’s mouth, and pocket my card, then turn, and there behind the counter is Mary Wren – village matriarch, perhaps the nearest thing that Salten has to a community leader. She worked in the post office when I was at school, but now, for some reason, her appearance wrong-foots me. I had assumed that in the years since I left Salten she would have retired, or moved on. Apparently not.

‘Mary,’ I say, forcing myself to smile as I shove my purse back in my bag. ‘You haven’t changed!’

It’s both true and untrue – her face is still the same broad, weather-beaten slab, still the same small dark penetrating eyes. But her hair, which used to be a long dark river to her waist, is iron grey now. She has plaited it, the thick grey rope dwindling down into a meagre, curling end barely thick enough to hold an elastic band.

‘Isa Wilde.’ She comes out from behind the counter and stands, hands on hips, just as massive and immovable as ever, like a standing stone. ‘As I live and breathe. What brings you back?’

For a minute I hesitate, my eyes going to a pile of local weekly papers, where HUMAN BONE FOUND IN REACH still blares forth.

Then I remember Kate’s lie to the taxi driver.

‘We – I – it’s the summer ball,’ I manage. ‘At Salten House.’

‘Well.’ She looks me up and down, taking in my linen sundress, sticky and limp with sweat, Freya slumbering in her Bugaboo. ‘I must say, I’m surprised. I didn’t think as you came back here any more. Plenty of dinners and balls been and gone and no sign of you and your little clique.’

She pronounces it click and for a minute I can’t work out what she’s saying, but then I understand. Clique. It’s a loaded word, and yet I can’t deny it. We were cliquey, Kate, Thea, Fatima and I. We were pleased with ourselves, and we had no need for others except as targets for our jokes and games. We thought we could take on anything, anyone, as long as we had each other. We were arrogant and unthinking, and that’s the truth of it. My behaviour back then is not something I’m proud of, and I don’t enjoy Mary’s pointed reminders, though I can’t fault the justice of her choice of words.

‘You see Kate though, right?’ I say lightly, trying to change the conversation. Mary nods.

‘Oh, of course. We’re the only cash machine in the village, so she’s in here pretty regular. And she stuck around, when there’s plenty wouldn’t have. People respect that, in spite of her little ways.’

‘Her ways?’ I echo back, unable to stop a slight acerbity entering my voice. Mary laughs easily, her big frame shaking, but there’s something mirthless about the sound.

‘You know Kate,’ she says at last. ‘She keeps herself to herself, living out there like she does. Ambrose was never a loner like that, he was always in the village, down the pub, playing his fiddle in the band. He might have lived out on the Reach, but he was one of us, no mistake about it. But Kate … .’ She looks me up and down, and then repeats, ‘She keeps herself to herself.’

I swallow, and try to think of some way to change the subject.

‘I hear Mark’s a policeman now, is that right?’

‘Yes,’ Mary says. ‘And very convenient it is too, to have someone living local, as you might say. He works out of Hampton’s Lee, but this being his home patch, he comes through here more regular than an outsider might.’

‘Does he still live with you?’

‘Oh yes, you know what it’s like round here with the second-home owners pushing the prices up, very hard for young people to save for their own place now, when there’s rich people from London coming down, snapping up the cottages.’

She eyes me again, and this time I feel her eyes lingering on the expensive change bag, and my big Marni tote, a present from Owen that can’t have been less than £500 and was probably much more.

‘It must be hard,’ I say awkwardly. ‘But I guess at least they bring in money?’

Mary snorts derisively.

‘Not them. They bring their food down in the back of their cars from London, you don’t see them in the shops round here. Baldock’s the Butcher closed, did you see that?’

I nod mutely, feeling an obscure sense of guilt and Mary shakes her head.

‘And Croft & Sons, the bakers. There’s precious little left now, part from the post office and the pub. And that won’t be round for long if the brewery get their way. It don’t make enough money, you see. It’ll be converted into flats before this time next year. God knows what Jerry’ll do then. No pension, no savings …’

She moves closer, and tips back the hood of Freya’s pram.

‘So you’ve got a daughter now?’

‘That’s right.’ I watch as her strong, thick finger traces a line down my sleeping baby’s cheek. There are dark red stains under her nails and in the cuticles. It’s probably ink from the post-office stamp pads, but I can’t help thinking of blood. I try not to flinch. ‘Freya.’

‘You’re not Wilde any more?’

I shake my head.

‘Still Wilde. I’m not married.’

‘Well, she’s a pretty one.’ Mary straightens. ‘She’ll be driving the boys wild herself in a few years, I’ll be bound.’

My lip curls in spite of myself, and my fingers tighten on the spongy handle of the pram. But I force myself to take a breath, swallow down the biting remark I’m longing to make. Mary Wren is a powerful figure in the village – even seventeen years ago, you didn’t cross her, and I can’t imagine much has changed since, not now that her son is the local policeman.

I’d thought I’d shaken all this off when I left Salten House, this complicated web of local allegiances, the uneasy relationship between the village and the school, which Ambrose negotiated effortlessly, compared to the rest of us. I would like to pull Freya’s pram away from Mary, tell her to mind her own business. But I can’t afford to antagonise her. It’s not just for the sake of Kate, living down here, it’s for all of us. The school washed its hands of us long ago – and Salten, if you are rejected by both town and gown, can be a very hostile place indeed.

I shiver, in spite of the heat of the day, and Mary looks up.

‘Goose on your grave?’

I shake my head, and try to smile, and she laughs, showing stained, yellow teeth.

‘Well, it’s good to see you back,’ she says easily, patting the hood of Freya’s pram. ‘Seems like only yesterday you were in here, all of you, buying sweets and whatnot. Do you remember those tall tales your friend used to spin? What was her name … Cleo?’

‘Thea,’ I say, my voice low. Yes, I remember.

‘Told me her father was wanted for murdering her mother, and nearly had me believing her.’ Mary laughs again, her whole body shaking, making Freya’s pram tremble in sympathy. ‘Course, that was before I knew what terrible little liars you was, all of you.’

Liars. One word, tossed so casually into the stream of her conversation … is it my imagination, or is there suddenly something hostile in Mary’s voice?

‘Well …’ I tug gently on the pram, loosing the folds of the hood from her fingers, ‘I’d better be going … Freya will be wanting her lunch …’

‘Don’t let me keep you,’ Mary says lightly. I duck my head, in a kind of submissive apology and she steps back as I begin manoeuv-ring the pram around to leave the shop.

I’m halfway through a laborious three-point turn in the narrow aisle between the shelves, realising too late that I should have backed out, the way I came in, when the bell at the entrance clangs.

I turn to look over my shoulder. For a moment I don’t recognise the figure in the doorway, but when I do, my heart leaps suddenly inside my chest like a bird beating hopelessly against a cage.

His clothes are stained and crumpled, as if he’s slept in them, and there is a bruise on his cheekbone, cuts on his knuckles. But what strikes me, like a blow to the centre of my chest, is how much he has changed – and yet how little. He was always tall, but the lanky slenderness has gone, and the man standing there now fills the narrow entrance with his shoulders, exuding, without even trying, a sense of lean, contained strength.

But his face, the broad cheekbones, the narrow lips, and oh, God, his eyes …

I stand, stupid with the shock, trying to catch my breath, and he doesn’t see me at first, just nods a greeting to Mary and stands back, waiting politely for me to exit the shop. It’s only when I say his name, my voice husky and faltering, that his head jerks up, and he looks, really looks, for the first time, and his face changes.

‘Isa?’ Something falls to the floor, the keys he was holding in one hand. His voice is just as I remember it, deep and slow, with that strange little offbeat twist, the only trace of his mother tongue. ‘Isa, is it – is it really you?’

‘Yes.’ I try to swallow, try to smile, but the shock seems to have frozen the muscles in my face. ‘I – I thought you were – didn’t you go back to France?’

His expression is rigid, impassive, his golden eyes unreadable, and there is something a little stiff in his voice, as if he’s holding something in check.

‘I came back.’

‘But why – I don’t understand, why didn’t Kate say …?’

‘You’d have to ask her that.’

This time, I’m sure I’m not imagining it, there is definite coldness in his tone.

I don’t understand. What has happened? I feel like I’m groping blindly in a room filled with fragile, precious objects, tilting and rocking with every false step I make. Why didn’t Kate tell us Luc was back? And why is he so … But here I stop, unable to put a name to the emotion that’s radiating from Luc’s silent presence. What is it? It’s not shock – or not completely, not now the surprise of my presence has worn off. It’s a coiled, contained sort of emotion that I can tell he is trying to hold back. An emotion closer to …

The word comes to me as he takes a step forward, blocking my exit from the shop.

Hate.

I swallow.

‘Are you … are you well, Luc?’

‘Well?’ There is a laugh in his voice, but there’s no trace of mirth. ‘Well?’

‘I just –’

‘How the fuck can you ask that?’ he says, his voice rising.

‘What?’ I try to step back, but there is nowhere to go – Mary Wren is close behind me. Luc is blocking the doorway, with the pram between us, and all I can think of is that if he lashes out, it will be Freya who gets hurt. What has happened to change him so much?

‘Calm down, Luc,’ Mary says warningly from behind me.

‘Kate knew.’ Luc’s voice is shaking. ‘You knew what she was sending me back to.’

‘Luc, I didn’t – I couldn’t –’ My fingers are gripping the handle of Freya’s pram, the knuckles white. I want so badly to get out of this shop. There is a buzzing in my head, a bluebottle battering senselessly at the window, and I am reminded suddenly and horribly of the mutilated sheep, the flies around its spilled guts …

He says something in French that I don’t understand, but it sounds crude, and full of disgust.

‘Luc,’ Mary says more loudly, ‘step out of the way, and get a hold of yourself, unless you want me to call Mark?’

There is a silence, filled with waiting and the noise of the fly, and I feel my fingers tightening on the handle of the pram. And then Luc takes a slow, exaggerated step back, and waves a hand towards the doorway.

‘Je vous en prie,’ he says sarcastically.

I push the pram roughly, bashing the front against the door frame with a jolt that makes Freya wake with a startled cry, but I don’t stop. I shove us both through, the door closing behind us with a jangling in my ears. And I storm up the street, putting as much distance as I can between us and that shop, until village buildings are just distant shapes, far off through the heat-hazed summer air, before I pick up my crying baby and hold her to my chest.

‘It’s OK,’ I hear myself muttering shakily in her ear, holding her to my shoulder with one hand, as I steer the pram jerkily along the dusty road back to the Mill. ‘It’s OK, the nasty man didn’t hurt us, did he? What do they say, sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me? There, there, sweetheart. Oh, there, there, Freya. Don’t cry, honey. Please don’t cry.’

But she won’t be comforted. She cries and cries, the wailing siren of an inconsolable child, woken with a shock from contented sleep. And it’s only when the drops fall onto the top of Freya’s head that I notice I am crying myself, and I don’t even know why. Is it shock? Or anger? Or just relief that we are out of there?

‘There, there,’ I repeat, senselessly, in time with my feet on the pavement, and I no longer know if I’m talking to Freya or myself. ‘It’s going to be OK. I promise. It’s all going to be OK.’

But even as I’m saying the words, and breathing in the scent of her soft, sweaty hair, the smell of warm, cared-for baby, Mary’s words come back to me, ringing in my ears like an accusation.

Little liar.


Rule Three

Don’t Get Caught

LITTLE LIAR.

Little liar.

The words sound in time with my footsteps on the pavement as I half walk, half jog out of Salten, their pitch rising with Freya’s siren cries.

At last, maybe half a mile outside the village, I can’t take it any more – my back is on fire with carrying her, and her cries drill into my head like nails. Little liar. Little liar.

I stop by the dusty side of the road, put the brake on the pram and sit on a log, where I unclip my nursing bra and put Freya to my breast. She gives a glad little shriek and throws up her chubby hands, but before she latches on, she pauses for a moment, looking up at me with her bright blue eyes, and she smiles, and her expression is so very clearly Honestly! I knew you’d get the hint eventually that I can’t help but smile back, though my back is sore, and my throat hurts from swallowing down my rage and fear at Luc.

Little liar.

The words come floating back through the years to me, and as Freya feeds, I shut my eyes, remembering. Remembering how it started.

It was January, bleak and cold, and I was just back from a miserable holiday with my father and brother – unspoken words over hard, dry turkey, and presents that my mother hadn’t chosen, with her name written in my father’s handwriting.

Thea and I came down together from London, but we missed the train we were supposed to catch, and consequently the connection with the school minibus at the station. I stood under the waiting-room canopy, sheltering from the cold wind, smoking a cigarette while Thea rang the school office to find out what we should do.

‘They’ll be here at five thirty,’ Thea reported back, as she hung up, and we both looked up at the big clock hanging over the platform. ‘It’s barely even four. Bollocks.’

‘We could walk?’ I said doubtfully. Thea shook her head, shivering as the wind cut across the platform.

‘Not with cases.’

As we were waiting, trying to decide what to do, another train came in, this one the local stopping train from Hampton’s Lee, carrying all the schoolkids who went to Hampton Grammar. I looked, automatically, for Luc, but he wasn’t there. He was either staying late for some extracurricular thing, or skiving. Both were more than possible.

Mark Wren was though, shambling down the platform in his habitual hunch, his bowed head displaying the painful-looking acne on the back of his neck.

‘Hey,’ Thea said, as he went past. ‘Hey, you, Mark, isn’t it? How are you getting into Salten? Do you get a lift?’

He shook his head.

‘Bus. Drops the Salten kids off at pub and carries on to Riding.’

Thea and I looked at each other.

‘Does it stop at the bridge?’ Thea asked. Mark shook his head.

‘Not normal, like. But the driver might do it if you asked.’

Thea raised an eyebrow and I nodded. It would save us a couple of miles, at least, and we could walk the rest of the way.

We piled onto the bus. I stayed by the cases in the luggage rack, but Thea followed Mark Wren down the aisle to where he sat, his bag clutched across his lap like a shield, his Adam’s apple nervously bobbing in his throat. She winked at me as she passed.

‘Kate’s next weekend?’ Thea said, as she passed my chair in the common room that evening, on her way to prep. I nodded, and she winked, reminding me of the encounter on the bus. Lola Ronaldo switched channels with the remote, and rolled her eyes.

‘Kate’s again? Why on earth do you lot spend so much time over there? Me and Jess Hamilton are going into Hampton’s Lee to watch a film. We’re going to have supper at the Fat Fryer, but Fatima said she couldn’t come cos she was going to Kate’s with you. Why are you mouldering away in boring old Salten every weekend? Got your eye on someone?’

My cheeks flushed, thinking of Kate’s brother, remembering the last time we had swum at the Mill. It had been an unseasonably hot autumn day, the evening sun like flames upon the water, reflecting from the windows of the Mill until the whole place seemed ablaze. We had lolled about all afternoon, soaking up the last sunshine of the year, until at last Kate had stripped off on a dare from Thea, and swum naked in the Reach. I don’t know where Luc was when Kate jumped in, but he appeared as she was swimming back from the centre of the channel.

‘Forgotten something?’ He held up her bikini, a mocking smile on his lips. Kate let out a screech that sent gulls wheeling and flapping up from the waves, making the red-gold waters dance.

‘You bastard! Give that back!’

But Luc only shook his head, and as she swam towards him, he began pelting her with pieces of seaweed from the flotsam washed up against the Mill. Kate retaliated with splashes of water, and then, as she drew close enough, she grabbed for his ankle, hooking his leg out from underneath him, wrestling him into the water so that they both plunged deep, deep into the bay, arms and legs locked, only the rising bubbles showing their path.

A moment later, Kate shot to the surface and struck out for the jetty, and when she scrambled out I saw that she was holding Luc’s swimming shorts, crowing with triumph while he trod water further out, swearing and laughing and threatening every kind of revenge.

I had tried not to look, tried to read my book, listen to Fatima gossiping with Thea, concentrate on anything else but Luc’s naked body shimmering through the water, but somehow my gaze had kept straying back to him, gold and brown and lithe in the fractured blaze of autumn sun, and the picture rose up in front of me now, making me feel a strange emotion, something between shame and longing.

‘It’s Thea,’ I said abruptly, feeling my face hot beneath Lola’s gaze. ‘She’s pining with love for someone in the village. Keeps hoping we’ll bump into him if we spend enough time there.’

It was a lie. But it was a self-serving one, a lie against one of us. Even as I said it, I knew I’d crossed a line. But I couldn’t take it back now.

Lola looked towards Thea’s retreating back, and then at me, her face uncertain. We had developed a reputation, by this time, for piss-taking and insincerity, and I could tell she wasn’t sure whether this was true or not, but with Thea, who knew?

‘Oh yeah?’ she said at last. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘It’s true,’ I said, relieved now that she was off the scent. And then, some stupid impulse compelled me to add a fatal detail. ‘Look, don’t tell her I told you but … it’s Mark Wren. They sat together on the bus back from the station.’ I lowered my voice, leaned towards her over the top of my book. ‘He put his hand on her thigh … you can imagine the rest.’

‘Mark Wren? That kid with the spots who lives above the post office?’

‘What can I say?’ I shrugged. ‘Thea doesn’t care about looks.’

Lola snorted and moved away.

I didn’t think of the scene again until the following week. I didn’t even remember to tell Kate, so she could mark my points in the book. By this time the game had become less of a competition, than an end in itself. The point was not to beat Fatima, Thea and Kate but to outwit everyone else – ‘us’ against ‘them’.

We spent Saturday night at the Mill, and then on Sunday afternoon the four of us walked into Salten village to buy snacks from the shop, and a hot chocolate at the pub, which doubled up as the town cafe out of season, if you were prepared to put up with Jerry’s suggestive cracks.

Fatima and Kate were sitting in the window seat while Thea and I were at the bar. She was ordering our drinks, and I was waiting to help carry them back to the table.

‘Excuse me, I said no cream on the last one,’ I heard her say sharply as the bartender pushed the last foaming cup over the counter. He sighed and began to scrape off the topping, but Thea broke in. ‘No, thank you. I’ll have a fresh cup.’

I winced at her autocratic tone, at the way those cut-glass vowels turned a perfectly ordinary remark into a haughty command.

The bartender swore under his breath as he turned to pour away the carefully prepared drink, and I saw one of the women waiting at the bar roll her eyes and mouth something at her friend. I didn’t catch the words, but her gaze flicked back towards me and Thea, and her look was contemptuous. I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to make myself smaller and more invisible, wishing I had not worn my button-up shirt dress. The button at the top had broken off, making it lower-cut than normal, and I was painfully conscious of the flash of bra lace that kept creeping out from the neckline, and of the way the women were looking at us both – at my neckline, and at Thea’s ripped jeans, which showed scarlet silk knickers through the tears.

As I stood, waiting for Thea to pass the mugs over her shoulder, Jerry came up behind me with a tray of dirty glasses. He held it up at shoulder height as he squeezed through the throng, and I felt a shock of recognition at the pressure of his crotch against me as he passed. The bar was full, but not crowded enough to explain that deliberate grind against my buttocks.

‘Excuse me,’ he said with a wheezy chuckle. ‘Don’t mind me.’

I felt my face flush, and I said to Thea, ‘I’m going to the loo. Can you manage the drinks?’

‘Sure.’ She barely looked up from counting out change, and I bolted for the door of the ladies, feeling my breath coming fast.

It was only when I went into the cubicle to get some tissue to blow my nose, that I noticed the writing on the toilet door. It was scrawled in eyeliner, smudged and blurred already.

Mark Wren is a dirty perv, it said. I blinked. It seemed like such an incongruous accusation. Mark Wren? Shy, mild-mannered Mark Wren?

There was another one by the sink, this time in a different colour.

Mark Wren fingers Salten House girls on the bus.

And then finally, on the door out to the pub, in Sharpie, Mark Wren is a sex offender!!!!

When I got out of the loo, my cheeks were burning.

‘Can we go?’ I said abruptly to Kate, Fatima and Thea. Thea looked up, confused.

‘What the fuck? You’ve not even touched your drink!’

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to talk about it here.’

‘Sure,’ Kate said. She scooped up the last spoonful of marshmallow, and Fatima began looking for her bag. But before we had time to do anything more, the door of the pub banged open, and Mary Wren came in.

I wasn’t expecting her to come to our table – she knew Kate of course, she was a good friend of Ambrose, but she had never taken any notice of Kate’s friends.

But she did. She walked straight across, and looked from me to Thea and then to Fatima, her broad lip curling.

‘Which of you is Isa Wilde?’ she asked in her deep hoarse voice.

I swallowed.

‘M-me.’

‘All right.’ She put her hands to her hips, towering over us where we sat. The hubbub in the pub seemed to die away, and I saw that people were listening, craning to see round Mary’s broad, muscular back. ‘Listen to me, my lass. I don’t know how people behave back where you were brought up, but round here, people care what’s said about them. If you go spreading lies about my boy again, I will break every bone in your body. Do you understand? I will snap them, one by one.’

I opened my mouth but I couldn’t speak. A deep, spreading shame was rising up from my gut, paralysing me.

Beside me, Kate looked shocked, and I realised she had no idea what this was all about.

‘Mary,’ she said, ‘you can’t –’

‘Keep out of it,’ Mary snapped at her. ‘Though you were in on it, I’ll be bound, all of you. I know what you’re like.’ She folded her arms and looked around our little circle, and I realised that in some perverse way she was enjoying this – enjoying our shock and upset. ‘You’re little liars all of you, and if I had charge of you, you’d be whipped.’

Kate gasped at that, and half stood, as if to fight my corner, but Mary put a heavy hand on her shoulder, physically forcing her back down against the cushions.

‘No, you don’t. I imagine that fancy school is too modern for that sort of thing, and your dad, he’s too nice for his own good, but I’m not, and if you hurt my boy again –’ she looked back at me, her sloe-dark eyes meeting mine unflinchingly – ‘you’ll live to regret the day you were born.’

And then she straightened, turned on her heel, and went out.

The door slammed behind her, loud in the sudden quiet she left behind, and then there was a gust of laughter, and the noises of the bar began to return – the clink of glasses, the deep rumble of the men at the bar. But I felt the eyes of the villagers on us, speculating about what Mary had said, and I wanted to sink into the floor.

‘Jesus!’ Kate said. Her face was white, with a flush of anger high on her cheekbones. ‘What the hell is wrong with her? Dad will be so furious when –’

‘No.’ I grabbed at her coat. ‘No, Kate, don’t. It was my fault. Don’t tell Ambrose.’

I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear for it to come out – the stupid, unworthy lie I had told. The thought of repeating that back to Ambrose’s face, seeing his disappointment …

‘Don’t tell him,’ I said. I felt tears prick at the back of my eyes, but it wasn’t sorrow – it was shame. ‘I deserved it. I deserved what she said.’

It was a mistake, that’s what I wanted to tell Mary, as I sat there speechless in front of her wrath. It was a mistake, and I’m sorry.

But I didn’t say it. And the next time I went into the post office, she served me as usual, and nothing more was said about it. But seventeen years later, as I feed my baby, and try to smile down at her laughing, chub-cheeked face, Mary Wren’s words ring in my ears, and I think, I was right. I did deserve them. We all did.

Little liars.



KATE, THEA AND Fatima are seated around the scrub-top table as I burst back into the Mill, hot and footsore, and my throat dry as dust.

Shadow barks a short sharp warning as the door crashes back against the wall, making the cups on the dresser rattle, and the picture frames bang against the wall in sympathy.

‘Isa!’ Fatima says, her face surprised as she looks up from her plate. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost!’

‘I have. Why didn’t you tell us, Kate?’

The words were a question in my head. Spoken, they sound like an accusation.

‘Tell you what?’ Kate stands, full of bewildered concern. ‘Isa, did you just walk all the way to Salten and back in three hours? You must be exhausted. Did you take a bottle of water?’

‘Fuck the water,’ I say angrily, but when she brings me a glass from the tap and sets it gently down on the table, I have to swallow against the pain in my throat before I can drink.

I take a sip and then a gulp, and then slump on the sofa. Fatima has loaded up a plate with salad for me, and now she brings it over.

‘What happened?’ She sits down beside me on the sofa, holding the plate, and her face is worried. ‘Did you say you saw a ghost?’

‘Yes, I saw a ghost.’ I look over Fatima’s head, straight at Kate. ‘I saw Luc Rochefort in the village.’

Kate’s face crumples, before I’ve even finished the sentence, and she sits abruptly on the edge of the sofa as if she doesn’t completely trust her legs.

‘Shit.’

‘Luc?’ Fatima looks from me to Kate. ‘But I thought he went back to France after …’

Kate makes an unhappy movement with her head, but it’s impossible to tell whether it’s a nod or a shake, or a combination of both.

‘What’s happened to him, Kate?’ I hug Freya closer, thinking of his closed, impassive face, the fury I felt radiating out of him in the small post office. ‘He was …’

‘Angry,’ she finishes. Her face is pale, but her hands, as she reaches in her pocket for her tobacco, are steady. ‘Right?’

‘That’s an understatement. What happened?’

She begins to roll up, very slowly and deliberately, and I remember this from school, how Kate would always take her time, she would never be hurried into an answer. The more difficult the question, the longer she would pause, before replying.

Thea puts down her fork, picks up her wine and cigarette case, and comes over too.

‘Come on, Kate.’ She sits on the bare boards at our feet, and I have a sudden, painful memory of all the nights we spent like this, curled together on the sofa, watching the river, the flames, smoking, laughing, talking …

There is no laughter now, only the rustle of Rizlas as Kate rolls back and forth on her knee, biting her lip. When the cigarette is done, she licks the paper, and then she speaks.

‘He did go back to France. But not … willingly.’

‘What do you mean?’ Thea demands. She taps her cigarette case against the floorboard, and looks at Freya, and I know she wants to smoke, but is waiting until Freya is out of the room.

Kate sighs, and puts her bare feet up onto the sofa, beside Fatima’s hip, and she pushes the loose strands of hair off her face.

‘I don’t know how much you knew about Luc’s background … you know Dad and Luc’s mother, Mireille, were together, years back, right? And they lived with us here.’

I nod, we knew all this. Luc and Kate were toddlers – almost too small to remember, Kate said, although she had faint recollections of parties by the river, Luc falling in once when he was too little to swim.

‘When Dad and Mireille broke up, Mireille took Luc back to France, and we didn’t see him for several years, and then Dad got a call from Mireille – she couldn’t cope with Luc, he was running wild, social services were involved – could he come and spend the summer holidays here, give her a break? You know Dad, he said yes of course. Well, when Luc got here, it turned out that there was maybe a bit more to the story than Mireille had said. Luc was acting out, but there were … reasons. Mireille had her own problems … she’d started shooting up again, and, well, she maybe hadn’t been the best parent to Luc.’

‘What about Luc’s dad?’ Fatima asks. ‘Didn’t he have anything to say about his son disappearing off to England to stay with a strange man?’

Kate shrugs.

‘I don’t know if there was a dad. From what Luc said, Mireille was pretty fucked up when she had him. I’m not sure if she ever knew …’

She trails off and then takes a breath, and starts again.

‘Anyway, he came back to live with us when we were maybe thirteen, fourteen? And the holidays turned into a term … and the term turned into a year … and then another … and then somehow Luc was enrolled at the secondary school in Hampton’s Lee and living with us full-time, and you know … he was doing well. He was happy, I guess.’

We know this too, but no one interrupts.

‘But after Dad …’ Kate swallows, and I know the bad part is coming, the time none of us can bear to think about. ‘After Dad … disappeared, Luc – he couldn’t stay here any more. He was only fifteen, I turned sixteen that summer, but Luc was still several months off and a minor, and in any case once social services got involved …’ She swallows again, and I can see the emotions passing across her face, cloud shadows flitting across a valley.

‘He got sent back,’ she says abruptly. ‘He wanted to stay here with me, but I had no choice.’ She spreads her hands out pleadingly. ‘You realise that, right? I was sixteen, there was no way they were going to let me act as legal guardian to a stray French boy with no parents in the country. I did what I had to do!’ she repeats, her voice desperate.

‘Kate.’ Fatima puts a hand on her arm, her voice gentle. ‘This is us, you don’t have to justify yourself. Of course you had no choice. Ambrose wasn’t Luc’s dad – what could you have done?’

‘They sent him back,’ Kate says, almost as if she hasn’t heard. Her face is blank, remembering. ‘And he wrote and wrote, pleading with me, saying that Dad had promised he’d take care of him, and accusing me of betraying him, accusing me –’

Her eyes well up with tears, and she blinks them away, her expression suddenly bleak and raw. Shadow, sensing her unhappiness without understanding it, comes to lie at her feet, with a little whine, and Kate puts her hand down, ruffling his white fur.

‘A few years ago he came back, got a job at Salten House as a gardener. I thought all the years would have given him perspective, that he’d have realised that I had no choice. I could barely keep myself out of a children’s home, let alone him. But he hadn’t. He hadn’t forgiven me at all. He cornered me one night coming back along the river, and oh God –’ she buries her face in her hands – ‘Fatima, the stories! You must hear them all the time as a GP, but I’d never – the beatings, the abuse, God, what he –’ her voice cracks – ‘what he suffered – I couldn’t bear to listen, but he kept on and on, telling me, like he wanted to punish me – what his mother’s boyfriends had done to him when he was little, and later when he went back to France and got taken into care, the man at the children’s home who used to – who used to –’

But she can’t finish. Her voice dissolves into tears, and she covers her face.

I look at Fatima’s and Thea’s shocked faces, and then back to Kate. I want to say something. I want to comfort her, but all I can think is how they used to be, the two of them, their laughing faces as they splashed in the Reach, their companionable silence as they bent their heads over a board game … They were so close – closer than my brother and I ever were. And now this.

In the end it’s Fatima who sets down the plate of food very carefully, and stands. She puts her arms around Kate, rocking her, wordlessly, back and forth, back and forth.

She’s saying something, very low, but I think I can make out the words.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she’s saying, over and over. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’


I SHOULD HAVE known. That’s what I think, as I sit by Freya’s crib, trying to lull her into sleep, with a pain in my throat from unshed tears.

I should have known.

Because it was all there in front of me, for me to see. The scars on Luc’s back as he swam in the Reach, the marks on his shoulder that I assumed were botched inoculation scars, but when I asked him about them, his face only twisted and he shook his head.

I am older now, less innocent. I understand those small circular burns for what they really were, and I feel sick at my own blindness.

It explains so much that I never understood – Luc’s silence, and his dog-like adoration of Ambrose. His unwillingness to talk about France, however much we pestered him, and the way Kate would squeeze his hand, and change the subject for him.

It even explained something that I had never understood – the way he would let the village boys tease and mock and swagger at him, and he would just take it and take it and take it … and then crack. I remember one evening in the pub, when the village kids had been ribbing him, gently but relentlessly about hanging out with ‘snooty’ Salten House girls. Luc’s position, not quite town, not quite gown, had always been a tough one. Kate was firmly Salten House, and Ambrose somehow effortlessly straddled the two worlds. But Luc had to negotiate an uneasy class divide between the state school in Hampton’s Lee that he attended with the majority of the village kids, and his family connection to the private school on the hill.

And yet, he managed. He put up with the teasing, the ‘our girls not good enough for you, mate?’ remarks, and the veiled comments about posh girls liking a ‘bit of rough’. That night, in the pub, he had just smiled and shaken his head. But then, right at the end of the night, as last orders were being rung, one of the village boys bent down and whispered something in Luc’s ear in passing.

I don’t know what he said. I only saw Kate’s face change. But Luc stood, so fast his chair hit the floor behind him, and he punched the kid, hard and straight on the nose, as if something inside him had snapped. The boy fell to the ground, gasping and groaning. And Luc stood over him as he bled, and watched him cry, his face as expressionless as if nothing had happened at all.

Someone from the pub must have called Ambrose. He was sitting in the rocking chair, waiting for us when we got in, his normally good-humoured face without a trace of a smile. He stood up when we entered.

‘Dad,’ Kate said, breaking in before Luc could speak, ‘it wasn’t Luc’s –’

But Ambrose was shaking his head before she’d even finished.

‘Kate, this is between me and Luc. Luc, can I speak to you in your room, please?’

They closed the door to Luc’s room, so we couldn’t hear the ensuing argument, only the rise and fall of the voices, Ambrose’s full of disappointment and reproach, Luc’s pleading, and then at last angry. The rest of us huddled below in the living room, in front of a fire that we barely needed, for the night was warm, but Kate was shivering as the voices above us grew louder.

‘You don’t understand!’ I heard from above. It was Luc’s voice, cracked with furious disbelief. I could not hear the words of Ambrose’s reply, only his tone, even and patient, and then the crash as Luc threw something at the wall.

When Ambrose came down, he was alone, his wiry hair standing up on end as if he’d raked it through and through. His face was weary, and he reached for the unlabelled wine bottle under the sink and poured himself a tumblerful, downing it with a sigh.

Kate stood as Ambrose sank into the armchair opposite, but Ambrose shook his head, knowing where she was heading.

‘I wouldn’t. He’s very upset.’

‘I’m going up,’ Kate said defiantly. She stood, but as she passed Ambrose’s chair he put out his free hand, catching her wrist, and she stopped, looking down at him, her expression mutinous. ‘Well? What?’

I waited, my heart in my throat, for Ambrose to explode as my father would have done. I could hear him now, raging at Will for answering him back, I’d have been thrashed for cheeking my father like that, you little shit, and When I give you an order, you listen, got it?

But Ambrose … Ambrose didn’t shout. He didn’t even speak. He held Kate’s wrist, but so gently, his fingers barely circling it, that I could see that was not what was keeping her there.

Kate looked down at her father, searching his face. Neither of them moved, but her expression changed, as if reading something in his eyes that none of the rest of us could understand, and then she sighed, and let her hand drop.

‘OK,’ she said. And I knew that whatever Ambrose had wanted to say, Kate had understood, without needing to be told.

There was another crash from above, breaking the silence, and we all jumped.

‘He’s trashing his room,’ Kate said under her breath, but she made no further move towards the stairs, she only sank back down to the sofa. ‘Oh, Dad, I can’t bear it.’

‘Aren’t you – can’t you stop him?’ Fatima asked Ambrose, her eyes wide with disbelief. Ambrose winced as the sound of broken glass came from above, and then shook his head.

‘I would if I could, but there’s some kinds of pain that only stop hurting when you lash out. Maybe this is what he needs to do. I just wish …’ He rubbed his face, and suddenly he looked every day his age. ‘I just wish he wasn’t breaking up his own stuff. God knows, he’s not got much. He’s hurting himself more than me. What happened in that pub?’

‘He took it, Dad,’ Kate said. Her face was white with upset. ‘He really did. You know what they’re like, it’s that kid, Ryan or Roland or whatever his name is. The big one with the dark hair. He’s always had it in for him. But Luc was putting up with it really well, he was just laughing it off. But then Ryan, he said something else, and Luc – he just lost it.’

‘What did he say?’ Ambrose asked, leaning forward in his armchair, but for the first time I saw the shutter come down between Kate and her father. She went completely still, a kind of wary reserve behind the blank mask of her face.

‘I don’t know,’ was all she said, her voice suddenly flat and strange. ‘I didn’t hear.’

Ambrose didn’t punish Luc, and Fatima shook her head over it on the way home because we all knew, relaxed though he was, that he would never have tolerated that kind of behaviour from Kate. There would have been recriminations, reproaches, repairs taken out of her allowance.

With Luc though, Ambrose seemed to be an unfailing well of patience. And now I understand why.

Freya is asleep, her breathing even and feather-light, and I stand, stretching, lost in memories as I stare out across the estuary towards Salten, remembering the Luc I knew, before we went away, and trying to work out why his anger in the post office has shaken me so much.

I knew that that fury was there, after all. I’d seen it, directed at others, sometimes even at himself. And then I realise. It’s not his anger that has scared me. It’s seeing him angry at us.

For back then, no matter how furious he was, he treated the four of us like bone china, like something too precious to be touched, almost. And God knows, I wanted it – I wanted to be touched, so very much. I remember lying beside him on the jetty, the heat of the sun on our backs, and turning to look at his face, his eyes closed, and longing with a heat so fierce that I thought it might consume me, longing for him to open his eyes, and reach out towards me.

But he did not. And so, with my heart beating in my chest so hard that I thought he could surely hear it, I reached out and put my lips to his.

Whatever I expected to happen, it was not this.

His eyes flew open instantly, and he shoved me away, crying out, ‘Ne me touche pas!’ scrambling up and back so hard he almost fell into the water, his chest rising and falling, his eyes wild, as if I’d ambushed him while sleeping.

I felt my face turn scarlet, as if the sun were burning me alive, and I got up too, taking an involuntary step back, away from his furious incomprehension.

‘I’m sorry,’ I managed. ‘Luc?’

He said nothing, just looked around, as if trying to understand where he was, and what had happened. In that moment, it was almost as if he didn’t recognise me, and he looked at me as if I was a stranger. And then recognition came back into his eyes, and with it a kind of shame. He turned on his heel, and he ran, ignoring my cry of ‘Luc! Luc, I’m sorry!’

I didn’t understand then. I didn’t understand what I had done wrong, or how he could react so violently to what was, after all, barely more than the sisterly kiss I’d given him a hundred times.

Now, though … now I think I know what kind of experiences were at the back of that terrified reaction, and my heart is breaking for him. But I am wary, too, for that moment gave me a taste of what I felt again in the post office.

I know what it’s like to be Luc’s enemy. I have seen him lash out.

And I can’t help thinking of the dead sheep, of the fury and pain behind that act, of its guts spilling out like festering secrets into the clear blue water.

And now, I am afraid.


‘WHAT ARE YOU going to do?’ Fatima says in a low voice, handing me a cracked porcelain cup.

Lunch is over. Fatima and I are washing up – or rather she’s washing, I’m drying. Freya is playing on the hearthrug.

Kate and Thea have gone out for a cigarette, and to walk Shadow, and I can see them through the window, walking slowly back along the bank of the Reach, heads bent in conversation, the smoke from their cigarettes dispersing in the summer air. It’s odd, they’re walking the other way to the route I would have gone – north towards the main road to Salten, rather than south to the shore. It’s not nearly as nice a walk.

‘I don’t know.’ I wipe the cup and set it on the table. ‘How about you?’

‘I – I honestly don’t know either. All my instincts are shouting at me to go home, it’s not like we can change anything by being here, and at least in London we’re less likely to get a knock on the door from the police.’

Her words give me a shiver, and I glance involuntarily at the door, imagining Mark Wren walking across the narrow bridge, knocking on the blackened wood … I try to imagine what I would say. I remember Kate’s vehement injunction last night – We know nothing. We saw nothing. That has been the script for seventeen years. If we all stick to it, there is nothing they can do to prove otherwise, surely?

‘I mean, I want to support Kate,’ Fatima continues. She puts down the sponge and pushes back her scarf, leaving a smudge of white foam on her cheek. ‘But a school reunion when we’ve never been to one before? Is that really a good idea?’

‘I know.’ I put another cup on the table. ‘I don’t want to go either. But it’ll look worse if we bail out at the last minute.’

‘I know. I know all that. Rule two – stick to your story. I mean I get it, I do. For better or worse, she’s bought the bloody tickets and told everyone that’s why we’re coming down, so I can see it’s better to see it through. But that thing with the sheep …’

She shakes her head and returns to washing the lunch things. I sneak a quick glance at her face as she scrubs.

‘What was that about? You saw the body better than I did. Was it really Shadow?’

Fatima shakes her head again.

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I’ve only seen a couple of dog attacks, and maybe it’s different when they attack people, but it didn’t look …’

My stomach clenches, and I’m not sure if I should come clean. If the police get involved then perhaps it’s better if Fatima doesn’t know, doesn’t have anything to conceal, but we swore never to lie to each other, didn’t we? And this is lying of a kind – a lie by omission.

‘There was a note,’ I say at last. ‘Kate saw it, but she hid it in her pocket. I found it when I went to rinse her coat.’

‘What?’ Fatima looks up at that, her face alarmed. She drops the dishcloth and turns to face me. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

‘Because I didn’t want to worry you. And I didn’t want …’

‘What did it say?’

‘It said …’ I swallow. The words are almost unbearable to speak, and I have to force myself to make them real. ‘It said, Why don’t you throw this one in the Reach too?’

There is a crack, as Fatima drops the cup she is holding, and all the colour and expression drains from her face, leaving it a pale Noh mask of horror, framed by her dark headscarf.

‘What did you say?’ Her voice is a croak.

But I can’t bring myself to repeat it again, and I know full well she heard me, she is just too scared to admit what I already realise – that someone knows, and is bent on punishing us for what happened.

‘No.’ She is shaking her head. ‘No. It’s not possible.’

I put down the tea towel, and go to the sofa where Freya is playing, and I slump down, my face in my hands.

‘This changes everything,’ Fatima says urgently. ‘We have to leave, Isa. We have to leave now.’

There is a sound outside, the scamper of paws, the noise of feet on the jetty, and my head comes up in time to see Kate and Thea open the shore door and come inside, stamping the sand and mud off their feet. Kate is laughing, some of the strain that has been in her face for the last twenty-four hours ebbing away, but her expression turns wary as she looks from Fatima to me and back.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘I’m going.’ Fatima picks up the shards of broken cup from the floor and dumps them on the drainer, then she wipes her hands on the tea towel and comes to stand beside me. ‘I need to be back in London. So does Isa.’

‘No.’ Kate’s voice is firm, urgent. ‘You can’t.’

‘Come back with me!’ Fatima says desperately. She waves a hand around at the Mill. ‘You’re not safe here and you know it. Isa – tell them about the note!’

‘What note?’ Thea’s face is alarmed. ‘Will someone explain?’

‘Kate got a note,’ Fatima spits, ‘saying Why don’t you throw this one in the Reach too? Someone knows, Kate! Is it Luc? Did you tell him? Is that what this is all about?’ Kate doesn’t answer. She is shaking her head in a kind of mute misery, but I’m not sure what she’s saying no to – the idea that she would tell Luc, or the idea that it’s him, or whether she’s answering Fatima at all.

‘Someone knows,’ Fatima says again, her voice rising in pitch. ‘You have to leave!’

Kate shakes her head again, and she closes her eyes, pressing her fingers against them as if she doesn’t know what to say, but when Fatima says again ‘Kate, are you listening to me?’ she looks up.

‘I can’t leave, Fati. You know why.’

‘Why not? Why can’t you just pack up and walk away?’

‘Because nothing has changed – whoever wrote that note hasn’t gone to the police, which means either they’re just speculating, or they’ve got more to lose than we have. We’re still safe. But if I run, people will know I have something to hide.’

‘Well, you stay if you want.’ Fatima turns, begins picking up her bag, her sunglasses from the table. ‘But I’m not. There’s no reason for me to stay here.’

‘There is.’ Kate’s voice is hard now. ‘At least for one night. Be reasonable, Fatima. Stay for the alumnae dinner – if you don’t, it punches a hole a mile wide in the reason you’re down here. If you don’t go to the dinner, why would you all suddenly be here after so long?’

She doesn’t say what that reason is. She doesn’t need to. Not with the headline still blaring from every copy of the local newspaper.

‘Fuck,’ Fatima says suddenly, loudly and viciously. She drops her bag on the floor and paces to the window, banging her forehead gently against the rippled-glass pane. ‘Fuck.’

When she turns back, her face is accusing.

‘Why the hell did you bring us down here, Kate? To make sure we’re as implicated as you?’

‘What?’ Kate’s face looks like Fatima has slapped her, and she takes a step back. ‘No! Jesus, Fatima, of course not. How can you even say that?’

‘Then why?’ Fatima cries.

‘Because I couldn’t think how else to tell you!’ Kate shouts back. Her olive cheeks are flushed, though whether with shame or anger, I can’t tell. When she speaks again, it’s to Shadow, as if she can’t bear to look at us. ‘What was the alternative? Email you? Because I don’t know about you, but that’s not something I want on my computer records. Phone you up and spill it out while your husbands listened in the background? I asked you to come down because I thought you deserved to be told face-to-face, and because it seemed like the safest option, and yes, if I’m honest, because I’m a selfish bitch, and I needed you.’

Her chest is rising and falling, and for a minute I think she is going to burst into tears, but she doesn’t, instead it’s Fatima who stumbles across the room to pull Kate into a hug.

‘I’m sorry,’ she manages. ‘I should never – I’m so sorry.’

‘I’m sorry too,’ Kate says, her voice muffled by Fatima’s scarf. ‘This is all my fault.’

‘Stop,’ Thea cuts her off. She goes across to the two of them, and puts her arms around them both. ‘Kate, this is on all of us, not just you. If it hadn’t have been for what we did –’

She doesn’t finish, but she doesn’t need to. We all know what we did, the way that slow, sunlit summer unravelled beneath our fingers, taking Ambrose with it.

‘I’ll stay the night,’ Fatima says at last, ‘but I still don’t want to go to the dinner. After everything that happened – how can you think of going back, Kate? After what they did?’

‘We have the invitations …’ Thea says slowly. ‘Isn’t that enough? Can’t we say we decided not to go at the last minute, that Fati’s car wouldn’t start, or something? Isa? What do you think?’

They turn to me, all three of them – three faces, so physically different, and yet their expressions identical: worry, fear, expectation.

‘We should go,’ I say at last. I don’t want to, I want to stay here in the warmth and quiet of the Mill. Salten House is the last place I want to go back to. But Kate has already bought the tickets in our names, and we can’t undo that. If we don’t attend there will be four empty places on the seating plan and four unclaimed name tags at the entrance. People know we came down – in a small town like this there are no secrets. If we don’t attend they will ask why. Why we changed our minds. And worst of all, why we came down in the first place, if not for the dinner. And we can’t afford questions.

‘But what about Freya?’ Fatima asks, and I realise she’s right. I hadn’t even thought about Freya. Our eyes turn to her, playing contentedly on her back on the rug, chewing some garish piece of bright-coloured plastic. She feels our eyes on her and looks up, and laughs, a gurgling joyous laugh that makes me want to snatch her up and hold her close.

‘Could I take her?’ I ask doubtfully. Kate’s face is blank.

‘Shit, I never thought of Freya. Hang on.’ She gets her phone out, and I peer over her shoulder as she brings up the school website, and clicks on the ‘alumnae’ tab.

‘Dinner … dinner … here we are. FAQs … tickets for guests … oh crap.’

I read aloud over her shoulder: ‘Partners and older children are welcome, but we regret this formal event is not suitable for babies or children under ten. We can supply a list of local sitters, or B&Bs with babysitting facilities upon request.’

‘Great.’

‘I’m sorry, Isa. But there’s half a dozen girls in the village who’d come out.’

I bite back the remark that it’s not that simple. Freya has never taken bottles well, and besides, even if she did, I don’t have any feeding equipment with me.

I could blame it on the bottles, but it would be a kind of lie, because the bigger truth is that I simply don’t want to leave her.

‘I’ll have to try to get her down before they come,’ I say reluctantly. ‘There’s no way she’ll go down for a stranger, she won’t sleep for Owen let alone someone she’s never met. What time does it start?’

‘Eight,’ Kate says.

Shit. It will be touch and go. Freya is sometimes asleep by seven, sometimes she’s awake and chirruping at nine. But there’s no way around this.

‘Give me a number,’ I say to Kate. ‘I’ll call. It’s better if I talk to them direct, make sure they’re reasonably savvy about babies.’

Kate nods.

‘Sorry, Isa.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Fatima says sympathetically. She puts a hand on my shoulder, squeezes gently. ‘The first time is always the hardest.’

I feel a wave of irritation. She doesn’t mean to pull the ‘experienced mother’ card, but she can’t help it, and the worst of it is, I know she’s right, she has two children and a vast amount more experience than I have, she has been here before and knows what it’s like. But she doesn’t know Freya, and even if she thinks she remembers the edgy nervousness of the first time she left her baby with a stranger, she doesn’t really, not with the visceral immediacy that I am feeling in this moment.

I’ve left Freya with Owen a few times. But never like this – never with someone I don’t know from Adam.

What if something happens?

‘Give me the numbers,’ I say to Kate again, ignoring Fatima, shrugging her hand off my shoulder, and I pick Freya up and we go upstairs, the list of numbers clutched in my hot fist, trying not to give way to tears.


IT IS LATE. The sun is dipping in the sky, the shadows over the Reach are lengthening, and Freya is nodding at my breast, her hand still clutched around the fragile necklace of twisted silver wire that I rarely wear any more, for fear she’ll tug it and snap the links.

I can hear the others conversing downstairs. They’ve been ready for ages, while I try and fail to get Freya to sleep. But she’s picked up on my nerves, wrinkled her face disgustedly at the unaccustomed smell of the perfume I’ve dabbed behind my ears, batted angry hands at the slippery black silk of a too-tight sheath dress borrowed from Kate. Everything is wrong – the strange room, the strange cot, the light slanting through the too-thin curtains.

Every time I lower her to the mattress of the cot she jumps and flails and snatches at me, her angry wail rising like a siren above the noise of the river and the low voices downstairs.

But now … now she seems really and truly asleep, her mouth gaping, a little trickle of milk oozing from the side of her lips.

I catch it with the muslin before it can stain the borrowed dress, and then rise, very stealthily, and edge my way to the cot in the corner.

Lower … lower … I bend over, feeling my back twinge and complain, and then at last she’s on the mattress, my hand firm on her belly, trying to merge the moment of my being there into the moment of my not being there so smoothly that it passes unnoticed.

Eventually I stand, holding my breath.

‘Isa!’ comes a whispered hiss up the stairs, and I grit my teeth, screaming shut up! inside my head, but not daring to say it.

But Freya slumbers on, and I tiptoe as silently as possible towards the corridor, and down the rickety stairs, my finger to my lips as the others raise a muted cheer, and then hastily hush at the sight of my face.

They are standing, huddled together at the bottom of the stairs, their eyes upturned to mine. Fatima is dressed in a stunningly beautiful jewelled shalwar kameez in ruby silk that she somehow found in a formal-wear shop in Hampton’s Lee this afternoon. Thea has refused to bow to the dictates of the black-tie invitation and is wearing her usual skinny jeans and a spaghetti-strap top that starts out gold at the bottom hem, and deepens into midnight black at the neck, and it reminds me so much of the hair she used to have as a girl that my breath catches in my throat. Kate is wearing a rose-pink handkerchief dress that looks like it could have cost either pence, or hundreds of pounds, and her hair is loose around her shoulders and damp from the shower.

There is a lump in my throat as I come to the foot of the stairs – and I don’t even know why. Perhaps it’s the sudden, heart-shattering realisation of how much I love them, or the way they have grown from girls to women in the space of a heartbeat. Perhaps it’s the way their faces in the evening sunlight are overlaid by the memory of the girls they once were – they are polished, a little wary, eyes a little tired, but more beautiful than I ever remember them being as girls, and yet at the same time they are clear-skinned, hopeful, poised like birds to take flight into an unknown future.

I think of Luc, and his anger in the shop, the veiled threats, and I feel a sudden clenching fury – I cannot bear for them to be hurt. Any of them.

‘Ready?’ Kate says with a smile, but before I can nod, there is a cough in the corner, and I turn to see Liz, the girl from the village who has come to take care of Freya, standing by the dresser.

She is horrifyingly young – that was the first thing I thought when she arrived, knocking on the door with a tentative rap. She said on the phone she was sixteen but I don’t know if I believe it now I’ve seen her – and she has pale brown hair and a broad, blank face that is hard to read, but looks anxious.

Thea looks at her phone. ‘We need to go.’

‘Wait,’ I say, and I begin again the speech that I’ve run through twice already – the cup of expressed milk in the fridge, the comforter she doesn’t like but I keep hoping she’ll take to, where the nappies are, what to do if she won’t settle.

‘You’ve got my number,’ I say for maybe the twentieth time, as Fatima shifts from one foot to the other and Thea sighs. ‘Right?’

‘Right here.’ Liz pats the pad on the dresser, next to the pile of tenners that is her fee for the night.

‘And the milk in the fridge – I don’t know if she’ll take it – she’s not very used to sippy cups – but it’s worth a try if she wakes up.’

‘Don’t worry, Miss.’ Her small eyes are a guileless blue. ‘My ma always says there’s no one to beat me with my little brother. I look after him all the time.’

This doesn’t really reassure me, but I nod.

‘Come on, Isa,’ Thea says impatiently. She is standing at the door, her hand on the latch. ‘We’ve really got to get going.’

‘OK.’ I feel the wrongness of what I’m doing twist at my gut as I walk towards the door, but what choice do I have? The distance between me and Freya stretches, like a cord around my throat tightening as I pull away. ‘I’m going to try to duck out early, but call me, OK?’ I say to Liz, and she nods, and I’m peeling myself away from her, from Freya, every step making a hollow place inside my chest.

And then I’m across the rickety wooden bridge, feeling the even-ing sunlight on my back, and the emptiness lifts a little.

‘So I guess I’m driving …?’ Fatima says, getting out her keys.

Kate looks at her watch.

‘I don’t know. It’s ten miles round by the road and we’re very likely to hit a tractor at this time. They’re all working late on the fields in this weather, and there’s only one route they can take. If we get stuck behind one we could be there for ages.’

‘So, what?’ Fatima looks almost comically horrified. ‘Are you saying we should walk?’

‘It’d probably be quicker. It’s only a couple of miles if we cut across the marsh.’

‘But I’m wearing evening shoes!’

‘So change into your Birkenstocks.’ Kate nods at Fatima’s shoes, left neatly outside the door. ‘But it’ll be easy walking. It’s dry in this weather.’

‘Come on,’ Thea says, surprising me. ‘It’ll be like old times. And anyway, you know what parking will be like at the school. We’ll get boxed in, and you won’t be able to get the car out until all the other rows have left.’

It’s that suggestion that swings it. I can see in Fatima’s eyes that she is as reluctant as the rest of us to be stuck at school, unable to get away. She rolls her eyes, but kicks off her shoes and pushes her feet into her Birkenstocks. I switch my heels for the sandals I wore to walk to the village, wincing slightly as they rub the same sore places from the long walk. Kate is already wearing low, sensible flats, and so is Thea – she doesn’t need the extra height.

I give one last look at the window where Freya is sleeping, feeling the painful tug. And then I turn my face towards the track, south, towards the coast, and I take a deep breath.

Then we set off.

It is like old times, that’s what I think as we walk down the same track we always used to take back to Salten House. It is a pure, beautiful evening, the sky streaked with pink clouds reflecting the setting sun, the sandy track giving back the day’s warmth to our feet.

But we are only halfway along the shore path when Kate stops abruptly and says, ‘Let’s cut through here.’

For a minute I can’t even see where she means – and then I see it – a gap in the tangled, thorny hedge, a broken-down stile just visible among the nettles and brambles.

‘What?’ Thea gives a short laugh. ‘You joking?’

‘I –’ Kate’s face is uncomfortable. ‘I just thought … it’ll be quicker.’

‘No it won’t.’ Fatima’s face, behind her outsize black shades, is puzzled. ‘You know it won’t – it’s a less direct route, and anyway, there’s no way I can get through there, it’ll rip my outfit to shreds. What’s wrong with the stile further down? The one we always used to take back to school?’

Kate takes a deep breath and for a minute I think she’s going to persist, but then she turns and stalks off ahead of us up the path.

‘Fine.’ It’s muttered under her breath, so low that I’m not sure if I heard.

‘That was weird,’ I whisper to Fatima, who nods.

‘I know. What’s going on? But I wasn’t being unreasonable, was I? I mean –’ She gestures to the flowing, fragile silk, the easily caught jewels. ‘Seriously, right? There’s no way I could have got through those thorn bushes.’

‘Of course not,’ I say as we increase our pace to catch up with Kate’s retreating back. ‘I don’t know what she was thinking.’

But I do know. As soon as we get to the place where we always used to turn, I know instantly, and I can’t believe I had forgotten. And I understand, too, why Kate took Thea north up the Reach for their walk this afternoon, instead of south towards the sea.

For where our route turns right, over a stile onto the marsh, the shore path carries on towards the sea, and in the distance, almost hidden in the lee of a sand dune, I can see a white shape, and the blue-and-white flutter of police tape.

It is a tent. The sort used to shelter a site where forensic samples are being taken.

My heart sinks, a sickness fluttering in my stomach. How could we have been so crass?

Thea and Fatima realise it too, at the same instant. I can see by the way their faces change, and we exchange a single, stricken look behind Kate’s back as she walks ahead of us to the stile, her face averted from the stark beauty of the shore, and the sparkling sea stretching far out, as far as the eye can see, and in the midst of it all, that unassuming little tent that has changed everything.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, as Kate swings her leg over the fence, the rose-patterned silk fluttering in the wind. ‘Kate, we didn’t think –’

‘It’s fine,’ she says again, but her voice is stiff and hard, and it is not fine. How could we have forgotten? It’s not like we didn’t know. It’s why we’re here, after all.

‘Kate …’ Fatima says pleadingly, but Kate is over the stile, and striding onwards, her face turned away from us so we cannot see her expression, and we can only look at each other, wretched, guilty, and then hurry to catch up.

‘Kate, I’m sorry,’ I say again, catching at her arm, but she pulls out of my grip.

‘Forget about it,’ she says, and it’s a punch in the gut, an accus-ation I can’t refute. Because I already did.

‘Stop,’ Thea says, and there’s a note of command in her voice, a sound that I haven’t heard for years. She used to use it so easily, that whip-crack tone that more or less compelled you to listen, even if you didn’t obey. Stop. Drink this. Give me that. Come here.

Somewhere along the line she stopped – stopped ordering others around, became frightened of her own authority. But it’s back, just for a flicker, and Kate turns, halting on the short, sheep-cropped turf with a look of resignation in her eyes.

‘What?’

‘Kate, look …’ The note is gone now, Thea’s voice is concili-atory, uncertain, reflecting all our feelings as we stand around, unsure what to say, unsure how to make the unbearable OK when we know we can’t. ‘Kate, we didn’t –’

‘We’re sorry,’ Fatima says. ‘We really are, we should have realised. But don’t be like this – we’re here for you, you know that, right?’

‘And I should be more grateful?’ Kate’s face twists, and she tries to smile. ‘I know, I –’

But Fatima interrupts.

‘No. That’s not what I’m saying – for fuck’s sake, Kate, when did gratitude ever come between any of us?’ She spits out the word like a swear word. ‘Gratitude? Don’t insult me. We’re beyond that, aren’t we? We certainly used to be. All I meant was, you think you’re alone, you think you’re the only one who cares, you’re not. And you should take this – all of us –’ she waves a hand round at our little group, our long black shadows streaming across the marsh in the evening sun – ‘as proof of that. We love you, Kate. Look at us – Isa trekking down with her baby, Thea throwing in work at a moment’s notice, me dropping Ali, Nadia, Sam, all of them, for you. That’s how much you mean to me, to us. That’s how much we will never let you down. Do you understand?’

Kate shuts her eyes, and for a minute I think she may be about to cry, or rail at us, but she doesn’t, she reaches out, blind, for our hands, and pulls us towards her, her strong, paint-covered fingers hard against my wrist, as if we’re keeping her afloat.

‘You –’ she says, and her voice cracks, and then our arms are around each other, all four of us, huddled together like four trees twisted in the coast winds into a single living thing, arms tangled, foreheads pressed, warmth against warmth, and I can feel them, the others, their pasts so woven with mine that there’s no way to separate us, any of us.

‘I love you,’ Kate croaks, and I am saying it back, or I think I am, the chorus of choked voices must include mine, but I can’t tell, I can’t tell where I end and the others begin.

‘We go in together,’ Fatima says firmly. ‘Understand? They broke us once, but they won’t do it again.’

Kate nods, and straightens, wiping her eyes beneath the mascara.

‘Right.’

‘So, we’re agreed? United front?’

‘United front,’ Thea says, a little grimly, and I nod.

‘United we stand,’ I say, and then I wish I hadn’t, because the unspoken final half of the saying hangs in the air, like a silent echo.



DO YOU REMEMBER …

That’s the refrain running through our conversation as we trudge the last mile of the walk across the marshes.

Do you remember the time Thea got caught with vodka in her sports bottle at the away hockey match with Roedean?

Do you remember when Fatima told Miss Rourke that fukkit was Urdu for pen?

Do you remember when we broke out to go night swimming, and Kate got caught in the rip tide and nearly drowned?

Do you remember – do you remember – do you remember …

I thought I remembered everything, but now, as the memories sweep over me like floodwater, I realise that I didn’t, not fully. Not like this – not so vividly that I can smell the seawater, see again Kate’s shaking limbs, white in the moonlight, as we staggered up the beach with her. I remembered, but I didn’t remember the detail, the colours, the feel of the playing-field grass beneath my feet and the sea wind against my face.

But it’s as we cross the last field and climb the last fence that Salten House comes into view and it really hits home. We are back. We are really and truly back. The realisation is unsettling, and I feel my stomach tighten as the others fall silent, knowing that they must be remembering as I am, some of the other memories, the ones we have tried to forget. I remember Mark Wren’s face when a group of fifth years met him on the coast road one day, the tide of red climbing up the back of his neck as the sniggers and whispers started, the way he hung his head and shot a look at Thea that was pure misery. I remember the look of alarm on a first year’s face as she turned away from Fatima and me in the corridor, and I realised that she must have heard rumours about us – about our sharp tongues, and capacity for deceit. And I remember the expression on Miss Weatherby’s face that final day …

I am suddenly glad that Salten House has changed, far more than Salten itself which gives the air of being set in stone and salt. Unlike the Tide Mill which has only grown more battered with the years, there is a perceptible air of smartness to the place now, which is absent from my memories. Whatever impression it tried to give, Salten House was never a top-tier school in my day. It was, as Kate had said, a ‘last-chance saloon’ in many ways – the kind of place that would have space for a pupil enrolled in a hurry due to trouble at home, and would not ask questions about a girl kicked out of three other schools in a row. I remember noticing, when I arrived that first day so long ago, that the paintwork was peeling and salt-stained, the lawns were yellowing after a hot summer. There were weeds growing up through the gravel of the drive, and in among the Bentleys and Daimlers, many parents drove Fiats and Citroëns and battered Volvos.

Now, though, there is an air of … money. There’s no other way of putting it.

The silhouette of the tall building casting its long shadows across the croquet lawns and tennis pitches is the same, but the stark, cheap white paint has been changed to a deep expensive cream, subtly softening the edges, an effect enhanced by the flowers that have been placed in window boxes, and the creepers that have been planted at the corners of the building and are beginning to twine across the facade.

The lawns are lusher and greener, and as we make our way across them there is an almost inaudible ‘click’ and small spigots rise from the grass and begin spraying a fine mist of water, a luxury unimaginable when we were there. Outbuildings and covered walkways have sprung up, so that girls no longer need to scurry from lesson to lesson in the driving rain. And as we pass the all-weather tennis courts, I see they have been updated from their unforgiving knee-skinning tarmac to a kind of rubbery green sponge.

What hasn’t changed are the four towers still standing sentinel, one at each corner of the main block, the black skein of the fire escapes still twining up them like post-industrial ivy.

I wonder if the tower windows still open wide enough to admit a slim fifteen-year-old, and whether the girls break out now like they did then … Somehow I doubt it.

It is half-term of course, and the place is strangely silent … or almost silent. As we walk across the playing fields, cars sweep up the drive, and I hear faint voices coming from the front of the building.

For a minute my ears prick, and I think parents! with much the same sense of danger as a rabbit might think hawks! But then I realise – these aren’t parents, they’re girls. Old girls. Us.

Only not us. Because, somehow, it was always us and them. That’s the trouble with having a ‘click’ as Mary Wren might call it. When you define yourself by walls, who’s in, who’s out. The people on the other side of the wall become not just them, but them. The outsiders. The opposition. The enemy.

It’s something that I didn’t understand, in those early days at Salten House. I was so grateful to have found friends, so happy to have found my own niche, that I didn’t understand that every time I sided with Kate and Thea and Fatima, I was siding against the others. And that soon they might side against me.

A wall, after all, isn’t just about keeping others out. It can also be for trapping people inside.

‘Oh. My. God.’ The voice floats across the evening air, and we turn, sharply, all four of us as one, towards the sound.

A woman is approaching us, her heels crunching and teetering on the gravel.

‘Thea? Thea West? And – oh my God, you must be Isa Wilde, is that right?’

For a minute I go blank, and can’t place her name, and then it comes to me. Jess Hamilton. Captain of Hockey in the fifth form, and widely tipped for head girl in the sixth. Did she make it? I wonder. But before I can open my mouth to say hello, she’s barrelling on.

‘Fatima! I nearly didn’t recognise you with that scarf! And Kate, too! I can’t believe you’re here!’

‘Well …’ Thea raises an eyebrow and waves a hand slightly deprecatingly around the group. ‘Believe it now. Is it that unlikely that we made it this far in life? I know I had a live fast, die young poster on the wall of the dorm, but you weren’t supposed to take it literally.’

‘No!’ Jess gives a shrill laugh, and shoves Thea’s shoulder playfully. ‘You know it’s not that. It’s just …’ She falters for a second, and we all know what she’s really thinking, but she recovers and continues, ‘It’s just that, well, that you’ve never shown up to any of these things, any of you, even Kate, and she only lives five minutes down the road. We’d quite given up hope!’

‘How nice to know we’ve been missed,’ Thea says, with a little twisted smile. There is a moment’s awkward silence, and then Kate begins to walk.

‘So, gosh,’ Jess says, falling into step with us as we make our way round the corner to the main entrance. ‘What are you all up to? Kate, I know, of course. No surprise that she’s become an artist. What about you, Isa, let me guess – something to do with education?’

‘Nope,’ I say, forcing a smile. ‘Civil Service, actually. Unless you count trying to give ministers a crash course in law. How about you?’

‘Oh, I’m very lucky. Alex – that’s my husband – did awfully well out of the dot.com boom, he got in and out just at the right time. So we’re full-time parents to Alexa and Joe.’

Thea’s eyebrows nearly disappear into her fringe.

‘Do you have kids?’ Jess asks, and I nearly don’t reply, before I realise her question is directed at me, and I nod hastily.

‘Oh, yes. One little girl – Freya. She’s nearly six months.’

‘Home with the nanny?’

‘Nope.’ I manage another smile. ‘We don’t have a nanny in fact. She’s at Kate’s, with a babysitter.’

‘And how about you, Fatima?’ Jess continues. ‘I must say, I didn’t know you’d become …’ she nods at the scarf, ‘you know. A Muslim.’ She sort of mouths the last word, like someone not wanting to articulate something slightly taboo.

Fatima’s smile is even thinner than mine feels, but she doesn’t let it slip.

‘I was always a Muslim,’ she says evenly. ‘I just wasn’t very observant at school.’

‘And so … what … you know, what changed your mind?’

Fatima shrugs.

‘Kids. Time. Adulthood. Who knows?’ I can tell she doesn’t want to talk about it, or not to Jess, not now.

‘So you’re married?’ Jess says.

Fatima nods. ‘To another doctor. I know, right? What a cliché! Two lovely kids, a boy and a girl. They’re at home with Ali. What about yours?’

‘Same as you – a girl and a boy – Alexa, she’s nearly five – can’t believe where the time goes! – and Joe, who’s two – they’re at home with the au pair. Alex and I took a couple of sneaky nights off for a long weekend. Gotta have some couple time, right?’

Fatima and I exchange a fleeting look. I’m not sure what to reply to this – Owen and I have not had any ‘couple time’ since Freya was born – but we’re saved by the appearance of a tall blonde woman on the path up ahead, who does a mock feint, hand to her heart and then says,

‘Not Jess Hamilton? No! You can’t be, you don’t look old enough!’ ‘The very same,’ Jess says, with a little bow, and then she waves a hand at the four of us. ‘And you probably remember …’

There is a sudden silence, as I see the woman registering our faces, recalling names, and her expression changes, the polite society smile falling away. She does remember. She remembers exactly.

‘Of course,’ she says, and there is a kind of cold reserve in her voice that makes my heart sink. Then she turns back to Jess, linking her arm with hers, turning her back on the rest of us. ‘Jess, darling, you simply must meet my husband,’ she says conspiratorially.

And just like that Jess is swept up, borne away, and it’s just the four of us again. Alone. Together.

But not for long. For as we round the corner to the drive, the double doors are open, light streaming out into the evening air, and people streaming in.

I feel someone reaching for my hand, and when I look, it’s Kate, her fingers twining into mine for support, her grip painfully hard.

‘Are you OK?’ I whisper, and she gives a single, sharp nod, but I’m not sure if she’s trying to convince me, or herself.

‘Armour on?’ Thea says, nodding at the shoes I am holding in my free hand, and I realise, I’m still wearing my walking sandals, covered with dust. I kick them off, balancing against Kate’s shoulders, and slip my feet into the high heels. Fatima is doing the same, supporting herself against Thea’s arm. Kate’s dress flutters in the wind, like a flag – like a distress signal, I think suddenly, the image popping into my mind uninvited, and I push it away.

We glance at each other, and in each other’s eyes we read the same feelings – trepidation, nervous excitement, fear.

‘Ready?’ Kate says, and we all nod. And then we walk up the steps into the school that kicked us out so painfully, so many years ago.


OH GOD. IT’S not even an hour into the evening and I’m not sure I can do this any more.

I am sitting on the toilet, my head in my hands, trying to get a hold of myself. I have been drinking from nerves, letting my glass get topped up by passing waiters, not counting my units. It feels like a dream, one of those where you’re back at school, but everything is subtly different, more technicolour, everything has shifted up a gear. There was a slightly nightmarish quality to the wall of faces and voices that greeted us as we entered the hall, a mix of total strangers, and of half-remembered faces changed by age, the features sharpened as puppy fat fell away, or alternatively thickened and flattened, the skin loosening imperceptibly like a latex mask that has slightly slipped.

And the worst is, everyone knows us, even the girls who arrived at the school after we left. I hadn’t anticipated that. The way we left, slipping out between one term and the next, our departure unannounced … it felt low-key. It was one of the things the headmistress said to my father at the time, ‘If Isa leaves of her own volition, we can keep this very quiet.’

But I had forgotten the echo chamber we left behind, where the space left by our absence must have been filled over and over again by rumour and speculation until an edifice of lies and half-truths had built up, fuelled by the meagre facts of Ambrose’s disappearance. And now – enough old girls live locally to have seen the Salten Observer. They have read the headlines. And they’re not stupid – they have put two and two together. Sometimes they’ve made five.

The worst of it is their eyes, which are avid. People are pleasant enough to our faces, though their conversation feels a little forced, and I sense, though maybe I’m imagining it, a kind of wariness behind their smiles. But every time we turn away, I can hear the whispers behind our back start up. Is it true? Weren’t they expelled? Did you hear …?

The memories are no longer gentle little ‘do you remember?’ taps on my shoulder, they are slaps, each one an assault. Even away from the crowd they keep coming. I remember sitting crying in this very stall because a girl, a harmless little first year, had seen me and Fatima coming back from Kate’s one night, and I had completely overreacted. I had threatened her, told her that if she told anyone what she’d seen I would ensure she was sent to Coventry for the rest of her days at Salten. I could do that, I told her. I could make her life a misery.

It was a lie of course. Both parts. I couldn’t have isolated her like that even if I’d wanted to. We were too isolated ourselves, by that point. Seats were mysteriously saved in the buttery when we tried to sit in them. If one of us suggested a particular film in the common room of an evening, the vote somehow always went the other way. And besides – I would never really have done it. I only wanted to scare her a little, keep her quiet.

I don’t know what she did or said, but Miss Weatherby called me into her office that evening and gave me a long talk, about community spirit, and my responsibility to the younger girls.

‘I’m beginning to wonder,’ she said, her voice full of disappointment, ‘whether you truly have it in you to be a Salten girl, Isa. I know that things at home are very hard, but that doesn’t excuse your snapping at others, particularly those younger than yourself. Please don’t make me talk to your father, I am sure he has enough on his plate right now.’

My throat had seemed to close up with a combination of shame and fury. Fury at her, at Miss Weatherby, yes. But mostly at myself, for what I’d done, for what I’d allowed myself to become. I thought of Thea, that first night, her account of how the Lying Game had started. I won’t pick on the new girls, the ones who can’t defend themselves, she’d said. I’ll do it to the ones in charge – the teachers, the popular girls. The ones who think they’re above it all.

What had I become, threatening eleven-year-olds?

I thought of what my father would say if Miss Weatherby called him, between trips to the hospital. I thought of how his face, already grey with worry, would tighten more in lines of disappointment.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, forcing the words out. Not because I didn’t want to say them, but because of the constriction in my throat. ‘I really am. Please – it was a mistake. I’ll apologise. And I’ll try harder, I promise.’

‘Do,’ Miss Weatherby said. There was something worried in her eyes. ‘And, Isa, I know I’ve spoken to you about this before, but please do consider mixing more. Tight-knit friendships are all very well and good, but they can close us off from other chances. They can cost us a great deal, in the end.’

‘Isa?’ The knock on the cubicle door is low but decisive, and my head comes up. ‘Isa, are you there?’

I stand, flush, and leave the safety of the toilet cubicle to wash my hands at the row of sinks. Thea is standing by the dryer, her arms folded.

‘We were worried,’ she says flatly. I grimace. How long had I been in there? Ten minutes? Twenty?

‘I’m sorry, it just … it was all too much, you know?’

The water is cool on my hands and wrists, and I suppress an urge to splash it over my face.

‘Look, I understand,’ Thea says. Her face is gaunt, her thinness making her look almost haggard in the unforgiving lights of the school toilets – the guest facilities have been updated too and now feature soft towels and scented hand cream, but the lighting is just the same as it was, harsh and fluorescent. ‘I want to get out too. But you can’t hide all night, they’re about to sit down for dinner and you’ll be missed. Let’s get through the meal and then we can get out.’

‘OK,’ I say. But I can’t make myself move. I’m holding on to the basin, feeling my nails against the porcelain. Shit. I think about Freya back at Kate’s, wonder if she’s OK. I am almost overcome by the urge to duck out of here and run back to my soft, warm, home-smelling baby. ‘Why the hell did Kate think this was a good idea?’

‘Look.’ Thea glances over her shoulder at the empty cubicles, and lowers her voice. ‘We discussed this. You were the one who voted to come.’

I nod grimly. She’s right. And the thing is, I understand Kate’s panicked reaction, scrabbling around for a reason to explain all her friends coming down here after so many years’ absence, the weekend that a body just happened to turn up in the Reach. The reunion must have seemed like a heaven-sent coincidence. But I wish, I wish she hadn’t done it.

Shit, I think again, and I feel the swear words bubbling up inside me, a poison I can’t contain. I have a sudden vision of myself sitting down at the white-clothed dining table and letting them spew out – Shut your fucking faces, you rumour-mongering bitches. You know nothing. Nothing!

I breathe, slow and quiet, try to steady myself.

‘OK?’ Thea says, more gently. I nod.

‘I’m OK. I can do this.’ Then I correct myself. ‘We can do this, right? I mean, God knows, if Kate can, I can. Is she holding up?’

‘Just,’ Thea says. She holds open the toilet door and I make my way out into the echoing hallway, empty now except for a few teachers milling about, and a large easel at one end, holding the table plans.

‘Ooh, be quick!’ a teacher says, seeing us emerge. She is young, too young to have been there when we were. ‘They’re sitting down for the speeches. What table are you on?’

‘Pankhurst, according to the woman who was here before,’ Thea says, and the teacher looks at the list, runs her finger down the names. ‘Thea West,’ Thea supplements.

‘Oh, that’s right, you’re here. And you are …?’ She looks at me. ‘Sorry, as you can probably tell, I’m a recent arrival so all of you old girls are new faces to me!’

‘Isa Wilde,’ I say quietly, and to my relief her face, as she turns to check the list, registers neither recognition nor shock, just concentration as she scans the tables.

‘Oh yes, Pankhurst too, with a few others from your year by the looks of it. It’s a table of ten on the far side of the hallway, by the buttery hatch. Best way round is to slip in this door and edge round underneath the gallery.’

I know, I think. I know this place off by heart. But Thea and I just nod, and we follow her direction, sliding through the half-opened door under cover of the sound of clapping. The speeches are already under way, a woman at the podium smiling, and waiting politely for the applause to die down.

I had prepared myself for seeing Miss Armitage, the headmistress in our day, up there, but it’s not her on the dais, and I’m not surprised – she must have been in her fifties when I started at the school. She’s probably retired by now.

But the reality is, in a way, more shocking.

It’s Miss Weatherby, our former housemistress.

‘Fuck,’ Thea whispers under her breath as we make our way around the tables of well-to-do old girls and their husbands, and I can see from her pallor that this is just as much of a shock to her as it is to me.

As we tiptoe around chairs and over handbags, past gilt-lettered plaques listing hockey captains and girls who died in the war, and unflattering oil portraits of former heads, Miss Weatherby’s well-bred tones echo around the panelled hall, but the words pass over my head, unheard. All I can hear is her voice that final day, ‘Isa, this is best for everyone, I’m very sorry your time here at Salten didn’t work out, but we all think – your father included – that a fresh start is the best thing.’

A fresh start. Another one.

And all of a sudden I became one of them, a girl like Thea with a string of schools behind her that she had been asked to leave, with the threat of expulsion over my head.

I remembered my father’s stony face in the car. He asked no questions, I told no lies. But the reproach that hung in the air, as we sped back to a London filled with the smell of hospitals and the beep of monitors, was How could you? How could you when I have all this to deal with already?

Fatima’s parents were still abroad, but a grim-faced aunt and uncle came down from London in their Audi and took her away in the middle of the night as I watched from an upstairs window – I never even got to say goodbye.

Thea’s father was the worst – loud and brash, laughing as if bravado could make the scandal go away, making suggestive cracks as he slung Thea’s case into the back of the car, the smell of brandy on his breath though it was only noon.

Only Kate had no one to take her away. Because Ambrose … Ambrose was already gone. ‘Disappeared before they could sack him,’ said the whispers in the corridor.

All this is fresh in my mind as we make our way, with whispered apologies, to the table marked ‘Pankhurst’ where Fatima and Kate are waiting, their faces full of anxious relief as we slide into our seats, and a final burst of clapping breaks out. Miss Weatherby is finished, and I can’t recall a word she said.

I open up my phone and text Liz under cover of the table. All ok?

‘Vegetarian or meat, madam?’ says a voice behind me, and I jerk round to see a white-coated waiter standing there.

‘Sorry?’

‘Your meal choice, madam, did you tick the meat option or the vegetarian option?’

‘Oh –’ I look across at Kate who is deep in conversation with Fatima, their heads bent over their plates. ‘Um, meat, I guess?’

The waiter bows and places a plate of something swimming in a thick brown sauce, accompanied by bronzed piped potato shapes and a vegetable that I identify, after some thought, as a roasted artichoke. The effect is fifty shades of beige.

Kate and Fatima both have the vegetarian option, which looks nicer by far – some kind of tartlet with the inevitable goat’s cheese, I think.

‘Ah,’ says a man’s voice from my right, ‘this must be a dish in tribute to Picasso’s lesser-known brown stage.’

I look, nervously, to see if he is talking to me, and somewhat to my dismay he is. I manage a smile.

‘It is rather that way, isn’t it?’ I poke at the artichoke with my fork. ‘What do you think the meat is?’

‘I haven’t checked, but I would lay you favourable odds that it’s chicken – it always is at these things, in my experience. No one objects to chicken.’

I slice a piece off the end of the amorphous brown-clad lump and put it cautiously into my mouth and yes, it is indeed chicken.

‘So, what brings you here?’ I say, after swallowing. ‘Clearly you’re not an old girl.’

It’s a thin enough joke, but he has the grace to laugh as if it were not entirely predictable.

‘No, indeed. My name’s Marc, Marc Hopgood. I’m married to one of your contemporaries, Lucy Etheridge, she was back then.’

The name means nothing to me, and for a moment I hesitate, unsure whether to pretend a knowledge that I don’t have, but I realise quickly that it will be pointless – one or two questions will reveal my ignorance.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say honestly, ‘I don’t remember her. I wasn’t at Salten House for very long.’

‘No?’

I should stop there, but I can’t. I’ve said too much and too little, both at the same time, and I can’t stop myself filling in at least some of the blanks.

‘I only came at the start of the fifth, but I left before the sixth form.’

He’s too polite to ask why, but the question is there in his eyes, unspoken, in his eyes as he refills my glass, like the nicely brought up public-school boy he almost certainly is.

My phone beeps, and I look down briefly to see all ok :) :) :) flash up from Liz, and at the same time a voice from Marc’s other side says, ‘Isa?’

I look up, and Marc edges his chair back a few inches to allow his wife to lean across him, her hand extended.

‘Isa Wilde? It is you, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I say, thankful that Marc has already mentioned her name. I push the phone hastily into my bag and shake. ‘Lucy, isn’t it?’

‘Yes!’ Her cheeks are pink and white as a baby’s and she looks jolly and delighted to be here, in her husband’s company. ‘Isn’t this fun! So many memories …’

I nod, but I don’t say what I’m thinking – that the memories I have from Salten House are not all fun.

‘So,’ Lucy says after a moment, picking up her knife and fork again. ‘Tell me all about yourself, what have you been up to since you left?’

‘Oh … you know … this and that. I studied History at Oxford, then I went into law, and now I’m at the Civil Service.’

‘Oh, really? So’s Marc. What department are you in?’

‘Home Office, currently,’ I say. ‘But you know what it’s like.’ I shoot Marc a sideways smile. ‘You tend to rattle around a bit. I’ve worked across a few departments.’

‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ Lucy says, hacking busily at her chicken, ‘but I always assumed you’d go into something creative. What with your family history.’

For a minute I’m puzzled. My mother was a solicitor before she gave up work to have children, and my father has always worked in financial compliance. There is no hint of creativity in either of them. Has she got me mixed up with Kate?

‘Family history …?’ I say slowly. And then, before Lucy can answer, I remember and I open my mouth, trying to head her off, but it’s too late.

‘Isa’s related to Oscar Wilde,’ she says proudly to her husband. ‘Isn’t he your great-grandfather or something?’

‘Lucy,’ I manage, my throat tight with shame and my face hot, but Marc is already looking at me quizzically, and I know what he’s thinking. Oscar Wilde’s children all changed their name after the trial. He had no great-granddaughters – let alone any called Wilde. As I know perfectly well. There is only one thing for it. I have to confess.

‘Lucy, I’m so sorry.’ I put down my fork. ‘I … it was a joke. I’m not related to Oscar Wilde.’

I want the ground to swallow me up. Why, why were we so vile? Didn’t we understand what we were doing, when we pitted ourselves against these nice, credulous, well-brought-up girls?

‘I’m sorry,’ I say again. I can’t meet Marc’s eyes, and I look past him to Lucy, knowing that my voice is pleading. ‘It was … I don’t know why we said those things.’

‘Oh.’ Lucy’s face has gone even pinker, and I am not sure if she is cross at her own credulity or at me, for landing her in it. ‘Of course. I should have realised.’ She pushes at the food on her plate, but she is no longer eating. ‘How silly of me. Isa and her friends used to have this … game,’ she adds to Marc. ‘What was it you called it?’

‘The Lying Game,’ I say. My stomach is twisting, and I see Kate shoot a questioning look from across the table. I shake my head very slightly and she turns back to her neighbour.

‘I should have known,’ Lucy says. She is shaking her head, her expression rueful. ‘You could never believe a word any of them said. What was that one about your father being on the run, Isa, and that was why he never visited? I fell for that one hook, line and sinker. You must have thought me very stupid.’

I try to smile and shake my head, but it feels like a rictus grin, stretched across my cheekbones. And I don’t blame her when she turns away from me, quite deliberately, and begins to talk to the guest on her other side.

Some hour and a half later, and the meal is winding to a close. Across the table from me Kate has been eating grimly and determinedly, as if only by demolishing her meal will she be able to leave. Fatima has picked, and more than once I see her shake her head irritatedly at yet another waiter trying to serve her wine.

Thea has sent away plate after plate untouched, but she’s made up for it with drink.

At last, though, it’s the final speeches, and I feel a rush of relief as I realise this is it – the final furlong. We drink bad coffee, while we listen to a woman I vaguely remember from two or three years above us, called Mary Hardwick. She, it seems, has written a novel, and this apparently qualifies her to make a long, digressive speech about the narrative of the human life, during which I see Kate rise from her seat. As she passes mine she whispers, ‘I’m going to the cloakroom to get our bags and shoes before the rush starts.’

I nod, and she slips around the edges of the tables, taking the route Thea and I used at the beginning of the evening. She has almost reached the main doors when there is a burst of clapping and I realise the speech is over, everyone is standing up, gathering belongings.

‘Goodbye,’ Marc Hopgood says, as he slings his jacket back on and hands his wife her handbag. ‘Nice meeting you.’

‘Nice meeting you too,’ I say, ‘Goodbye, Lucy.’ But Lucy Hopgood is already walking off, looking away from me determinedly, as if she’s seen something very important on the other side of the room.

Marc gives a little shrug and a wave, and then follows. When they are gone I feel in my pocket for my phone, checking for messages, although I didn’t feel it buzz.

I’m still staring down at the screen, when I feel a tap on my shoulder and I see Jess Hamilton standing behind me, her face flushed with wine and the heat of the room.

‘Off so soon?’ she asks, and when I nod she says, ‘Come for a nightcap in the village. We’re staying at a B&B on the seafront and I think a few old girls are planning to meet up in the Salten Arms for a quick one before bed.’

‘No, thanks,’ I say awkwardly. ‘It’s kind of you, but we’re walking back across the marsh to Kate’s, the pub would be miles out of our way. And plus, you know, I left Freya there with a sitter, so I don’t want to be too late.’

I don’t say what I am really thinking, which is that I would rather chew off my own foot than spend another minute with these cheerful, laughing women, who have such happy memories of their schooldays, and will want to talk and endlessly reminisce about times that are much less happy for Kate, Thea, Fatima and me.

‘Shame,’ Jess says lightly. ‘But listen, don’t let it be another fifteen years before you come to one of these things, OK? They run a dinner most years, admittedly not as big as this one. But I should think the twentieth will be something pretty special.’

‘Of course,’ I say meaninglessly, and I make a move to go, but as I do, she catches my shoulder. When I turn, her eyes are bright, and she is swaying, ever so slightly, and I see that she is very, very drunk. Much drunker than I had realised.

‘Oh, sod it,’ she says, ‘I can’t let you go without asking. We’ve been speculating all night on our table and I have to ask this. I hope it’s not – well, I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but when you all left, the four of you – was it for the reason everyone said?’

The bottom seems to drop out of my stomach, and I feel hollow, as if the food and drink I have consumed tonight have been nothing but sea mist.

‘I don’t know,’ I say trying to keep my voice light and even. ‘What reason did everyone give?’

‘Oh, you must have heard the rumours,’ Jess says. She lowers her voice, glances behind her, and I realise, she is looking for Kate, making sure she’s not in earshot. ‘That … you know … Ambrose …’

She trails off meaningfully and I swallow against a hard, painful lump that suddenly constricts my throat. I should turn away, pretend to see Fatima or someone calling me, but I can’t, I don’t want to. I want to make her say it, this vile thing she’s circling around, prodding at, poking.

‘What about him?’ I say, and I even manage a smile. ‘I haven’t a clue what you mean.’

That’s a lie.

‘Oh God,’ Jess says with a groan, and I don’t know whether her sudden compunction is real or feigned – I can’t tell any more, I’ve spent so long steeped in deceit. ‘Isa, I didn’t … You really don’t know?’

‘Say it,’ I say, and there’s no smile in my voice now. ‘Say it.’

‘Shit.’ Jess looks unhappy now, the alcohol wearing off in the face of my fierce disgust. ‘Isa, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stir up –’

‘You’ve been speculating about it all night, apparently. So at least have the guts to say it to our faces. What’s the rumour?’

‘That Ambrose …’ Jess gulps; she looks over my shoulder, looking for a way out, but the hall is emptying fast, none of her friends are in sight. ‘That Ambrose … that he … he did … drawings, of you all. The four of you.’

‘Oh, but not just drawings, right?’ My voice is very cold. ‘Right, Jess? What sort of drawings, exactly?’

‘N-naked drawings,’ she says, almost whispering now.

‘And?’

‘And … the school found out … and that’s why Ambrose … he …’

‘He what?’

She is silent, and I grab her wrist, watching her wince as she feels the pressure of my grip on the fine bones.

‘He what?’ I say, loudly this time, and my voice echoes round the almost empty hall, so that the heads of the few girls and staff remaining turn to look at us.

‘That’s why he committed suicide,’ Jess whispers. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.’ And she pulls her wrist out of mine, and, hitching her handbag up her shoulder she half walks, half stumbles across the emptying hall to the exit, leaving me gasping, holding myself as if against an imaginary blow, trying not to cry.


WHEN AT LAST I pull myself together enough to face the thronged hallway, I force my way into the crowd, looking, desperately, for Fatima, Kate and Thea.

I scan the hallway, the queue for the cloakroom, the toilets – but they aren’t there. Surely they haven’t left already?

My heart is thumping, and my cheeks are flushed from the encounter with Jess. Where are they?

I’m shoving my way to the exit, elbowing aside laughing little knots of old girls and their husbands and partners, when I feel a hand on my arm and turn, relief written all over my face, only to find Miss Weatherby standing there.

My stomach tightens, thinking of our last meeting, the furious disappointment on her face.

‘Isa,’ she says. ‘Always rushing everywhere, I remember that so well. I always said you should have played hockey, put all that nervous energy to good use!’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, trying to not gasp, trying not to pull away too obviously. ‘I – I have to get back, the babysitter …’

‘Oh, you have a baby?’ she asks. I know she is only trying to be polite, but I just want to get away. ‘How old?’

‘Nearly six months. A little girl. Listen, I must …’

Miss Weatherby nods and releases my arm.

‘Well, it’s lovely to see you here after so many years. And congratulations on your daughter. You must put her name down for the school!’

She says the words almost light-heartedly, but I feel my features go stiff, even as I smile and nod, and I know from the change in Miss Weatherby’s expression that my feelings must be evident, that my smile must be as false as a painted marionette’s, for her face crumples.

‘Isa, I can’t tell you how much I regret all that business surrounding your leaving. There aren’t many points of my career that I feel ashamed of, but I can honestly say, that business is one of them. The school handled it – well, there’s no point in pretending, we handled it very badly, and I must take my share of responsibility for that. It is not mere lip service to say that things have improved very much in that respect – matters would be treated … well, I think everything would be handled very differently these days.’

‘I –’ I swallow, try to speak. ‘Miss Weatherby, please, don’t. It – it’s water under the bridge, honestly.’

It is not. But I can’t bear to talk about this now. Not here, where it all feels so raw still. Where are the others?

Miss Weatherby only nods, once, her face tight as if she is holding back her own memories.

‘Well, goodbye,’ I say awkwardly and she forces a smile, her stern face seeming almost to crack.

‘Come again, Isa,’ she says as I turn to leave. ‘I – I did wonder if perhaps you felt you wouldn’t be welcome and, quite honestly, nothing would be further from the truth. I hope you won’t be a stranger in future – can I count on your presence at next year’s dinner?’

‘Of course,’ I say. My face feels stiff with effort, but I manage a smile as I tuck my hair behind my ear. ‘Of course, I’ll come.’

She lets me go, and as I finally make my escape towards the exit, looking for Kate and the others, I reflect: it’s amazing how quickly it comes back, the facility to lie.

It’s Fatima I find first, standing at the big double doors looking anxiously up and down the drive. She sees me at almost exactly the same time as I see her, and pounces, her fingers like a vice on my arm.

‘Where have you been? Thea’s thoroughly pissed, we need to get her home. Kate’s got your shoes, if that’s what was holding you up.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I hobble across the gravel, my heels turning and grating on the stones. ‘It wasn’t that, I got cornered by Jess Hamilton, and then by Miss Weatherby. I couldn’t get away.’

‘Miss Weatherby?’ Fatima’s face is alarmed. ‘What did she want to talk to you about?’

‘Nothing much,’ I say. It’s half true after all. ‘I think she feels … well, bad.’

‘She deserves to,’ Fatima says stonily, turning away and beginning to walk.

I crunch breathless in her wake as we leave the lighted front of the school. She forges down one of the gravel paths towards the hockey pitches. In our day it would have been completely dark – now there are dim little solar lights at intervals, but they serve only to drown out the moonlight, making the pools of blackness in between more inky.

When we were fifteen, the marshes felt like home, near enough. I don’t recall being frightened on any of the long night-time treks to Kate’s house.

Now, as I pant to catch up with Fatima, I find myself thinking of rabbit holes in the darkness, of my ankle turning and snapping. A picture comes of myself, sinking into one of the bottomless pits of the marsh, water filling my mouth so I can’t cry out, the others walking on ahead oblivious, leaving me alone. Except … perhaps not alone. There is someone out here after all. Someone who wrote that note, and who dragged a dead and bloodied sheep to Kate’s door …

Fatima has drawn ahead of me in her eagerness to catch up with the others, her figure just a dim, fluttering silhouette that blends into the dark shapes of the marsh.

‘Fatima,’ I call out, ‘will you please slow down?’

‘Sorry.’

She pauses at the stile and waits for me to catch up, and this time she walks more slowly, matching her strides to my more cautious pace as we begin to cross the marsh itself, my narrow heels sinking into the soft ground. We walk in silence, just the sound of our breathing, my occasional stumble as my high heels turn on a stone. Where are the others?

‘She asked me to send Freya there,’ I say at last, more as a way to break the eerie quiet of the marsh and get Fatima to slow down than because I think she wants to know – and it works, in fact it stops Fatima in her tracks. She turns to face me with a mixture of horror and incredulity in her expression.

‘Miss Weatherby? You are shitting me.’

‘Nope.’ We start walking again, slower this time. ‘I did find it quite hard to respond.’

‘Over my dead body, is what you should have said.’

‘I didn’t say anything.’

There’s another silence and then she says, ‘I’d never let Sami or Nadia board. Would you?’

I think about it. I think about the circumstances at home, what my father went though. And then I think about Freya, about the fact that I can’t manage even an evening away from her without feeling that my heart is being put through an industrial shredder.

‘I don’t know,’ I say at last. ‘I can’t imagine it though.’

We walk on through the darkness, across a makeshift rotting bridge over a ditch, and at last Fatima says, ‘Bloody hell, how did they get so far ahead?’

But almost as the words leave her mouth we hear something, see a moving shape in the darkness up ahead. It’s not the shape of a person though, it’s a hunched and huddled mass, and a wet, bubbling sound comes through the darkness – a sound of distress.

‘What’s that?’ I whisper, and I feel Fatima’s hand close over mine. We both stop, listening. My heart is beating uncomfortably fast.

‘I have no idea,’ she whispers back. ‘Is it … is it an animal?’

The picture in front of my eyes is vivid as a flashback – torn guts, bloodied wool, someone crouched, animal-like, over the ripped corpse …

The sound comes again, a wet splatter followed by what sounds like a sob, and I feel Fatima’s fingers digging into my skin.

‘Is it …’ she says, her voice uncertain. ‘Do you think the others …?’

‘Thea?’ I call out into the black. ‘Kate?’

A voice comes back.

‘Over here!’

We hurry forward into the darkness, and as we get closer the hunched shape resolves itself: Thea on her hands and knees over a drainage ditch, Kate holding back her hair.

‘Oh bollocks,’ Fatima says, a mixture of weariness and disgust in her voice. ‘I knew this would happen. No one can drink two bottles on an empty stomach.’

‘Shut up,’ Thea growls over her shoulder, and then retches again. When she stands up, her make-up is smeared.

‘Can you walk?’ Kate asks her, and Thea nods.

‘I’m fine.’

Fatima snorts.

‘The one thing you are not is fine,’ she says. ‘And I say that as a doctor.’

‘Oh shut up,’ Thea says acidly. ‘I said I can walk, what more d’you want?’

‘I want you to eat a proper meal and get to noon without a drink – at least once.’

For a minute I’m not sure if Thea has heard her, or if she’s going to reply. She’s too busy wiping her mouth and spitting in the grass. But then she says, almost under her breath, ‘Christ, I miss when you used to be normal.’

‘Normal?’ I say incredulously. Fatima just stands there, speechless – too shocked to find words, or too angry, I’m not sure which.

‘I really hope that doesn’t mean what I think it means,’ Kate says.

‘I don’t know.’ Thea straightens and begins to walk, more steadily than I would have given her credit for. ‘What do you think it means? If you think it means that she’s using that headscarf as a bandage, then yes, that’s what I mean. It’s great that Allah’s forgiven you,’ she shoots over her shoulder at Fatima, ‘but I doubt the police will take that as a plea bargain.’

‘Will you just fuck off?’ Fatima says. She is almost incoherent, choking with anger. ‘What the hell have my choices got to do with you?’

‘I could say the same thing to you,’ Thea swings round. ‘How dare you judge me? I do what I have to do to sleep at night. So do you, apparently. How about you respect my coping mechanisms and I’ll respect yours?’

‘I care about you!’ Fatima shouts. ‘Don’t you get that? I don’t give a fuck how you cope with your shit. I don’t care if you become a Buddhist nun, or take up transcendental meditation, or go to work for an orphanage in Romania. All of that is entirely your own business. But watching you turn into an alcoholic? No! I will not pretend I’m OK with that just to fit in with some misguided shit about personal choices.’

Thea opens her mouth, and I think she is about to reply, but instead she turns to one side and vomits again into the ditch.

‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ Fatima says resignedly, but the shaking anger has gone from her voice, and when Thea straightens, wiping water from her eyes, she reaches into her bag and pulls out a packet of wet wipes. ‘Look, take these. Clean yourself up.’

‘Thanks,’ Thea mutters. She stands up, shakily, and almost stumbles, and Fatima takes her arm to steady her.

As they make their slow way over the turf, I hear Thea say something to Fatima, too quietly for me and Kate to hear, but I catch Fatima’s reply.

‘It’s OK, Thee, I know you didn’t. I just – I care about you, you know that?’

‘Sounds like they’ve made up,’ I whisper to Kate and she nods, but her face in the moonlight is troubled.

‘This is only the beginning though,’ she says, her voice very low. ‘Isn’t it?’

And I realise she’s right.




‘NEARLY THERE,’ KATE says, as we clamber painfully over yet another stile. The marsh is so strange in the darkness, the route I thought I remembered in daylight retreating into the shadows. I can see lights in the distance that must, I think, be Salten village, but the winding sheep paths and rickety bridges make it hard to plot your course, and I realise, with a shudder, that if it wasn’t for Kate, we’d be screwed. You could be lost out here for hours, in the darkness, wandering in circles.

Fatima is still holding Thea’s arm, guiding her steps as she stumbles with a drunkard’s concentration from tussock to ridge, and she’s about to say something when I stiffen, put my finger to my lips, shushing her, and we all stop.

‘What?’ Thea says, her voice slurred and too loud.

‘Did you hear that?’

‘Hear what?’ Kate asks.

It comes again, a cry, from very far away, so like Freya’s sobbing wail when she’s at almost the peak of her distress that I feel a tightness in my breasts and a spreading warmth inside my bra.

A small part of my mind registers the irritation, and the fact that I forgot to put breast pads in before I left – but below that the much, much larger part of me is frantically trying to make out the sound in the darkness. It cannot be Freya, surely?

‘That?’ Kate says as it comes again. ‘It’s a gull.’

‘Are you sure?’ I say. ‘It sounds like –’

I stop. I can’t say what it sounded like. They will think I’m crazy.

‘They sound like children, don’t they?’ Kate says. ‘It’s quite eerie.’

But then the wail comes again, longer, louder, rising to a hysterical bubbling pitch, and I know that is not a gull, it can’t be.

I let go of Thea’s arm and I set off at a run into the darkness, ignoring Kate’s cry of ‘Isa, wait!’

But I can’t – I can’t wait. Freya’s cry is like a hook in my flesh, pulling me inexorably across the darkened marsh. And now I’m not thinking, my feet remember the paths almost automatically. I vault the muddy slough before I’ve even remembered it was there. I sprint along the raised bank with the mud-filled ditches either side. And all the time I hear Freya’s high, bubbling cry coming from somewhere up ahead – like something out of a fairy tale, the light that lures the children into the marsh, the sound of bells that tricks the unwary traveller.

She is close now – I can hear everything, the siren pitch as she reaches the furious peak of her scream, and then the choking snotty gasps in between as she revs up again for the next wail.

‘Freya!’ I shout. ‘Freya, I’m coming!’

‘Isa wait!’ I hear from behind me, and I hear Kate’s footsteps pounding after me.

But I’m almost there. I scramble over the final stile between the marsh and the Reach, hearing the rip of the borrowed dress without caring – and then everything seems to slow down to the pace of a nightmare – my breath roaring in my ears, my pulse pounding in my throat. For there, in front of me, is not Liz, the girl from the village, but a man. He is standing near the water’s edge, his silhouette a dark hulk against the moon-silvered waters – and he is holding a baby.

‘Hey!’ I shout, my voice a roar of primal fury. ‘Hey, you!’

The man turns, and the moonlight falls upon his face, and my heart seems to stutter in my chest. It’s him. It’s Luc Rochefort, holding a child – my child – like a human shield across him, the deep waters of the Reach shimmering behind him.

‘Give her to me,’ I manage, and the voice that comes out of my mouth is almost alien – a snarling roar that makes Luc take an involuntary step back, his fingers tightening on Freya. She has seen me, though, and she reaches out her little chubby arms, her scarlet face sparkling in the moonlight with tears, so furious that she can’t even muster a wail now, just a long, continuous series of gasps as she attempts to draw breath for a final, annihilating shriek.

‘Give her to me!’ I scream, and I bound forward and snatch her out of Luc’s grasp, feeling her cling to me like a little marsupial, her fingers digging into my neck, clutching at my hair. She smells of cigarette smoke and alcohol – bourbon maybe, I’m not sure. It’s him. It’s his smell, all over her skin. ‘How dare you touch my child!’

‘Isa,’ he says. He holds out his hands pleadingly, and I can smell the spirits on his breath. ‘It wasn’t like that –’

‘It wasn’t like what?’ I snarl. Freya’s small, hot body flails and arches against mine. ‘What’s going on?’ I hear from behind me, and Kate comes running up, panting and flushed. Then, incredulously, ‘Luc?’

‘He had Freya,’ I say. ‘He took her.’

‘I didn’t take her!’ Luc says. He takes a step forward, and I fight the urge to turn and run. I will not show this man I’m afraid of him.

‘Luc, what the hell were you thinking?’ Kate says.

‘It wasn’t like that!’ he says, louder, his voice almost a shout. And then again, more levelly, trying to calm himself, and us, ‘It wasn’t like that. I turned up at the Mill to talk to you, to apologise to Isa for being …’ He stops, takes a breath, turns to me, and his expression is almost pleading. ‘In the post office. I didn’t want you think – but I turned up and Freya, she was beside herself – she was screaming like this –’ He gestures to Freya, still red-faced and sobbing but calmer now she can smell me. She is very tired, I can feel her flopping against me between bursts of screeching. ‘What’s-her-name, Liz, she was panicking, she said she’d tried to call you but her phone was out of credit, and I said I’d take Freya outside for a walk, try to calm her down a bit.’

‘You took her!’ I manage. I am almost incoherent with rage. ‘How do I know you weren’t about to drag her off across the marsh?’

‘Why would I do that?’ His face is full of angry bewilderment. ‘I didn’t take her anywhere – the Mill’s right there, I was just trying to calm her down. I thought the stars and the night –’

‘Jesus Christ, Luc,’ Kate snaps. ‘That’s not the point. Isa entrusted her baby to Liz – you can’t just take matters into your own hands like that.’

‘Or what?’ he says sarcastically. ‘You’ll call the police? I don’t think so.’

‘Luc …’ Kate’s voice is wary.

‘God,’ he spits. ‘I came to apologise. I was trying to help. Just once – just once – you’d think I’d learn from my mistakes. But no – you haven’t changed, none of you. She whistles, and you come running, all of you, like dogs.’

‘What’s going on?’ It’s Fatima from behind us, with a staggering Thea on her shoulder. ‘Is that … Luc?’

‘Yes, it’s me,’ Luc says. He tries for a smile, but his mouth twists, and it comes out halfway between a sneer and the expression someone makes when they’re trying not to cry. ‘Remember me, Fatima?’

‘Of course I do,’ Fatima says in a low voice.

‘Thea?’

‘Luc, you’re drunk,’ Thea says bluntly. She steadies herself on the stile.

‘Takes one to know one,’ Luc says, taking in her muddied dress and smeared make-up.

But Thea simply nods, without rancour.

‘Yes. Maybe it does. I’ve been on the edge enough times to know you’re pretty fucking close right now.’

‘Go home, Luc,’ Kate says, ‘sober up, and if you’ve got something to say, say it in the morning.’

‘If I’ve got something to say?’ Luc gives a short hysterical laugh. His hands, as he runs them through his tangled dark hair, are shaking. ‘If? What a fucking joke! What would you like to talk about, Kate – maybe we could have a nice chat about Dad?’

‘Luc, shut up,’ Kate says urgently. She looks over her shoulder, and I realise, unsettlingly, that it’s not impossible that anyone will be out at this time of night. Dog walkers, people from the dinner, night fishermen … ‘Will you please be quiet? Look – come back to the Mill, we can talk about this properly.’

‘What, don’t you want the world to know?’ Luc says mockingly. He puts his hands to his mouth, making a trumpet, and shouts the words out to the night. ‘You want to know who’s responsible for the body in the Reach? Try right here!’

‘He knows?’ Fatima gasps. Her face has gone pale as clay. I feel my stomach dropping, and suddenly I feel as sick as Thea looks. Luc knows. He has always known. Now suddenly all his anger makes sense.

‘Luc!’ Kate’s voice is a sort of screaming whisper. She looks beside herself. ‘Will you please shut up for God’s sake? Think about what you’re doing! What if someone hears?’

‘I don’t give a fuck who hears,’ Luc snarls back.

Kate’s fists are clenched, and for a minute I think that she is going to hit him. Then she spits out the words as though they are poison.

‘I’ve had it with your threats. Get away from me and my friends, and don’t you dare come back. I never want to see you here again.’

I can’t see Luc’s face in the darkness, only Kate’s, hard as stone and full of fear and anger.

He doesn’t say anything. For a long time he only stands, facing Kate, and I feel the wordless tension between them – strong as blood, but now turned to hate.

At last though, Luc turns, and begins to walk away into the darkness of the marsh, a tall black figure melting into the night.

‘You’re welcome, Isa,’ he calls back over his shoulder as he disappears. ‘In case I didn’t say. Looking after your baby – it was nothing. I’d be happy to take her again.’

And then the sound of his footsteps fades away into the night. And we are alone.


AS WE WALK the last short stretch back to the Mill, I try not to let Luc’s words get inside my head, but I can’t help it. Every step is like an echo of that night, seventeen years ago. Sometimes what happened then seems like something done in another place, another time, which has nothing to do with me. But now, stumbling across the marsh, I know that is not true. My feet remember that night, even if I have tried to forget, and my skin crawls with the memory of the hot summer stickiness.

The weather was just the same, the insects still buzzing in the peat, the warm air a strange contrast to the chilly moonlight as we stumbled over stiles and ditches, our phones casting a ghostly glow over our faces as we checked and checked again for another message from Kate, one that would tell us what was going on. But there was nothing – just that first, anguished text: I need you.

I had been ready for bed when it came through, brushing my hair in the light of Fatima’s reading lamp as she ploughed through her trigonometry homework.

The beep beep! shattered the quiet of the our little room, and Fatima’s head came up.

‘Was that yours or mine?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. I picked up my phone. ‘Mine, it’s from Kate.’

‘She’s texted me too,’ Fatima said, perplexed, and then, as she opened the text, I heard her indrawn breath at the same time as mine.

‘What does it mean?’ I asked. But we both knew. They were the same words I had texted the day my father phoned and told me that my mother’s cancer had metastasised, and that it was now a matter of when, not if.

The same words Thea had texted when she had cut herself too deeply by accident, and the blood wouldn’t stop flowing.

When Fatima’s mother’s jeep crashed on a remote country road in a dangerous rural area, when Kate had trodden on a rusty nail, coming back one night from breaking out of bounds … each time those three little words, and the others had come, to comfort, to help, to pick up the pieces as best we could. And each time it had been OK, or as OK as it could be – Fatima’s mother had turned up safe and well the next day. Thea had gone to A&E, armed with some story or other to cover up what she had done. Kate had limped back, held up between us, and we had bathed the scratch with TCP and hoped for the best.

We could solve anything, between us. We felt invincible. Only my mother, dying by slow degrees in a London hospital, remained like a distant reminder that sometimes not everything would be OK.

Where are you? I texted back, and as I was waiting for an answer, we both heard the sound of running footsteps on the spiral stairs above, and Thea burst into the room.

‘Did you get it?’ she panted. I nodded.

‘Where is she?’ Fatima asked.

‘She’s at the Mill. Something’s happened – I asked what, but she hasn’t replied.’

I hurried back into my clothes and we climbed out of the window and set out across the marsh.

Kate was waiting for us when we arrived at the Mill, standing on the little gangway that led across the water, her arms wrapped around herself, and I knew from her face, before she even spoke, that there was something very, very wrong.

She was bone white, her eyes red with crying, and her face was streaked with the drying salt of tears.

Thea began to run as we caught sight of her, Fatima and I jogging after her, and Kate stumbled across the narrow gap of water, her breath hitching in her throat as she tried to say, ‘It – it – it’s Dad.’

Kate was alone when she found him. She hadn’t invited the rest of us that weekend, making an excuse when Thea suggested coming over, and Luc was out with his friends from Hampton’s Lee. When Kate arrived at the Mill, bag in hand, she thought at first Ambrose was out too, but he was not. He was sitting on the jetty, slumped in his chair, a wine bottle on his lap, and a note in his hand, and at first she couldn’t believe that he was really gone. She dragged him back into the Mill, tried mouth-to-mouth, and only after God knows how long begging and pleading, and trying to get his heart to start again did she break down, and begin to realise the hugeness of what had just happened.

‘I’m at peace with my decision,’ the note read, and he did look at peace – his expression tranquil, his head flung back for all the world like a man taking an afternoon nap. ‘I love you …’

The letters trailed almost into incoherence at the end.

‘But – but, why, and how?’ Fatima kept asking. Kate didn’t answer. She was crouched on the floor, staring at her father’s body as though, if she looked at it for long enough, she would begin to understand what had happened, while Fatima paced the room behind her, and I sat on the sofa, my hand on Kate’s back, trying without words to convey everything that I didn’t know how to express.

She didn’t move – she and Ambrose the still, hunched centre of our restless panic, but I had the sense that it was only because she had cried herself into numbness and despair before we arrived.

It was Thea who picked up the object lying on the kitchen table.

‘What’s this doing here?’

Kate didn’t answer, but I looked up, to see Thea holding something that looked like an old biscuit tin, covered with a delicate floral pattern. It was oddly familiar, and after a moment I realised where I’d seen it before – it was usually on the top shelf of the kitchen dresser, tucked away, almost out of sight.

There was a padlock on the lid, but the thin metal clasp had been wrenched open, as if by someone too distraught to bother with a key, and there was no resistance when Thea opened it. Inside was what looked like a jumble of medical equipment wrapped in an old leather strap, and lying on top was a crumpled up piece of cling film, with traces of powder still clinging to the folds; powder that stuck to Thea’s fingers as she touched the plastic wrap.

‘Careful!’ Fatima yelped. ‘You don’t know what that is – it could be poison. Wash your hands, quick.’

But then Kate spoke, from her position on the floor. She didn’t look up, but spoke into her hunched knees, almost as if she were talking to her father, stretched out on the rug in front of her.

‘It’s not poison,’ she said. ‘It’s heroin.’

‘Ambrose?’ Fatima said incredulously. ‘He – he was a heroin addict?’

I understood her disbelief. Addicts were people lying in alleyways, characters in Trainspotting. Not Ambrose, with his laughter and his red wine, and his wild creativity.

But something in her words had struck a chord – a phrase written above his painting desk, in his studio on the top floor, words that I’d seen so often but never tried to understand. You’re never an ex-addict, you’re just an addict who hasn’t had a fix in a while.

And they suddenly made sense.

Why hadn’t I asked him what they meant? Because I was young? Because I was selfish and self-absorbed, still at an age where only my own problems mattered?

‘He was clean,’ I said huskily. ‘Right, Kate?’

Kate nodded. She didn’t look away from her father, her eyes stayed fixed on his gentle, sleeping face, but when I came and sat beside her, she reached for my hand, and her voice was so low that it was hard to hear her.

‘He took it at university but I think it only got out of control after my mother died. But he got clean when I was still a baby – he’s been clean for as long as I can remember.’

‘Then why …’ Fatima began uncertainly. She trailed off, but her gaze went to the box on the table, and Kate knew what she meant.

‘I think …’ she spoke slowly, like someone trying hard to make themselves understand. ‘I think it was some kind of test … He tried to explain it to me once. It wasn’t enough just to keep it out of the house. He had to wake up every day and make a choice to stay – to stay c-clean for m-me.’

Her voice shook, and broke on the last word, and I put my arms around her, turning my face away from the sight of Ambrose lying sprawled peacefully on the rug, his olive skin pale as beeswax.

Why? I wanted to ask. Why?

But somehow I couldn’t say the words.

‘Oh my God,’ Fatima said. She sank down on the sofa arm, and her face was grey. I knew she was probably thinking, as I was, of the last time we’d seen Ambrose, his long legs stretched out at the table in front of the Mill’s windows, smiling as he sketched us playing in the water. It was only a week ago, and yet there had been nothing wrong. No hint of what was to come. ‘He’s dead,’ she said slowly, as if she were trying to make herself believe it. ‘He’s really dead.’

With those words, the reality of the situation seemed to sink in to all of us, and I felt a shiver of cold run from my neck, all the way down my back, prickling at the skin, as if my body was trying to keep me here, now, in the present.

Fatima put her hands to her face and swayed visibly, and for a moment I thought she was about to pass out.

‘Why?’ she asked again, her voice choked. ‘Why would he do this?’

I felt Kate flinch beside me, as if Fatima’s questions were blows striking home.

‘She doesn’t know,’ I said angrily. ‘None of us do. Stop asking, OK?’

‘I think we all need a drink,’ Thea said abruptly, and she opened the bottle of whiskey Ambrose kept on the kitchen table and poured herself a tumblerful, gulping it down.

‘Kate?’

Kate hesitated, and then nodded, and Thea poured three more glasses, and topped up her own. I wouldn’t have chosen to drink, I wanted a cigarette more, but somehow when I raised the glass to my lips, I found myself gulping down the harsh spirit, feeling it burn acidly in my throat, and – somehow – it took the edge off what was happening, blurring the reality of Ambrose lying there on the rug, in front of us – dead.

‘What are we going to do?’ Fatima asked at last when the glasses were empty. The colour had come back into her face a little. She put the glass down, rattling slightly against the table as her hand shook. ‘Do we phone the police, or the ambulance …?’

‘Neither,’ Kate said, and her voice was hard. There was a shocked silence, and I knew my own face must be showing the same uncomprehending blankness that I saw reflected in the others.

‘What?’ Thea said at last. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I can’t tell anyone,’ Kate said doggedly. She poured another glass and choked it back. ‘Don’t you get it? I’ve been sitting here since I found him trying to think of a way out of this, but if anyone knows he’s dead –’ She stopped, and put her hands to her stomach as if she had been stabbed, and were trying to staunch a terrible wound, but then she seemed to force herself on. ‘I can’t let anyone find out.’ Her voice was mechanical, almost as if she had been rehearsing these words, repeating them to herself over and over. ‘I can’t. If they find out he’s dead before I’m sixteen, I’ll be taken away, taken into care. I can’t lose my home, not on top of – on top of –’

She broke off, unable to finish, and I had the impression of someone holding themselves together with a great effort, someone who might snap and break down at any moment. But she didn’t need to say it, we knew what she meant.

Not on top of losing her only parent, her father.

‘It – it’s just a house –’ Fatima faltered, but Kate shook her head. The truth was it wasn’t just a house. It was Ambrose, from the paintings in his studio down to the red wine stains on the black boards. And it was Kate’s link to us. If she got sent away to some far-off foster home, she would lose everything. Not just her father, but us too, and Luc. She would have no one at all.

It seems … God, looking back, it seems not just stupid, but criminal. What were we thinking? But the answer was … we were thinking of Kate.

There was nothing we could do to bring Ambrose back, and even now when I weigh up the alternatives – foster care for Kate, and the Mill seized by the bank … even now, it makes a kind of sense. It was so unfair. And if we couldn’t help him, we could at least help Kate.

‘You can’t tell anyone he’s gone,’ Kate said again. Her voice was broken. ‘Please. Swear you won’t.’

We nodded, one by one, all of us. But Fatima’s brow was furrowed with worry.

‘So … what do we do?’ she asked uncertainly. ‘We can’t – we can’t just leave him here.’

‘We bury him,’ Kate said. There was a silence, the shock of her words slowly sinking in. I remember the cold of my hands, in spite of the heat of the night. I remember looking at Kate’s white, shuttered face and thinking, who are you?

But as she said the words, they seemed somehow to crystallise into the only possible course of action. What alternative did we have?

Now, looking back, I want to shake myself – the drunk, blinkered child that I was, swept along with a plan so stupid that it somehow seemed the only way out. What alternative did we have? Only a hundred different possibilities, all of them better than concealing a death and embarking on a lifetime of deceit and lies.

But none of them seemed like an option on that hot summer night, as Kate spoke those words, and we stood facing each other around Ambrose’s body.

‘Thea?’ Kate asked, and she nodded, uncertainly, and put her hands to her head.

‘It – it seems like it’s the only way.’

‘It can’t be,’ Fatima said, but she didn’t say it as if she believed it, she said it like someone trying to come to terms with something they know to be true, but can’t bear to accept. ‘It can’t be. There must be another way. Isn’t there something we could do? Raise some money?’

‘It’s not just the money though, is it?’ Thea said. She ran her hands through her hair. ‘Kate’s fifteen. They won’t let her live alone.’

‘But this is mad,’ Fatima said, and there was despair in her voice as she looked around the circle. ‘Please, Kate, please let me call the police.’

‘No,’ Kate said harshly. She turned to face Fatima, and there was a strange mix of pleading desperation, and reluctance in her face. ‘Look, I’m not asking you to help me if you feel you can’t, but please, please don’t tell the police. I’ll do it, I swear. I’ll report him missing. But not now.’

‘But he’s dead!’ Fatima sobbed out, and as she said the words something in Kate seemed to snap and she grabbed Fatima by the wrist, almost as if she was about to strike her.

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ she cried, and the despair in her voice and face – I hope I never witness another human being go through that again. ‘That’s why this is the only – the only –’

For a moment I thought she might be about to lose control completely – and in a way it would have been a relief, to watch her scream and rail against what had happened, and the great hammer blow that had been struck against the security of her existence.

But whatever storm was passing through her, she reined it in with a great effort, and her face, when she let Fatima’s wrist drop, was calm.

‘Will you help me?’ she said.

And one by one, first Fatima, then Thea, and then last of all me, we nodded.

We were respectful, or as respectful as we could be. We wrapped the body in a groundsheet and carried it as far as we could, to a place where Ambrose had loved to sketch, a little headland a few hundred yards down the Reach, towards the sea, where the views were at their most beautiful, where the track petered out and no cars could drive, and where few people came, except the odd dog walker and the fishermen with their boats and lines.

There, among the reeds, we dug a hole, taking it in turns with the shovel until our arms ached and our backs screamed, and we tipped Ambrose in.

That was the worst part. No dignified lowering – we couldn’t. He was too heavy, even with four of us, and the hole was too deep and too narrow. The sound he made as he hit the wet, shaley bottom – it was like a kind of smack. I hear it still, sometimes, in my dreams.

He lay face down, completely still, and behind me I heard Kate give a kind of retching, choking sob, and she fell to her knees in the sand, burying her face in her hands.

‘Cover him up,’ Thea said, her voice hard. ‘Give me the shovel.’

Slap. The sound of wet sand flung into a makeshift grave. Slap. Slap.

And over it all, the shushing of the waves on the shore, and Kate’s dry terrible sobs, reminding us what we were doing.

At last the hole was full and the tide rose to cover the marks we’d made, smoothing over our muddied, troubled footprints, and the scar we had cut in the bank. And we stumbled back with the torn groundsheet in our arms, holding Kate between us, to begin the rest of our lives as they would be from now on, in the knowledge of what we had done.




SOMETIMES, WHEN I wake in the night, the sound of a shovel grating on shale in my dreams, I still cannot believe it. I have spent so long running from the memories, pushing them away, drowning them in drink and routine and everyday life.

How. The word rings in my ears. How did you bring yourself to do it? How did you ever think this was right? How could you think what you did was the solution to Kate’s terrible situation?

And most of all, how have you coped, living with this knowledge, living with the memory of that panicked, drunken stupidity?

But back then it was a different word that reverberated in my head all that night as we smoked and drank and cried on Kate’s sofa, holding her in our arms as the moon rose and the tide washed away the evidence of what we’d done.

Why.

Why had Ambrose done it?

We found out the next morning.

We had planned to stay the rest of the weekend, to look after Kate, keep her company in her grief, but when the clock that hung between the long windows showed four, she stubbed out her cigarette, and wiped her tears.

‘You should go back.’

‘What?’ Fatima looked up from her glass. ‘Kate, no.’

‘No, you should go. You’ve not signed out, and anyway, it’s better that you’re not … that you have …’

She stopped. But we knew what she meant, and that she was right, and as dawn began to break over the marshes we set out, shaking and nauseous with wine and shock, our muscles still aching, but our hearts aching harder at the sight of Kate, huddled white and sleepless in the corner of the sofa as we left.

It was a Saturday, which meant that when we crawled under our blankets, drawing the curtains against the bright morning light, I didn’t bother to set my alarm. There was no roll call at Saturday breakfast, no one checked us in and out, and it was quite acceptable to skip it and go straight in for lunch, or make toast in the senior common room, with the toaster that was one of the privileges of being in the fifth.

Today, though, we didn’t get a chance to sleep in. The knock came early, quickly followed by the scrape of Miss Weatherby’s staff key in our bedroom lock, and Fatima and I were still prone beneath our red felt blankets, blinking and dazed as she strode into the room, pulling back the curtains.

She said nothing, but her shrewd eyes took it all in – the sand-spattered jeans lying on the chair where I’d left them, the sandals clagged with mud from the salt marsh, the red wine stains on our lips and the unmistakable cherry-ripe scent of alcohol leaching out through the skin of two hung-over teenagers …

In the bed across from mine Fatima was struggling upright, raking hair out of her face, blinking in the cruelly bright light. I looked from her to Miss Weatherby, feeling my heart begin to thump in my chest. Something was wrong.

‘What’s going on?’ Fatima asked. Her voice cracked a little on the last syllable, and I could feel her worry rising in pitch with mine. Miss Weatherby shook her head.

‘My office, ten minutes,’ she said shortly. Then she turned on her heel and left Fatima and me staring at each other, terrified but silent as unspoken questions passed between us.

We dressed in record time, though my fingers were shaking with a mix of fear and hangover as I tried to button my top. There was no time for a shower, but both Fatima and I splashed water on our faces and brushed our teeth, me hoping to mask the worst of the cigarettes on my breath, trying not to retch as the brush slipped in my trembling fingers, making me gag.

At last, after what felt like an impossibly long time, we were ready, and we slipped out of our bedroom. My heart was thumping so hard in my chest that for a moment I almost didn’t hear the footsteps from above. Thea was hurrying down the stairs, her face white, her nails bitten to blood.

‘Weatherby?’ she asked, and Fatima nodded, her eyes dark pools of fear. ‘What d’you –’ Thea began.

But we were on the landing now, and a passing crowd of first years looked at us curiously, wondering perhaps what we were doing up so early with our pale faces and trembling hands.

Fatima shook her head, a kind of sickness in her expression, and we hurried on, the clock in the main hallway striking nine just as we reached Miss Weatherby’s office door.

We should have got our stories straight, I thought desperately, but there was no time now. Even though none of us had knocked, it was exactly ten minutes since we’d been summoned, and we could hear noises coming from behind the door – Miss Weatherby gathering up her pens, pushing back her chair …

My hands were cold and shaking with adrenaline, and beside me I could see Fatima looking as if she was about to be sick – or pass out.

Thea had a look of grim determination, like someone going into battle.

‘Volunteer nothing,’ she hissed as the door handle began to turn. ‘Understand? Yes/no answers. We know nothing about Am—’

And then the door swung open and we were ushered inside.



‘WELL?’

One word, just that. We sat, ranged opposite Miss Weatherby, and I felt my cheeks burn with something that was not quite shame, but close to it. Beside me, to my left, I could see Thea, looking out of the window. Her face was pale and bored, for all the world like she’d been called in to discuss name tags and lost hockey sticks, but I could see her fingers moving restlessly beneath the cover of her shirt cuffs, picking, picking relentlessly at the dry skin around her nails.

Fatima, to my right, was making no pretence at coolness. She looked as shocked as I felt, slumped down in her chair as though she could make herself shrink down to nothing. Her hair had fallen across her face as though trying to hide her fear, and she kept her eyes firmly fixed on her lap, refusing to meet Miss Weatherby’s gaze.

‘Well?’ Miss Weatherby said again, something like anger in her tone, and she gestured contemptuously at one of the papers on the desk.

My eyes flickered to the others, waiting for them to speak, but they didn’t and I swallowed.

‘We’ve – we’ve done nothing wrong,’ I said, but my voice cracked on the last word, because we had, it was just not this.

They were pictures – pictures of me, of Thea, of Fatima, of Kate, spread out across the polished wood in a way that made me feel naked and exposed as I never had when Ambrose drew us.

There was Thea, swimming in the Reach, lying on her back, her arms stretched lazily above her head. There was Kate, poised to dive from the jetty, a long slim streak of flesh, pale against the azure splash of watercolour sea. There was Luc, sunbathing naked on the jetty, his eyes closed, a lazy smile on his lips. There were all five of us, skinny-dipping in the moonlight, a tangle of limbs and laughter, all pencil shadows and bright moonlit splashes …

My eyes went from one to the next, and with each sketch the scenes came back to me, leaping off the paper into my mind’s eye as clear and fresh as when we were there – feeling the cool of the water, the heat of the sun on my skin …

The last one, the one closest to Miss Weatherby’s hand, was me.

I felt my throat close and my cheeks burn.

‘Well?’ Miss Weatherby said again, and her voice shook.

They had been chosen, that much was clear. Out of all of the hundreds of drawings Ambrose had done of us curled on the sofa in pyjamas, or eating toast in dressing gowns at his table, or stomping in boots and mittens across a frost-flecked field, whoever sent these had picked out the most incriminating examples – the ones where we were naked, or seemed to be.

I looked at the one of myself, bent over, painting my toenails, at the curve of my spine, the ridges drawn with such care that it seemed as if you could reach out and touch them, feel the knots. I had been wearing a halter neck that day, in fact. I remembered it – the heat on my spine, the knot of the top digging into my neck, the acrid smell of the pink polish in my nostrils as I stroked on the lacquer.

But in the drawing I was seated with my back to the viewer, with the hair on my neck hiding the strings of the top. It had been picked not for what it was, but for what it looked like. It had been chosen with care.

Who had done this? Who would want to destroy Ambrose like this, and us along with him?

You don’t understand, I wanted to say. I knew what she thought – what anyone would think, seeing those drawings, but she was wrong. So horribly, horribly wrong.

It wasn’t like that, I wanted to sob.

But we said nothing. We said nothing while Miss Weatherby railed at us about personal responsibility and the conduct of a Salten girl, and asked us again and again and again for a name.

And we said nothing.

She must have known. There was no one who could draw like that, except maybe Kate. But Ambrose rarely signed his rough sketches and perhaps she thought that if she could just get us to say the words out loud …

‘Very well then; where were you last night?’ she said at last.

We said nothing.

‘You had no permission to leave the school and yet you broke out of bounds. You were seen, you know.’

We said nothing. We only sat, ranged together, taking our refuge in muteness. Miss Weatherby folded her arms and as the painful silence stretched, I felt Fatima and Thea exchange a quick glance at my side, and I knew what they were wondering. What did it all mean, and how long could we keep this up?

A knock at the door broke into the hush, making all us jump, and all our heads turned, as the door opened and Miss Rourke came into the room, a box in her hands.

She nodded at Miss Weatherby, and then tipped the contents onto the table in front of us, and it was then that Thea broke her silence, her voice high with fury.

‘You searched our rooms! You bitches.’

‘Thea!’ Miss Weatherby thundered. But it was too late. All the pathetic contraband – Thea’s hip flask, my cigarettes and lighter and Kate’s wrap of weed, the half-bottle of whiskey Fatima had kept under her mattress, a packet of condoms, the copy of The Story of O and the rest of it – they all lay spilled over the desk, accusing us.

‘I have no choice,’ Miss Weatherby said heavily. ‘I will be taking this to Miss Armitage. And given a large proportion of this was found in her locker, where is Kate Atagon?’

Silence.

‘Where is Kate Atagon?’ Miss Weatherby shouted, so that I blinked, and felt tears start.

‘We have no idea,’ Thea said contemptuously, turning her eyes from the window to rest on Miss Weatherby. ‘And the fact that you don’t either says volumes about this school, don’t you think?’

There was a long pause.

‘Get out,’ Miss Weatherby said at last, the words hissing between her teeth. ‘Get out. You will go to your rooms and stay there until I send for you. Lunch will be sent up. You will not speak to the other girls and I will be telephoning your parents.’

‘But –’ Fatima said, her voice quavering.

‘That’s enough!’ Miss Weatherby shouted, and suddenly I could see that she was almost as distraught as we were. This had happened on her watch, whatever it was, and it would be her neck on the block as much as ours. ‘You’ve had your chance to speak, and since you didn’t want to answer my questions, I’m certainly not going to listen to your objections. Go to your rooms, and think about your behaviour and what you’re planning to say to Miss Armitage, and to your parents when she sends for them, as I have no doubt she will.’

She stood at the door, held it wide, and her hand on the door handle trembled, ever so slightly, as we traipsed out, one after the other, still in silence, and then looked at each other.

What had just happened? How had those drawings got into the hands of the school? And what had we done?

We didn’t know, but one thing was clear. Whatever it was, our world was about to come crashing down, and it had taken Ambrose with it.


IT IS LATE. The curtains, what curtains the Mill possesses, anyway, are drawn. Liz went home hours ago, picked up by her dad, and after she left Kate bolted the door of the Mill for the first time I could remember, and I told them about the conversation with Jess Hamilton.

‘How do they know?’ Fatima asks desperately. We are huddled together on the sofa, Freya in my arms. Thea is smoking cigarette after cigarette, lighting one from the butt of the other, breathing the smoke out across us all, but I can’t bring myself to tell her to stop.

‘The usual way, I’d imagine,’ she says shortly. Her feet, curled next to my hip, feel cold as ice.

‘But,’ Fatima persists, ‘I thought the whole point of us agreeing to leave mid-term was so that it wouldn’t get out. Wasn’t that the point?’

‘I don’t know,’ Kate says wearily. ‘But you know what the school gossip circuit is like – perhaps an old teacher told an old girl … or one of the parents found out.’

‘What happened to the drawings?’ Thea asks.

‘The ones the school found? I’m pretty sure they were destroyed. I can’t imagine Miss Armitage wanted them found any more than we did.’

‘And the others?’ I ask. ‘The ones Ambrose had here?’

‘I burnt them.’ Kate says it with finality, but there’s something about her eyes, the way her gaze flickers when she says it, I’m not absolutely certain she’s telling the truth.

It was Kate who salvaged the situation – as far as it could be salvaged – back at school. When she turned up on Sunday afternoon, pale but composed, Miss Weatherby was waiting, and Kate was marched straight into the headmistress’s study, and didn’t come out for a long time.

When she emerged, we flocked around her, our questions beating at her like wings, but she only shook her head, and nodded towards the tower. Wait, her nod said. Wait until we’re alone.

And then, at last, when we finally were alone, she told us, while she packed her trunk for the last time.

She had said that the drawings were hers.

I have no idea, even today, whether Miss Armitage believed her, or whether she decided, in the absence of concrete proof to the contrary, to accept a fiction that would create the least fallout. They were Ambrose’s sketches, anyone with an eye for art could have told that. Kate’s style – her natural style at any rate – was completely different – loose, fluid, with none of Ambrose’s fineness of detail.

But when she wanted, Kate could imitate her father’s style to perfection, and perhaps she showed them something that convinced them – made a facsimile of a sketch in the office, maybe. I don’t know. I never asked. They believed her, or said they did, and that was enough.

We had to go – there was no question of that. The breaking out of bounds, the alcohol and cigarettes in our room, all of that was explosive enough – grounds for expulsion, certainly. But the pictures, even with Kate’s confession, the pictures added a dose of nuclear uncertainty to the whole thing.

At last, the unspoken pact was arrived at. Go silently, without expulsion, was the message, and pretend the whole affair never happened. For all our sakes.

And we did.

We had finished our exams, and it was only a few weeks until the summer vac started, but Miss Armitage wouldn’t wait for that. It was all over astonishingly fast – within twenty-four hours, before the end of the weekend, we were gone, all of us, first Kate, packing her belongings into a taxi with white-faced stoicism, then Fatima, pale and tearful in the back of her aunt and uncle’s car. Then Thea’s father, excruciatingly loud and jovial, and finally mine, sad and drawn beyond all recognition almost.

He said nothing. But his silence, on the long, long drive back to London was almost the hardest to bear.

We were scattered, like birds – Fatima got her wish, at last, and went out to Pakistan where her parents were finishing up their placement. Thea was sent to Switzerland, to an establishment halfway between a finishing school and a remand home, a place with high walls and bars on the windows and a policy against ‘personal technology’ of any kind. I was packed off to Scotland, to a boarding school so remote it had once had its own railway station, before Beeching closed it down.

Only Kate stayed in Salten, and now, it seems to me, her home was as much a prison as Thea’s finishing school, except that the bars on the window were of our own making.

We wrote, weekly in my case, but she answered only sporadic-ally, short, weary notes that spoke of an endless struggle to make ends meet, and of her loneliness without us. She sold her father’s paintings, and when she ran out she began to forge them. I saw a print in a gallery in London that I know for a fact was not one of Ambrose’s.

All I knew of Luc was that he had gone back to France – and that Kate lived alone, counting down the weeks until she turned sixteen, fending off the endless questions about where her father had gone, what he had done, and realising that slowly, slowly his very absence was turning the vague suspicions of wrongdoing into hardened certainty of his guilt.

We wrote, on her sixteenth birthday, each of us, sending our love, and this time at least she wrote back.

‘I am sixteen,’ she wrote in her letter to me. ‘And you know what I thought, when I woke up this morning? It wasn’t presents, or cards, because I didn’t have any of those. It was that I can finally tell the police he’s gone.’


WE MET UP only once more, all of us, and it was at my mother’s funeral, a grey spring day in the year I turned eighteen.

I was not expecting them. I hoped – I couldn’t deny that. I had emailed and told them all what had happened, and the date and time of the funeral, but without any kind of explanation. But when I turned up at the crematorium in the car with my father and brother, they were there, a huddle of black in the rain, by the gate. They lifted their heads as the car made its slow way up the crematorium drive, following the hearse, such sympathy in their eyes that I felt my heart crack a little, and suddenly I found my fingers numbly scrabbling for the door handle, heard the crunch of tyres on gravel as the driver stamped hurriedly on the brake, and I stumbled from the car.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I heard the driver saying, ‘I would have stopped – I had no idea she –’

‘Don’t worry.’ My father’s voice was weary. ‘Keep going. She’ll make her own way up.’

And the car engine roared into life again, and disappeared up the drive into the rain.

I can’t remember what they said, I only remember the feel of their arms around me, the cool of the rain, dripping down my face, hiding the tears. And the feeling that I was with the only people who could fill the gaping hole that had opened up inside me, that I was home.

It was the last time the four of us would be together for fifteen years.



‘DOES HE KNOW?’ Thea’s voice, croaky with smoke, at last breaks through the silence of the room where we have been sitting, and thinking as the candles burnt low in their sockets and the tide outside swelled to its height and then slowly retreated.

Kate’s head turns, from where she has been staring out at the quiet black waters of the Reach.

‘Does who know what?’

‘Luc. I mean, he clearly knows something, but how much? Did you tell him what happened that night, what we did?’

Kate gives a sigh, and stubs out her cigarette in a saucer. Then she shakes her head.

‘No, I didn’t tell him. I never told anyone, you know that. What we – what we –’

She stops, unable to finish.

‘What we did? Why not say it?’ Thea says, her voice rising. ‘We concealed a body.’

It’s a shock, hearing the words so baldly spoken, and I realise that we have been skirting round the truth of what we did for so long that hearing it aloud is like a kind of reality check.

For that is what we did. We did conceal a body, although that’s not how the courts would phrase it. Preventing the lawful and decent burial of a body would likely be the offence. I know the wording, and the penalties. I have looked it up enough times under cover of checking something else, my fingers shaking every time I read and reread the words. Possibly also disposing of a body with the intent to prevent a coroner’s inquest, although that made me give a little, bitter laugh the first time I came across the phrase in the law journals. God knows, there was no thought in our head of a coroner’s inquest. I’m not sure I even knew what a coroner was.

Was that part of the reason I went into law, this desire to be armed with the knowledge of what I had done, and the penalties for it?

‘Does he know?’ Thea says again, banging her fist on the table with each word in a way that makes me wince.

‘He doesn’t know, but he suspects,’ Kate says heavily. ‘He’s known something was wrong for ages, but with the newspaper reports … And on some level he blames me – us – for what happened to him in France. Even though it’s completely irrational.’

Is it? Is it really so irrational? All Luc knows is that his beloved adoptive father disappeared, that a body has surfaced in the Reach, and that we have something to do with it. His anger seems very, very rational to me.

But then I look down at Freya, at the cherubic peacefulness of her expression, and I think again of her red-faced fear and fury as Luc held her out to me. Was that really the act of a rational person, to snatch my child, drag her screaming across the marshes?

Christ, I don’t know, I don’t know any more. I have lost sight a long time ago of what rationality was. Perhaps I lost it that night, in the Mill, with Ambrose’s body.

‘Will he tell anyone?’ I manage. The words stick in my throat. ‘He threatened … he said about calling the police …?’

Kate sighs. Her face in the lamplight looks gaunt and shadowed.

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I don’t think so. I think if he were going to do anything, he would have done it already.’

‘But the sheep?’ I say. ‘The note? Was that him?’

‘I don’t know,’ Kate repeats. Her voice is level, but her tone is brittle, as if she might break beneath the strain one day. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been getting things like that for –’ She swallows. ‘For a while.’

‘Are we talking weeks? Months?’ Fatima says. Kate’s lips tighten, her sensitive mouth betraying her before she answers.

‘Months, yes. Even … years.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ Thea shuts her eyes, passes a hand over her face. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

‘What would be the point? So you could be as scared as me? You did this for me, it’s my burden.’

‘How did you cope, Kate?’ Fatima says softly. She picks up Kate’s thin, paint-spattered hand, holding it between hers, the jewels on her wedding and engagement rings flashing in the candlelight. ‘After we left I mean. You were here, all alone, how did you manage?’

‘You know how I managed,’ Kate says, but I see the muscles of her jaw clench and relax as she swallows. ‘I sold Dad’s paintings, and then when I ran out I painted more under his name. Luc could add forgery to the list of things he thinks I’ve done, if he really wanted.’

‘That’s not what I meant. I meant how did you not go mad, living alone like this, no one to talk to? Weren’t you scared?’

‘I wasn’t scared …’ Kate says, her voice very low. ‘I was never scared, but the rest … I don’t know. Perhaps I was mad. Perhaps I still am.’

‘We were mad,’ I say abruptly, and their heads turn. ‘All of us. What we did – what we did –’

‘We had no choice,’ Thea says. Her face is tight, the skin drawn over her cheekbones.

‘Of course we had a choice!’ I cry. And suddenly the reality of it hits me afresh, and I feel the panic boiling up inside me, the way it does sometimes when I wake in the middle of the night from a dream of wet sand and shovels, or when I come across a headline of someone charged with concealing a death and the shock makes my hands go weak for a moment. ‘Christ, don’t you understand? If this comes out – I’ll be struck off. It’s an indictable offence, you can’t practise law with something like this on your record. So will Fatima – you think people want a doctor who’s concealed a death? We are all completely screwed. We could go to prison. I could lose –’ My throat is closing, choking me, as if someone has their hands around my windpipe. ‘I could lose F-Fre—’

I can’t finish, I can’t say it.

I stand up, pace to the window, still holding my baby, as if the strength of my grip could stop the police forcing their way in and snatching her from my arms.

‘Isa, calm down,’ Fatima says. She rises from the sofa to come over to where I’m standing, but her face doesn’t comfort me, there is fear in her eyes as she says, ‘We were minors. That has to make a difference, right? You’re the lawyer.’

‘I don’t know.’ I feel my fingers tightening on Freya. ‘The age of criminal responsibility is ten. We were well over that.’

‘What about the statute of limitations, then?’

‘It’s mainly for civil matters. I don’t think it would apply.’

‘You think? But you don’t know?’

‘No, I don’t know,’ I say again, desperately. ‘I work in the Civil Service, Fatima. There’s not much call for this kind of thing.’ Freya gives a sleepy little wail, and I realise I am hurting her and force myself to loosen my grip.

‘Does it matter?’ Thea says from across the room. She has been picking at the dead skin around her nails, and they are raw and bleeding, and I watch as she puts one finger in her mouth, sucking the blood. ‘I mean, if it comes out, we’re fucked, right? It doesn’t matter about charges. It’s the rumours and the publicity that’ll screw us. The tabloids would fucking love something like this.’

‘Shit.’ Fatima puts her hands over her face. Then she looks up, at the clock, and her face changes. ‘It’s 2 a.m.? How can it be two? I have to go up.’

‘Are you going in the morning?’ Kate asks. Fatima nods.

‘I have to. I have to get back for work.’

Work. It seems impossible, and I find myself giving a bubbling, hysterical laugh. And Owen. I can’t even picture his face, somehow. He has no connection to this world, to what we’ve done. How can I go back and face him? I can’t even bring myself to text him right now.

‘Of course you should go,’ Kate says. She smiles, or tries to. ‘It’s been lovely having you here, but anyway, regardless of anything else, the dinner’s over. It will look more … more natural. And yes, we should all get some sleep.’

She stands, and as Fatima makes her way up the creaking stairs, Kate begins to blow out the candles, put out the lamps.

I stand in between the windows, watching her gather up glasses, holding Freya.

I can’t imagine sleeping, but I will have to, to cope with Freya and the journey back tomorrow.

‘Goodnight,’ Thea says. She stands too, and I see her tuck a bottle beneath her arm, quite casually, as if taking a demijohn of wine to bed were the normal thing to do.

‘Goodnight,’ Kate says. She blows out the last candle, and we are in darkness.

I put Freya, still heavy with sleep, in the middle of the big double bed – Luc’s bed – and then I make my way to the empty bathroom and brush my teeth, wearily, feeling the bitter fur of too much wine coating my tongue.

As I wipe off the mascara and the eyeliner in the mirror, I see the way the fine skin around my eyes stretches beneath the cotton-wool pad, its elasticity slowly giving way. Whatever I thought, whatever I felt tonight, walking through the doors of my old school, I am not the girl I once was, and nor are Kate, Fatima and Thea. We are almost two decades older, all of us, and we have carried the weight of what we did for too long.

When my face is clean and bare, I make my way down the corridor to my room, treading quietly, so as not to wake Freya and the others, who are probably asleep by now. But there is a light showing through the crack in Fatima’s bedroom door, and when I pause, I can hear an almost imperceptible murmur of words.

For a moment I think she’s talking to Ali on the phone, and I feel a twinge of guilt about Owen, but then I see her rise, roll up a mat on the floor, and with a rush of comprehension, I realise – she was praying.

My gaze suddenly feels like an intrusion, and I begin to walk again, but the movement, or perhaps the sound, catches Fatima’s attention and she calls out softly, ‘Isa, is that you?’

‘Yes.’ I stop, push the door to her room a few inches. ‘I was just going to bed. I didn’t mean … I wasn’t watching.’

‘It’s fine,’ Fatima says. She puts the prayer mat carefully on her bed, and there’s a kind of peace in her face that was not there before, downstairs. ‘It’s not like I’m doing something I’m ashamed of.’

‘Do you pray every day?’

‘Yes, five times a day in fact. Well, five times when I’m at home. It’s different when you’re travelling.’

‘Five times?’ I am suddenly aware of how ignorant I am about her faith, and I feel a wash of shame. ‘I – I guess I did know that. I mean, I know Muslims at work …’ But I stop, feeling hot prickles at the clumsiness of my words. Fatima is my friend, one of my best and oldest friends, and I am only now realising how little I know about this central pillar of her life, how much about her I have to relearn.

‘I’m late though,’ she says regretfully. ‘I should have prayed the Isha around eleven. I just didn’t notice the time.’

‘Does that matter?’ I ask awkwardly. She shrugs.

‘It’s not ideal, but we’re told that if it’s a sincere mistake, Allah forgives.’

‘Fatima,’ I say, and then stop. ‘Never mind.’

‘No, what?’

I take a breath. I’m not sure if what I’m about to say is very crass, I can’t tell any more. I press my hands to my eyes.

‘Nothing,’ I say. And then, in a rush, ‘Fatima, do you think – do you think that he forgives us? You, I mean?’

‘For what we did, you mean?’ Fatima asks, and I nod. She sits on the bed, begins to plait her hair, the rhythm of her fingers comforting in its regularity. ‘I hope so. The Koran teaches that Allah forgives all sins, if the sinner truly repents. And God knows, I have plenty to repent, but I’ve tried to atone for my part in what we did.’

‘What did we do, Fatima?’ I ask, and I’m not meaning to be quizzical or rhetorical, I suddenly, honestly, don’t even know. If you had asked me seventeen years ago, I would have said we did what was necessary to keep a friend safe. If you had asked me ten years ago I would have said we did something unforgivably stupid, that kept me awake at night in fear that a body would surface and I would be asked questions I could not bear to answer.

But now that body has surfaced, and the questions … the questions are waiting for us, little ambushes we can’t yet see. And I’m no longer sure.

We committed a crime, I’m sure of that. But did we do something worse, to Luc? Something that twisted him from the boy I remember into this angry man I barely recognise?

Perhaps our real crime was not against Ambrose, but against his children.

As I walk into Luc’s room, to lie in his bed, and stare into the darkness over the top of Freya’s sleeping head, that is what I keep asking myself. Did we do this to Luc?

I close my eyes, and his presence seems to fold around me, as real as the sheets that cling to my hot skin. He is here – just as much as the rest of us, and the thought should make me feel afraid, but it doesn’t. Because I can’t disentangle the man we met tonight from the boy I knew so many years ago, with his long hands, and golden eyes, and the husky, hesitant laugh that made my heart skip. And that boy is inside Luc somewhere, I saw it in his eyes, beneath the pain and the anger and the drink.

As I lie in bed, my arms around Freya, his words twist and tumble inside my head.

You want to know who’s responsible for the body in the Reach?

She whistles, and you come running, like dogs.

But it’s the last phrase, the one that comes into my head just as I am falling asleep and sticks there, that makes my arm tighten over her, so that she shifts and squirms in her sleep.

You’re welcome, Isa. Looking after your baby … it was nothing. I’d be happy to take her again.





‘ARE YOU SURE you don’t want a lift?’

Fatima stands by the door, her case in one hand and her sunglasses in the other. I shake my head, swallow the tea I am drinking.

‘No, it’s fine. I need to change Freya and pack, and I don’t want to hold you up.’

It’s a quarter to seven in the morning. I am curled on the sofa in a patch of morning sun playing with Freya, pretending to pinch off her nose and then put it back on. She bats at my hands, trying to catch at them with her little scratchy-soft nails, her eyes screwed up against the brightness of the sun reflecting off the Reach. Now I hold her hands gently, trying to stop her grabbing at my tea as I put it back on the floor.

‘You go, honestly.’

Thea and Kate are still asleep, but Fatima is itching to get away, back to Ali and the kids, I can see it. At last she nods, reluctantly, pushes the arms of her sunglasses beneath her hijab and feels in her pocket for her car keys.

‘How will you get to the station?’ she asks.

‘Taxi, maybe. I don’t know. I’ll sort it out with Kate.’

‘OK,’ Fatima says. She weighs the keys in her hand. ‘Say goodbye to them for me, and listen, please, try to get Kate to come, OK? I talked to her about it yesterday and she didn’t –’

‘She didn’t what?’

The voice comes from the floor above. Shadow gives a glad little whine and heaves himself up from his place in a puddle of sunshine by the window. Fatima and I look up to see Kate coming down the stairs in a sun-bleached cotton robe that was once navy blue, but now has only the faintest wash of colour in it. She is rubbing her eyes and trying not to yawn.

‘Going already?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Fatima says. ‘I’ve got to get back – I need to be at the surgery by noon, and Ali can’t pick up the kids tonight. But listen, Kate, I was just telling Isa – please, won’t you reconsider, come and stay for a few days? We’ve got the room.’

‘You know I can’t do that,’ Kate says flatly, but I can tell that her resolve isn’t quite as firm as she’s making out. She gets out the coffee maker from underneath the sink, a little tremor in her hands as she fills it up at the tap and pours in coffee. ‘What would I do with Shadow?’

‘You could bring him,’ Fatima says unconvincingly, but Kate is already shaking her head.

‘I know how Ali feels about dogs. Anyway, isn’t Sam allergic or something?’

‘There are dog sitters, aren’t there?’ Fatima pleads, but without conviction. We both know that Shadow is a reason, but not the reason. Kate will not leave, it’s as simple as that.

There’s a silence, broken only by the bubble of the moka on the stovetop, and Kate says nothing.

‘It’s not safe,’ Fatima says at last. ‘Isa – tell her. It’s not just the electrics – what about Luc – bloodstained notes and dead sheep, for goodness’ sake.’

‘We don’t know it was him,’ Kate says, her voice very low, but she’s not looking at either of us.

‘You should be reporting him to the police,’ Fatima says angrily, but we all know, without Kate having to say it, that’s never going to happen.

‘I give up,’ Fatima says at last. ‘I’ve said my piece. Kate – my spare room is always open to you, don’t forget that.’ She comes across, kisses us both. ‘Say goodbye to Thea for me,’ she says as she bends over me, her cheek warm against mine. Her perfume is heady in my nostrils as she whispers in my ear, ‘Please, Isa, try to change her mind. Maybe she’ll listen to you.’

Then she straightens up, picks up her bag, and a few minutes later we hear the sound of music and the roar of a car engine, and at last she is bumping away, up the sun-baked track towards Salten, and the silence washes back into the Mill.

‘Well,’ Kate says. She looks at me over the top of her coffee, raises one eyebrow, inviting me to sympathise with her in the face of Fatima’s paranoia, but I can’t do it. I don’t really believe that Luc would hurt Kate, or any of us for that matter, but I don’t think that Kate should stay here. Her nerves are stretched too thin, and sometimes I have the impression that she is very close to breaking point, closer than she realises, perhaps.

‘She’s right, Kate,’ I say. Kate rolls her eyes and takes another sip, but I push her, picking at the issue like Thea picking at the skin around her nails, until it bleeds. ‘And she’s right about the stuff with the sheep too – that was a pretty sick stunt.’

Kate doesn’t respond, just stares down into her coffee.

‘It … it was Luc, wasn’t it?’ I say at last.

‘I don’t know,’ Kate says heavily. She puts the cup down and pushes her hands through her hair. ‘I was telling the truth when I said that. Yes, he’s angry, but he – he’s not the only person around here with a grudge against me.’

‘What?’ This is the first I’ve heard of this, and I can’t hide my shock. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The girls at school aren’t the only people who spread rumours, Isa. Dad had a lot of friends. I … don’t.’

‘You mean … the people in the village?’

‘Yes,’ she says, and Rick’s words in the taxi come back to me, you done well to stick it out here with the gossips.

‘What do they say?’ I ask, my throat suddenly dry. Kate shrugs.

‘What do you think? I’ve heard it all, I can tell you. Pretty ugly stuff, some if it.’

‘Like what?’ I don’t want to know, but the question comes out in spite of myself.

‘Like what? Well, let me see. The least worst is probably that Dad fell back into his old ways and ran off with a junkie from Paris.’

‘That’s the nicest one? Bloody hell – what’s the worst?’

It’s a rhetorical question, I wasn’t expecting Kate to answer, but she gives a bitter little laugh.

‘Hard to say … but I’d probably go for the version where Dad’s sexually abusing me, and Luc killed him for it.’

‘What?’ I can’t find any more words, and so I just say it again, chokingly. ‘What?’

‘Yup,’ Kate says shortly. She drains the last of her coffee and puts the cup on the draining board. ‘Plus everything in between. And they wonder why I don’t go down the Salten Arms on a Saturday night, like Dad did. It’s amazing what old men will come out and ask, when they’ve drunk enough.’

‘You’re kidding me – they really asked you if that was true?’

‘That one, they didn’t ask. They stated. It’s well known, apparently.’ Her face twists. ‘Dad was fucking me, and the rest of you too, sometimes, depending who you ask.’

‘Jesus, Kate, no! Why didn’t you tell us?’

‘Tell you what? That years on people round here still use your names as a kind of salacious cautionary tale? That opinion is divided between the idea that I’m a murderer, or that my father is still at large, too ashamed to come back and face what he did to me and my friends? For some reason I didn’t fancy mentioning any of that.’

‘But – but, can’t you set them straight? Deny it?’

‘Deny what, though, that’s the problem.’ Her face is full of weary despair. ‘Dad disappeared, and I waited four weeks before reporting that to the police. That part is true, and it’s no wonder rumours started. It’s the grain of truth that makes them plausible.’

‘There is no truth in those disgusting lies,’ I say fiercely. ‘None. None that matters, anyway. Kate, please, please come back to London with me. Fatima’s right, you can’t stay here.’

‘I have to stay,’ Kate says. She stands and walks out to the jetty. The tide is low, the muddy banks of the Reach sighing and crackling as they bask in the sun. ‘Now more than ever. Because if I run now, they’ll know I’ve got something to hide.’

On my lap, Freya snatches for the empty cup, and crows with delight as I let her catch it, still warm from the dregs of the tea. But I am completely silent as I stare down at her. Because I can’t think of an argument against that.

It takes so long to get everything packed and Freya changed, and then fed again, and then changed again, that by the time I’m almost ready to go Thea is awake and stumbling along the corridor from her room on the ground floor, half dressed and rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

‘Did I miss Fati?’

‘You did,’ Kate says laconically. She pushes the coffee pot towards Thea. ‘Help yourself.’

‘Thanks.’ Thea drains the dregs of the pot. She is wearing jeans and a skimpy spaghetti-string top that shows, very clearly, that she’s not wearing a bra underneath. It also shows her thinness, and her scars, white and faded, and I find myself looking away.

‘I need to get back to London today too,’ she says, oblivious to my discomfort as she runs the cup under the tap and plonks it on the draining board. ‘Can I get a lift to the station with you, Isa?’

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘But I need to leave soon. Is that OK?’

‘Yup, I’ve hardly got any luggage. I can be packed in ten minutes.’

‘I’ll call a cab,’ I say. ‘What’s Rick’s number, Kate?’

‘It’s on the dresser.’ She points to a pile of dog-eared business cards in a dusty butter dish, and I rummage through until I find one that reads ‘Rick’s Rides’ and dial the number.

Rick answers at once, and agrees to meet us at the Mill in twenty minutes, with a borrowed car seat for Freya.

‘Twenty minutes,’ I say to Thea, who is sitting at the table sipping her coffee. ‘OK?’

‘Yup,’ she nods. ‘I’m basically done. I just need to actually shove my stuff in a bag – it won’t take a minute.’

‘I’m going to walk Shadow,’ Kate says, without warning, and I look up, surprised.

‘Now?’

‘But you’ll miss us going!’ Thea says. There is a touch of indignation in her voice.

Kate shrugs.

‘I was never good with goodbyes, you know that.’ She stands, and so does Thea. I follow suit after a moment’s struggle with Freya’s weight, and we stand uncertainly, the motes of sun-dappled dust swirling around us like a kind of small tornado.

‘Come here,’ Kate says at last, and she pulls me into a hug that is so fierce that I lose my breath for a moment, and have to pull back to shift Freya to one side, where she won’t be crushed.

‘Kate, please come,’ I say, knowing it’s hopeless, but she’s already shaking her head before I’ve finished the words.

‘No, no, I can’t, please stop asking me, Isa.’

‘I can’t stand to go and leave you –’

‘So don’t,’ she says laughing, but there’s a kind of sadness in her eyes that I can’t bear to see. ‘Don’t go. Stay.’

‘I can’t stay,’ I say. And I smile, even as I feel my heart cracking a little. ‘You know I can’t. I have to get back to Owen.’

‘Oh God,’ she says as she hugs me again, pulling Thea in too, our foreheads pressed together. ‘God, I’ve loved having you all here so much. Whatever happens –’

‘What?’ Thea straightens, her face alarmed. ‘What kind of talk is that? You sound like you’re preparing –’

‘I’m not,’ Kate says. She swipes at her eyes, laughs a little in spite of herself. ‘I promise. It was just a figure of speech. But I just – I can’t believe how long it’s been. Doesn’t it feel right, when we’re all here together? Doesn’t it feel like yesterday?’

And it does.

‘We’ll be back,’ I say. I touch her cheek, where a tear is gathered in her lashes. ‘I promise. Right, Thea? We won’t leave it so long this time, I swear.’

It’s a platitude, a phrase I’ve said a thousand times at a thousand partings, and without always meaning it. This time, I mean it with all my heart, but it’s only when I see Thea hesitate that the realisation hits home – we may be back here sooner than we want, and under very different circumstances if things go awry, and I feel the smile stiffen on my face.

‘Right,’ Thea says at last.

Before we can say anything else, Shadow gives a series of short barks, and our heads turn to the shore windows to see Rick’s taxi bouncing over the stones.

‘Oh crap, he’s early,’ Thea says, and she bolts up the corridor to her room, grabbing up belongings as she goes.

‘OK,’ Kate says. ‘I’m going to take Shadow and get out of your way while you pack up.’ She clips on Shadow’s lead, opens the shore doorway, and strides out towards the little gangway over the shore. ‘Be safe, lovelies.’

It is only afterwards, when we are in Rick’s car, bouncing along the track towards the main road, and Kate and Shadow are just specks against the green of the marsh, that I realise what a sad, strange thing it was for her to say. Be safe.

Sad, because it shouldn’t be something you have to wish for – it shouldn’t be in doubt.

And strange, because out of all of us, it should have been us saying that to her.

I look out of the window, as the car jolts over the rutted flints, towards the receding shape of her and Shadow, their six feet eating up the miles of marsh, moving fearlessly between the ever-changing ditches and sloughs, and I think, be safe, Kate. Please, be safe.




RICK’S TAXI HAS reached the tarmac road, and is indicating left to go to the station, when Thea looks up from her handbag.

‘I need to get money out. Is there an ATM at the station?’

Rick turns off the indicator, and I sigh. I left the money I drew out yesterday tucked inside a mug on the dresser, where Kate will find it after I’ve gone. Payment for the dinner tickets, which she refused to let us refund, but which my conscience wouldn’t let me ignore. I kept only twenty pounds – just enough to pay Rick, and a bit to spare.

‘You know there’s not,’ I say. ‘Since when was there a bank machine at the station? We’ll have to go via the post office. Why do you need money, anyway? I can pay for the cab.’

‘I just want some cash for the journey,’ Thea says. ‘Post office please, Rick.’

Rick indicates right, and I cross my arms, suppressing a sigh.

‘We’ve got plenty of time until the train.’ Thea closes her bag, and shoots a sideways look at me. ‘No need to be mardy.’

‘I’m not mardy,’ I say crossly, but I am, and as Rick begins to turn across the bridge towards Salten, I realise why. I don’t want to go back there. Not at all.

‘Going already?’

The voice comes from behind us, making me jump. Thea is bent over the cash machine, typing in her pin, so it falls to me to turn and answer the person behind us in the post office.

It is Mary Wren, come out quite silently from whatever back room she was in when we entered the empty shop.

‘Mary!’ I put my hand to my chest. ‘Gosh, you gave me a shock. Yes. We’re heading back to London today. We – we only came for the dinner, you know, at the school.’

‘So you said …’ she says slowly. She looks me up and down, and for a moment, I have the disquieting impression that she doesn’t believe a word of what I’ve said, that she sees through all of us – through all the lies and deception, and knows exactly what secrets we’ve been hiding. She was one of Ambrose’s closest friends and it occurs to me to wonder, for the first time, what he told her, all those years ago.

I think of what Kate said, the rumours in the village, and I wonder what part Mary played in all this. I have never been in the Salten Arms when she was not seated by the bar, her loud deep laugh ringing out across the drinkers. She knows everything that goes on in Salten. She could have quashed those rumours if she wanted to – defended Kate – told the drinkers to wash their mouths out or get out. But she didn’t. Not even to protect the daughter of a man she once called a friend.

Why not? Is it because part of her thinks Kate is guilty too?

‘Funny time to come down,’ Mary Wren says. She nods her head towards the stack of weekly papers, still blazoned with the photograph.

‘Funny?’ I say, my voice cracking a little with nerves. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Awkward time for the dinner to fall, I mean,’ she says. Her face is unreadable, impassive. ‘With the rumours and all. Must have been hard for Kate, seeing all those people, wondering …’

I swallow. I’m not sure what to say.

‘Wondering?’

‘Well, it’s natural isn’t it? To … speculate. And it never made sense to me.’

‘What didn’t make sense?’ Thea says. She turns round, shoving the wallet back in her jeans pocket. ‘What are you trying to say?’ Her face is belligerent, and I want to tell her to calm down, this is not the way to handle Mary Wren. She needs deference, a show of respect.

‘The notion that Ambrose just … disappeared,’ Mary says. She looks at Thea, at her skintight jeans, and her bare breasts just showing through the sheer vest. ‘Whatever his faults, he loved that girl. He would have walked through hellfire for her. It never made sense that he would just … go, like that, leave her to face all this alone.’

‘Well, we’ve no proof of anything else.’ Thea says. She is as tall as Mary, and she stands, her hands on her hips in an unconscious echo of Mary’s stance, almost as if they are squaring up. ‘And in the absence of any proof, I don’t think speculation is very healthy, do you?’

Mary’s lip curls, and for a minute I can’t read her expression. Is it a kind of suppressed anger? Disgust?

‘Well,’ she says at last. ‘I suppose we won’t need to speculate much longer, will we?’

‘What do you mean?’ I say. My heart is thumping in my chest. I look over my shoulder at the taxi, where Freya is playing peacefully in the borrowed car seat that Rick provided, sucking at her fingers. ‘What do you mean, not much longer?’

‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but Mark, he tells me a body’s been recovered by the police and, well …’ She makes a little beckoning motion with her finger and in spite of myself, I find I’m leaning in, her breath hot on my cheek as she whispers. ‘Let’s just say, if it’s proof you want, I think that body might have a name very soon.’



I CANNOT LOSE Freya. I cannot lose Freya.

These are the words that circle inside my head like a mantra as the train speeds north, back to London.

I cannot lose Freya.

It beats time with the rattle of the wheels on the track.

I cannot lose Freya.

Thea sits opposite me, sunglasses on, head lolling against the window, eyes closed. As we round a particularly sharp curve her head leans away from the glass and then thunks back with an aud-ible sound as the train straightens. She opens her eyes, rubbing the spot on her head.

‘Ow. Was I asleep?’

‘You were,’ I say shortly, not trying very hard to disguise the annoyance in my voice. I’m not sure why I’m irritated, except that I am so very tired myself, and somehow I can’t sleep. We didn’t go to bed last night until two or three, and then this morning I was up at six thirty with Freya. I haven’t had an unbroken night’s sleep in months, and I can’t sleep now, because Freya is slumbering in a sling on my chest, and I can’t relax in case I slump forward and crush her. But it’s not just that – everything feels edgy and heightened, and seeing Thea’s face relaxed feels like an insult to my own tense anxiety. How can she snooze so peacefully when everything is balanced on a knife edge?

‘Sorry,’ she says, pushing her fingers under the sunglasses to rub her eyes. ‘I didn’t sleep last night. Like, at all. I couldn’t stop thinking about …’ She glances over her shoulder at the sparse carriage. ‘Well, you know.’

I feel instantly bad. Somehow, I always misjudge Thea. She’s so much harder to read than either Fatima or Kate, she plays her cards close to her chest, but beneath her fuck-you exterior she’s just as frightened as the rest of us. More, maybe. Why can’t I remember that?

‘Oh,’ I say penitently. ‘Sorry. I haven’t been sleeping properly either. I keep thinking –’

But I can’t say it. I can’t voice my fears aloud. What if I get prosecuted? What if I lose my job? What if they take Freya?

I don’t dare say the words. Just saying them would make the possibility real, and that’s too terrifying to even think of.

‘Even if they find out –’ Thea breaks off, looks over her shoulder again and leans forward, closer to me, her voice barely audible. ‘Even if they find out that it’s him, we’re still OK, right? He could have fallen into a ditch after he OD’d.’

‘But so deep?’ I whisper back. ‘How could he have got so deep?’

‘Those ditches change all the time. You know that. Especially down by the Reach – that whole section has been eroded right back – the dunes are always shifting and changing. We didn’t –’ She glances again and changes what she was going to say. ‘I’m pretty sure it, the place I mean, was a good ten or twenty yards back from the shore, right?’

I think back, trying to remember. Yes … I remember the track was further back then, there were trees and bushes between us and the shore. She’s right.

‘But that tent, it was right on the shoreline. Everything’s moved. They won’t be able to find too much out from the exact placement, I’m sure of it.’

I don’t answer. I feel sick to my stomach.

Because although there’s something comforting about her certainty, although I want to believe her, I’m not so sure she’s right. It’s a long time since I’ve done criminal work, and I know more from watching Cold Case than I can remember from the cases we studied at uni, but I’m pretty sure they have forensic specialists who can tell exactly how an object might have moved and shifted through the sands over the years.

‘Let’s not talk about it here,’ I mutter, and Thea nods, and forces a smile. ‘Tell me about work,’ I say at last. She shrugs.

‘What’s to tell? It’s good, I guess.’

‘You’re back in London?’

She nods.

‘I had a pretty fun stint last year on one of the big cruise ships. And Monte Carlo was excellent. But I wanted …’ She stops, looks out of the window. ‘I don’t know, Isa. I’ve been wandering around for so long, Salten was probably the longest I ever stayed at a school. I felt it was probably time to put down some roots.’

I shake my head, think of my own plodding progression through school, uni, Bar exams, the Civil Service, and life in London with Owen. We are the exact opposite, she and I. I am limpet-like in my tenacity. I found my job, and I stuck to it. I found Owen, and I stuck to him too. Salten House, for me, was this dizzyingly brief interlude. And yet both of us are equally defined by what happened there. We’re just coping with it in very different ways. Thea, restlessly running from the shadow of the past. Me, clinging on to the things that anchor me to safety.

I look at her thinness, at the shadows beneath her cheekbones, and then down at myself, Freya clamped to my body like a human shield, and for the first time I wonder – am I really dealing with this any better than her, or have I simply worked harder to forget?

I am still wondering, when there is a croaking cry at my breast, and a wriggling inside the sling, and I realise that Freya is waking up.

‘Shhh …’ Her cries are getting louder and more cranky as I pull her out of the swathes of material, her fat little cheeks flushed and annoyed as she gears up for a full-on tantrum. ‘Shhh …’

I pull open my top and put her to my breast, and for a minute there is silence, beautiful silence. Then, without warning, we go into a tunnel, and the train plunges into blackness. Freya tips her head back in wonder, her eyes dark and wide at the sudden change, exposing a wet flash of nipple to the carriage before I can grab for a muslin.

‘Sorry,’ I say to Thea, as we pass, blinking, back into the sunshine and I push Freya’s head back into place. ‘I think at this point half of north London has seen my tits, but you’ve had more than your fair share this week.’

‘It doesn’t bother me,’ Thea says with a shrug. ‘God knows, I’ve seen it all before.’

I can’t help but laugh as I lean back, Freya warm and heavy in my arms, and as the train enters another tunnel and emerges again into the searing sunshine, I think back, back to that first time we met, to Thea, rolling her stockings up her long, slim legs, the flash of thighs and me blushing. It seems like a lifetime ago. And yet, as Thea stretches out her legs across the gap between the seats, gives me a lazy wink and closes her eyes, it could be yesterday.


Rule Four

Never Lie to Each Other

‘ISA?’

Owen’s call as he opens the front door is low, cautious, but I don’t reply at first. I’m putting Freya down in her crib in our room, and I don’t want to wake her. It’s right at the tricky stage where she might sleep … or she might go for another hour of crankiness and fussing. She has been hard to get down tonight, unsettled by yet another change of scenery.

‘Isa?’ he says again, appearing at the door of our bedroom and when he sees me his face breaks into a huge grin, and he pulls off his shoes and tiptoes across the boards even as I frantically put my finger to my lips, signalling quiet.

He comes to stand beside me, his arm around my waist, and together we look down at this creature we’ve made.

‘Hello, sweetie,’ he whispers, but not to me, to Freya. ‘Hello, honeybunch. I’ve missed you.’

‘We missed you too,’ I whisper back, and he kisses my cheek and draws me out into the hallway, part shutting the door behind us.

‘I wasn’t expecting you for ages,’ he says as we go downstairs to where baked potatoes are cooking in the oven. ‘You made it sound like you’d be gone for days. It’s only Wednesday – what happened? Did things not work out with Kate?’

‘Things were fine,’ I say. I turn my back, ostensibly taking the potatoes out of the oven, but really so I don’t have to see his face as I lie to him. ‘It was lovely, actually. Fatima and Thea were there too.’

‘Then why are you back so soon? You didn’t have to hurry back for me, you know that. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I missed you. But I didn’t get around to half the stuff I meant to do. The nursery’s still a wreck.’

‘That doesn’t matter,’ I say, straightening up. My cheeks are flushed with the heat from the oven. Baked potatoes is a silly choice for such a hot day, but it was all we had in the fridge. I put them on a board on the countertop and slice the sides open, watching the steam billow out. ‘You know that.’

‘It matters to me.’ He puts his arms around me, his day-old beard rough against my cheek, his lips questing for my ear, the side of my neck. ‘I want you back, all to myself.’

I let him kiss me, but I don’t say what I’m thinking, which is that if that’s what he wants, he will never be happy. Because I will never be his alone. I will always be nine-tenths Freya’s, and what little there is left over, I need for myself, and for Fatima, Thea and Kate.

‘I missed you,’ I say instead. ‘Freya missed you too.’

‘I missed you both,’ he says, his voice muffled in my collarbone. ‘I wanted to call, but I thought you’d be having such a good time …’

I feel a twinge of guilt as he says the words, as I realise that I barely thought about calling him. I texted, to say we’d arrived safely. That was it. Thank God he didn’t ring – I try to imagine my phone going – when? During that long, painful dinner? During the fight with Luc? On that first night as we all gathered, full of fear about what we were about to hear?

It’s impossible.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t phone too,’ I say at last, disengaging myself and turning off the oven. ‘I meant to – it’s just, you know what it’s like with Freya. She’s so whiny in the evenings, especially in a strange place.’

‘So … what was the occasion?’ Owen asks. He begins to get salad out of the drawer, sniffing the limp lettuce and picking off the floppy outer leaves. ‘I mean, it’s a funny time to get together – midweek I mean. I can see it doesn’t make any difference to you and Kate. But doesn’t Fatima work?’

‘Yes. There was a dinner – an alumnae dinner at Salten House. They held it on a Tuesday, I don’t know why. I suppose because the school’s empty then.’

‘You didn’t tell me about that.’ He starts to chop tomatoes, slice by slice, the pale juice bleeding across the plates. I shrug.

‘I didn’t know. Kate bought the tickets. It was a surprise.’

‘Well … I’ve got to say, I’m surprised too,’ Owen says at length.

‘Why?’

‘You always said you’d never go back. To that school, I mean. Why now?’

Why now. Why now. Fuck. Why now?

It’s a perfectly reasonable question. And I can’t think of an answer.

‘I don’t know,’ I say at last, testily. I push his plate towards him. ‘OK? I don’t know. It was Kate’s idea and I went along with it. Can we stop with the third degree? I’m tired, and I didn’t sleep very well last night.’

‘Hey.’ Owen’s eyes open wide, he holds up his hands. He’s trying not to show it, but there is hurt in his face, and I want to bite my own tongue. ‘Sure, blimey, sorry. I was just trying to make conversation.’

And he picks up his plate and goes out into the living room without another word.

I feel something twist inside me, a pain in my gut like a real, physical pain. And for a second I want to run after him and blurt it all out, what has happened, what we did, the weight that is hanging around my neck, threatening to drag me down …

But I can’t. Because it’s not only my secret – it’s theirs too. And I have no right to betray them.

I swallow it down, the confession that is rising inside me. I swallow it down, and I follow Owen into the living room to eat our supper side by side, in silence.

What I learn, in the days that follow, is that time can grind down anything into a kind of new normality. It’s a lesson I should have remembered from last time, as I struggled to come to terms with what had happened, with what we’d done.

Back then, I was too busy to feel constantly afraid – and the whole business began to feel like a kind of vague nightmare, something that had happened to someone else, in another time. My mind was taken up by other things – by the effort of establishing myself at a new school, and by my mother, who was getting progressively sicker. I did not have time to check the papers, and the idea of combing the Internet for information never occurred to me back then.

Now, though, I have time on my hands. When Owen leaves for work, the door closing behind him, I am free to obsess. I don’t dare search Google for the terms I want – Body Salten Reach Identified – even a private window on a browser doesn’t mask your Internet searches completely, I know that.

Instead I search around the edges, terms carefully designed to be explicable, non-incriminating. ‘News Salten Reach.’ ‘Kate Atagon Salten.’ Headlines I hope will bring up what I want, but without a digital trail of bloodstained fingerprints.

Even then I erase my history. Once, I consider going to the Internet cafe at the bottom of our road, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Freya and I would stick out like a sore thumb among the earnest young men in their white robes. No. No matter what, I must not draw attention to myself.

The news is released about a week after I return, and in the event, I don’t need to search for it. It’s there on the Salten Observer website as soon as I log on. It makes the Guardian and the BBC news too, albeit a small paragraph under ‘local interest’.


The body of local artist Ambrose Atagon, celebrated for his studies of coastal landscapes and wildlife, has been discovered, more than fifteen years after his unexplained disappearance, on the banks of Salten Reach, a beauty spot close to his home on the south coast. His daughter, Kate Atagon, did not return calls, but family friend and local resident Mary Wren said that closure would be welcome after so many years looking for answers.



It’s a shock – as I stand there, reading the paragraph again and again, I feel my skin prickle with it, and I have to steady myself against the table. It has happened. The thing I’ve spent so long fearing. It’s finally happened. And yet, it’s not as bad as it could have been. There’s nothing about it being treated as a suspicious death, no mention of coroners or inquests. And as the days wear on, and my phone doesn’t ring, and there are no knocks at the door, I tell myself I can relax … just a little.

And yet, I am still tense and jumpy, too distracted to read or concentrate on TV in the evenings with Owen. When he asks me a question over dinner my head jerks up, torn from my own thoughts and unsure what he said. I find myself apologising more and more.

God, how I wish I could smoke. My fingers itch for a cigarette.

Only once do I crack and have one, and I hate myself afterwards. I buy a packet in a rush of shame as we pass the offy at the corner of the road, telling myself that I am going in for milk, and then – almost as a pretend afterthought – asking for ten Marlboro Lights as I go up to pay, my voice high and falsely casual. I smoke one in the back garden, and then I flush the butt and shower, scrubbing my skin until it is pink and raw, ignoring Freya’s increasingly cross screeches from the bouncy chair just inside the bathroom door.

There is no way I am feeding my child stinking of smoke.

When Owen comes home I feel riven with guilt, jumpy and on edge, and at last, when I drop a wine glass and burst into tears he says, ‘Isa, what’s the matter? You’ve been weird ever since you came back from Salten. Is something going on?’

At first I can only shake my head, hiccuping, but then at last I say, ‘I’m sorry – I’m so sorry. I – I had a cigarette.’

‘What?’ It’s not what he was expecting, I can tell that from his expression. ‘Blimey … how, when did that happen?’

‘I’m sorry.’ I’m calmer now, but still gulping. ‘I – I had a few drags at Kate’s and then today, I don’t know, I just couldn’t resist.’

‘I see.’ He takes me in his arms, rests his chin on my head. I can feel him thinking what to say. ‘Well … I can’t say I’m thrilled. You know how I feel about it.’

‘You couldn’t be more pissed off at me than I am at myself. I felt disgusting – I couldn’t hold Freya until I’d had a shower.’

‘What did you do with the rest of the packet?’

‘I threw them away,’ I say after a pause. But the pause is because this is a lie. I didn’t throw them away. I have no idea why not. I meant to – but somehow I shoved them into the corner of my handbag instead before I went for my shower. I’m not having another one, so it doesn’t matter, does it? It all comes to the same thing. I will throw them away, and then what I’ve said will be true. But for now – for now, as I stand there, stiff and ashamed in Owen’s arms … for now it’s a lie.

‘I love you,’ he says to the top of my head. ‘You know that’s why I don’t want you smoking, right?’

‘I know,’ I say, my throat croaky with tears. And then Freya cries out, and I pull away from him to pick her up.

He is puzzled though. He knows something is wrong … he just doesn’t know what.

Gradually the days form a kind of semblance of normality, though small touches remind me that it’s not, or at least if it is, it’s a new normal, not the old one. For one thing, my jaw hurts, and when I mention it in passing, Owen tells me that he heard me last night grinding my teeth in my sleep.

Another is the nightmares. It’s not just the sound of the shovel on wet sand any more, the scrape of a groundsheet across a beach track. Now it’s people, officials, snatching Freya from my arms, my mouth frozen in a soundless scream of fear as she is taken away.

I have coffee with my antenatal group as usual. I walk to the library as usual. But Freya can feel my tension and fear. She wakes in the night, crying, so that I stumble from my bed to her crib to snatch her up before she can wake Owen. In the daytime she is fretful and needy, putting her arms up to be carried all the time, until my back hurts with the weight of her.

‘Maybe she’s teething,’ Owen says, but I know it’s not that, or not just that. It’s me. It’s the fear and adrenaline pumping through my body, into my milk, through my skin, communicating themselves to her.

I feel constantly on edge, the muscles in my neck like steel cords, perpetually braced for something, some bolt from the blue to destroy the fragile status quo. But when it comes, it’s not in the form that I was expecting.

It is Owen who answers the door. It is Saturday, and I am still in bed, Freya beside me, sprawled out frog-legged on the duvet, her wet red mouth wide, her thin violet lids closed over eyes that dart with her dreams.

When I wake, there’s a cup of tea beside my bed, and something else. A vase of flowers. Roses.

The sight jolts me awake, and I lie there, trying to think what I could have forgotten. It’s not our anniversary – that’s in January. My birthday’s not until July. Crap. What is it?

At last I give up. I will have to admit ignorance and ask.

‘Owen?’ I call softly, and he comes in, picks up the stirring Freya and puts her to his shoulder, patting her back as she stretches and yawns, with catlike delicacy.

‘Hello, sleepyhead. Did you see your tea?’

‘I did. Thanks. But what’s with the flowers? Are we celebrating something?’

‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’

‘You mean they’re not from you?’ I take a sip of the tea and frown. It’s lukewarm, but it’s wet, and that’s the main thing.

‘Nope. Take a look at the card.’

It’s tucked beneath the vase, a little anonymous florist’s card in an unsealed, unmarked white envelope. I pull it out and open it.

Isa, it says, in handwriting I don’t recognise, probably the florist’s. Please accept these as an apology for my behaviour. Yours always, Luc.

Oh God.

‘So, um … who’s Luc?’ Owen picks up his own cup of tea and takes a sip, eyeing me over the top of the cup. ‘Should I be worried?’

He makes the comment sound like a joke, but it’s not, or not completely. He’s not the jealous type, but there is something curious, a little speculative in his gaze, and I can’t blame him. If he got red roses from a strange woman, I would probably be wondering too.

‘You read the card?’ I ask, and then realise, instantly, as his expression closes that that was the wrong thing to say. ‘I mean, I didn’t mean –’

‘There was no name on the envelope.’ His voice is flat, offended. ‘I read it to see who they were for. I wasn’t spying on you, if that’s what you meant.’

‘No,’ I say hurriedly, ‘of course that’s not what I meant. I was just –’ I stop, take a breath. This is all going wrong. I should never have started down this track. I try – too late – to turn back. ‘Luc is Kate’s brother.’

‘Her brother?’ Owen raises an eyebrow. ‘I thought she was an only child?’

‘Stepbrother.’ I twist the card between my fingers. How did he get my address? Owen must be wondering what he’s apologising for, but what can I say? I can’t tell him what Luc really did. ‘He – there was a misunderstanding while I was at Kate’s. It was silly really.’

‘Blimey,’ Owen says lightly. ‘If I sent roses every time there was a misunderstanding I’d be broke.’

‘It was about Freya,’ I say reluctantly. I have to somehow tell him this but without making Luc sound like a psycho. If I say – bluntly – that Luc took my child, our child, away from the person looking after her without permission, Owen will probably want me to call the police, and that’s the one thing I can’t do. I have to tell the truth, but not the whole truth. ‘I – oh, it’s complicated, but when we went out to the dinner I got a babysitter, but she was a bit young and she couldn’t handle things when Freya kicked off. It was stupid – I shouldn’t have left Freya with a stranger, but Kate said the girl was experienced … anyway Luc happened to be there so he offered to take Freya out for a walk to calm her down. But I was cross he hadn’t asked me before he took her out of the house.’

Both of Owen’s eyebrows are up now.

‘The guy helped you out and you chewed him out, and now he’s sending roses? Bit over the top, no?’

Oh God. I am making this worse.

‘Look, it was a bit more complicated at the time,’ I say, a trace of defensiveness coming into my tone. ‘It’s a long story. Can we talk about it after I’ve had a shower?’

‘Sure.’ Owen holds up his hands. ‘Don’t mind me.’

But as I grab a towel from the radiator and swathe my dressing gown around me, I catch him looking at the vase of roses on the bedside table, and his expression is the look of a man putting two and two together … and not really liking the answer.

Later that day, when Owen has taken Freya out to Sainsbury’s to buy bread and milk, I take the flowers out of the vase, and I shove them deep into the outside bin, not caring how the thorns prick and rip my skin.

On top of them I shove the week’s rubbish in a plastic sack, pressing it down as though the accumulated garbage can cancel out the presence of the flowers, and then I slam the lid down and go back inside.

My hands, as I rinse them under the tap, washing away the blood from the thorns, are shaking, and I itch to call up Kate or Fatima or Thea and tell them what Luc has done, unpick his motives. Was he really trying to apologise? Or was it something else, more subtle, more damaging?

I even go as far as picking up the phone and bringing up Kate’s number – but I don’t call. She has enough to worry about, they all do, without me adding to their fears over what could be nothing but a simple apology.

One thing that bothers me is how he got my address. Kate? The school? But I am in the phone book, I realise with a sinking sensation. Isa Wilde. There are probably not that many of us in north London. It wouldn’t be that hard to track me down.

I pace the flat, thinking, thinking, and in the end I realise I have to distract myself from my thoughts or I will go mad. I go up to the bedroom and empty out Freya’s clothes drawer, sorting out the too-small Babygros and rompers from a few months ago. The task is absorbing, and as the piles grow I find I’m humming something between my teeth, a silly pop song that was on the radio at Kate’s, and my heart rate has slowed, and my hands are steady again.

I will iron the outgrown clothes and put them in the loft in plastic boxes for when – if – Freya has a baby brother or sister.

But it’s only when I come to pick up the pile and take it downstairs to where I keep the iron that I notice. They are stained, with minute pricks of blood from the roses.

I could wash them, of course. But I’m not sure if the bloodstains would come out of the fragile, snowy fabric, and anyway, I realise as I gaze at the spreading crimson spots, turning to rust, I can’t bring myself to do it. The things, the perfect, innocent little things, are ruined and soiled, and I will never feel the same way about them again.



I LIE IN bed that night, listening to Freya snuffling in her crib and Owen snoring lightly beside me, and I can’t sleep.

I’m tired. I’m always tired these days. I haven’t had a proper night’s sleep since Freya was born, but it’s more than that – I can’t seem to turn off any more. I remember the mantra of visitors when she was a newborn – sleep when the baby sleeps! And I wanted to laugh. I wanted to say, don’t you get it? I can’t ever sleep again, not completely. Not into that complete, solid unconsciousness I used to have before she came along, the state Owen seems to slip back into so easily.

Because now I have her. Freya. And she is mine and my responsibility. Anything could happen – she could choke in her sleep, the house could burn down, a fox could slink through the open bathroom window and maul her. And so I sleep with one ear cocked, ready to leap up, heart pounding, at the least sign that something is wrong.

And now, everything is wrong. And so I can’t sleep.

I keep thinking about Luc, about the tall angry man in the post office, and the boy I used to know so many years ago. And I am trying to join them up.

He was so beautiful, that’s what I keep remembering. Luc, lying out on the jetty in the starlight, his fingers trailing in the salt water and his eyes closed. And I remember lying beside him, looking at his profile in the moonlight and feeling my stomach twist with the sickness of desire.

He was my first … well, crush, I suppose, although that word doesn’t do justice to the way the feeling hit me. I had met boys before, friends of Will’s, brothers of my school friends. But I had never lain in the darkness within touching distance of a boy beautiful enough to break your heart.

I remember lying there and putting out my hand towards his shoulder – my fingertips so close that I could feel the heat from his bare, tanned skin, silver in the starlight.

Now, as I lie in bed beside my baby and the father of my child, I wonder. I imagine putting out my hand, and Luc turning in the quiet moonlight, and opening those extraordinary eyes. I imagine him putting out a hand to my cheek, and I imagine kissing him, as I did once, all those years ago. But this time he would not flinch away – he would kiss me back. And I feel it again, welling up inside me, the kind of desire you could drown yourself in.

I shut my eyes, pushing down the thought, feeling the heat in my cheeks. How can I be lying in bed beside my partner, fantasising about a boy I knew nearly two decades ago? I am not a girl any more. I am an adult, a grown-up woman with a child.

And Luc … Luc is not that boy any more. He is a man, and an angry one. And I am one of the people he is angry with.




BEFORE THE SALTEN reunion I went months, years even, without speaking to the others. But now the urge to talk to them is like a constant itch on my skin, a craving beneath the surface, like the cigarettes I suddenly want again.

Every morning I wake up and I think of the packet that is still shoved down in the bottom of my handbag, and I think too of my mobile phone with their numbers stored in it. Would it hurt so much, to meet up?

It feels like tempting fate, but as the days tick past, and the urge grows stronger, I start to justify the idea to myself. It’s not just Luc’s unwelcome gift of flowers – although talking that through with them would be a relief, it’s true. But I feel the need to make sure they are OK, bearing up under the pressure. As long as we stick to our story – that we know nothing, that we saw nothing – there is precious little evidence against us. And if we all stick to that account, they will have a hard time proving otherwise. But I am worried. Worried about Thea in particular, about her drinking. If one of us cracks, we all break. And now that Ambrose’s body has been discovered, it is surely just a matter of time before we get a call.

It plays on my mind, the idea of that call. Every time the phone goes I jump and look at the caller display before answering. The one time it was a withheld number, I let it go to answerphone, but there was no message. Probably just a cold caller, I told myself, dread churning in my stomach as I waited to see if they would ring back.

They didn’t. But I still can’t stop myself playing and replaying the call in my head. I imagine the police asking about the timings, picking apart our account. And there is one thing that I keep coming back to, imagining their questions gnawing at the issue like a rat at a knot, and I don’t have an answer.

Ambrose committed suicide because he was being sacked for gross misconduct. Because they’d found the drawings in his sketchbook or in his studio or something of that kind. That’s what we have always thought, all of us.

But if that’s the case, why were we only called into the meeting with Miss Weatherby on Saturday?

It’s a timeline I have spelled out again and again in the middle of the night, as Owen snores beside me, and I cannot make sense of it. Ambrose died on the Friday night, and that day at school was entirely normal – we went about our lessons as usual, I even saw Miss Weatherby at evening prep, and she was completely calm.

When did they find the drawings, and where? There is an answer stirring in the back of my mind, and it’s not one that I want to face up to alone.

Finally, about five or six days after the piece in the Guardian, I crack and I send Fatima and Thea a text.

Are either of you around to meet up? Would be great to see you.

Fatima texts back first.

Could do coffee this Sat? Can’t do anything before then. 3pm somewhere central?

Great, I text back. That works for me. Thea?

Thea takes twenty-four hours to reply, and when she does, it’s with her usual brevity.

P Quot in S Ken?

It takes me a good ten minutes of puzzling before the penny drops, and when it does, Fatima’s reply comes before I can type out my acceptance.

Ok, 3pm Sat at Pain Quotidien in South Ken. See you there.

‘Can you look after Freya this Saturday?’ I ask Owen casually that night, while we’re eating supper.

‘Sure.’ He forks pasta into his mouth and nods through a mouthful of Bolognese. ‘You know that. I wish you’d go out more. What’s the occasion?’

‘Oh, seeing friends,’ I say vaguely. It’s true, but I don’t want him to know the whole truth – that I’m meeting Fatima and Thea. He would wonder why, so soon after I saw them at Kate’s.

‘Anyone I know?’ Owen says, and I feel a prickle of irritation. It’s not just that I don’t want to answer, it’s that I don’t think even a week ago he would have asked the question. It’s those flowers of Luc’s. Owen said nothing when he came home and found them gone, but he is still thinking about them. I can tell.

‘Just friends,’ I say. And then I add, stupidly, ‘It’s an NCT thing.’

‘Oh, nice, who’s going to be there?’

I feel my heart sink, realising the lie I have backed myself into. Owen and I went to NCT classes together. He knows all of them. I’m going to have to be specific, and as Kate always said, it’s the specifics that catch you out.

‘Um … Rachel,’ I say at last. ‘And Jo, I think. I’m not sure who else.’

‘Will you express?’ Owen asks as he reaches for the pepper. I shake my head.

‘No, I’ll only be gone a couple of hours. It’s just coffee.’

‘No probs,’ he says. ‘It’ll be fun. I’ll take her to the pub and feed her pork scratchings.’

I know he’s joking – about the pork scratchings at least – but I also know he’s said it for the rise it will get from me, so I go along with it, mock-frowning and cuffing him across the table, grinning as we play out our little marital pantomime. Do all relationships have this back and forth, I wonder, as I clear the plates, these little rituals of call and response?

When we slump into bed that night, I’m expecting Owen to fall asleep as he always does – disappearing into unconsciousness with a speed and ease I’ve grown increasingly to envy, but to my surprise he reaches for me in the darkness, his hand straying down over my still slack stomach, between my legs, and I turn to him, feeling for his face, his arms, the streak of sparse, dark hair where his ribs meet.

‘I love you,’ he says afterwards, as we lie back, hearts still thrumming. ‘We should do it more often.’

‘We should,’ I say. And then, almost as an afterthought, ‘I love you too.’

And it’s true, I do, with my whole heart in that moment.

I am falling asleep when he speaks again, his voice soft.

‘Isa, is everything OK?’

I open my eyes in the dark, my heart suddenly quickening.

‘Yes,’ I say, trying to keep my voice sleepy and level. ‘Of course. Why d’you ask?’

He sighs.

‘I don’t know. I just … I feel like you’ve been kind of weird, tense, ever since that trip to Kate’s.’

Please. I shut my eyes, clench my fists. Please don’t do this, don’t make me start lying to you again.

‘I’m fine,’ I say, and I don’t try to keep the weariness out of my tone. ‘I’m just … I’m tired, I guess. Can we talk about this tomorrow?’

‘Sure,’ he says, but there’s something in his voice, disappointment maybe. He knows I am keeping something from him. ‘I’m sorry you’re so tired. You should let me get up more at night.’

‘No point, is there?’ I say with a yawn. ‘While she’s still on the boob. You’d only have to wake me up.’

‘Look, I keep saying we should try a bottle,’ Owen begins, but I feel frustration boil up inside me, and I let myself snap, just a little bit.

‘Owen, can we please, please not have this conversation now? I told you, I’m tired, I want to go to sleep.’

‘Sure,’ he says again, and his voice this time is flat and quelled. ‘Sorry. Goodnight.’

I want to cry. I want to hit him. I cannot cope with this, on top of everything else. Owen is my one constant, the one thing in my life right now that is not about paranoia and deceit.

‘Please, Owen,’ I say, and my voice cracks a little in spite of myself. ‘Please, don’t be like that.’

But he doesn’t answer. He just lies there, hunched and silent beneath the sheets and I sigh and turn to face the wall.




‘GOODBYE!’ I SHOUT from the entrance hall. ‘Phone me if – you know …’

‘We’ll be fine,’ Owen calls down the stairs. I can almost hear him rolling his eyes. I look up, and he’s there in the doorway, holding Freya. ‘Go. Have fun. Stop worrying. I can look after my own child, you know.’

I know.

I know, I know, and yet as the front door to our flat slams upstairs, leaving me alone in the hall, I feel that familiar tightness in my chest, the tugging pull of the bond between me and Freya stretching, stretching …

I check my handbag for my phone … yup. Keys … yup. Wallet … where is my wallet? I’m hunting for it when my eye alights on a letter in the rack, addressed to me.

I pick it up, intending to take it upstairs when I go back to look for my wallet, but then two things happen at the same time.

The first is that I feel the bump of my wallet in my jeans pocket and realise where it is. The second … the second is that I notice the letter has a Salten postmark.

My heart begins to beat a little faster, but I tell myself, there’s no reason to panic. If it were something from the police it would be franked, not stamped, surely, and would look like business correspondence – typewritten, in one of those envelopes with a plastic window.

This is something else – a brown A5 envelope, through which I can feel several sheets.

The writing isn’t Kate’s. It’s neat, anonymous block capitals, quite unlike Kate’s generous looping scrawl.

Could it be something from the school? Photos from the dinner, perhaps?

I hesitate for a moment, wondering whether to tuck it back into the rack and deal with it when I get back. But then curiosity gets the better of me and I hook a finger in the flap and rip it open.

Inside there’s a sheaf of papers, three or four sheets perhaps, but they seem to be photocopies – drawings rather than letters. I shake them out, looking for a top sheet to tell me what this is about, and as the pieces of paper flutter to the floor, it feels like a hand wraps round my heart and squeezes, so hard that there’s a pain in my chest. The blood drains from my face, and my fingertips are cold and numb, and I wonder for a moment if I am having a heart attack – if this is what it feels like.

My heart is thumping erratically in my breast, and my breath is coming sharp and shallow.

And then there’s a sound from above and an instinct of raw self-preservation takes over and I fall to my hands and knees, scrabbling for the pictures with a desperation I cannot even try to hide.

Only when they are back inside the envelope can I try to process what has happened, what I have seen, and I put my hands to my face, feeling the hot flush on my cheeks and a pulse beating hard in the pit of my stomach. Who has sent these? How did they know?

Suddenly it is more urgent than ever that I get out, talk to Fatima and Thea, and with hands that shake I shove the envelope deep, deep into my handbag and yank open the front door.

When I step into the street I hear a noise from above, and I look up, to see Owen and Freya standing by the open window upstairs. Owen is holding Freya’s pudgy little hand, and as he sees me turn, he waves it in a solemn goodbye.

‘Thank God!’ he says. He is laughing, trying to stop Freya from diving out of his arms. ‘I was starting to think you were planning to spend the whole afternoon in the hallway!’

‘S-sorry,’ I stammer, knowing that my cheeks are burning, and my hands are shaking. ‘I was checking the train times.’

‘Bye-bye, Mummy,’ Owen says, but Freya jerks against him, kicking her fat little legs, wanting to be put down, and he bends and lets her go. ‘Bye, love,’ he says as he straightens.

‘Bye,’ I manage, though my throat is tight and sore, as if there is something huge and choking there, stopping me from speaking or swallowing. ‘See you later.’

And then I flee, unable to face him any longer.


FATIMA IS SITTING at a table at Le Pain Quotidien when I arrive, and as soon as I see her, tense and upright, her fingers drumming the table, I know.

‘You got one too?’ I say as I slide into the seat. She nods, her face pale as stone.

‘Did you know?’

‘Did I know what?’

‘Did you know that they were coming?’ she hisses.

‘What? No! Of course not. How can you ask that?’

‘The timing – this meeting. It seemed a little … planned?’

‘Fatima, no.’ Oh God, this is worse than I had thought. If Fatima suspects that I was involved in this … ‘No!’ I am almost crying at the idea that I could have had something to do with this, and not have warned her, protected her. ‘Of course I didn’t know anything – how can you think that? It was a total coincidence. I got one too.’

I pull the corner of my own envelope out of my bag and she stares at me for a long moment, and then seems to realise fully what she’s suggesting, and covers her face.

‘Isa, I’m sorry – I don’t know what I was thinking. I just –’

A waiter comes over and she breaks off, staring at him as he asks, ‘Can I get you ladies anything? Coffee? Cake?’

Fatima rubs a hand over her face, and I can see she is trying to order her thoughts and is as shaken as I am.

‘Do you have mint tea?’ she asks at last, and the waiter nods and turns to me with a smile. I feel my face is fixed, false, a mask of cheerfulness over an abyss of fear. But somehow I manage to swallow against the constriction in my throat.

‘I’ll have … I’ll have a cappuccino, please.’

‘Anything to eat?’

‘No, thank you,’ Fatima says, and I find myself shaking my head in vehement agreement. I feel like food would choke me now, if I tried to swallow it.

The waiter has disappeared to get our drinks when the entrance door flings back, the bell jangling, and Fatima and I both glance up to see Thea, wearing dark glasses and a slash of red lipstick, looking wildly around her. Her gaze fixes on us and she gives a kind of start and comes across.

‘How did you know?’ She shoves the envelope under my nose, standing over me. ‘How the fuck did you know?’ She almost shouts the words, the envelope in her fingers trembling as she holds it out.

‘Thee – I –’ But my throat is closing against the words, and I can’t force them out.

‘Thee, calm down.’ Fatima rises out of her seat – palms outstretched. ‘I asked the same thing. But it’s just a coincidence.’

‘A coincidence? Pretty fucking big coincidence!’ Thea spits, and then she does a double take. ‘Wait, you got one too?’

‘Yes, and so did Isa.’ Fatima points to the envelope sticking out of my bag. ‘She didn’t know they were coming any more than we did.’

Thea looks from Fatima to me, then puts the envelope back in her own bag and sits down in the free seat.

‘So … we have no idea who sent these?’

Fatima shakes her head slowly, but then says, ‘But we have a pretty good idea where they came from, right?’

‘What do you mean?’ Thea demands.

‘Well, what do you think I mean? Kate said she destroyed all of … of these kinds of pictures. Either she lied, or these came from the school.’

‘Fuck,’ Thea says vehemently, so that the waiter who has come to hover, waiting for her order, slides unobtrusively away to wait for a better time. ‘Fucking cunting twatting wank-badgers.’ She puts her head in her hands, and I see that her nails are bitten to the quick, blood speckling the torn skin around the edges of her fingers. ‘Do we ask her?’ she says at last. ‘Kate, I mean?’

‘I think not, don’t you?’ Fatima says grimly. ‘If this is a kind of blackmail on her part, she’s gone to the trouble of disguising her handwriting and sending them anonymously, so I hardly think she’s going to fess up the moment we ask her if she sent them.’

‘It can’t be Kate,’ I burst out, just as the waiter comes back with our drinks, and we sit, scarlet-cheeked and silent while he sets them down and takes Thea’s order for a double espresso. After he has melted away, I say, more quietly, ‘It can’t. It just can’t – what possible motive could she have for sending these?’

‘I don’t like the idea any more than you do,’ Fatima snaps back. ‘Shit. Shit, this is all such a mess. But if Kate didn’t send them, who did? The school? What possible motive could they have? Times have changed, Isa. Judges don’t condemn schoolgirls as no angels any more – this would be an abuse scandal, plain and simple, and Salten House would be right at the centre of it. The way they handled the whole business was shocking, they’ve got almost as much to lose as we have.’

‘We weren’t abused,’ Thea says. She takes off her sunglasses and I can see there are deep shadows around her eyes. ‘Ambrose was a lot of things, but he wasn’t an abuser.’

‘That’s not the point,’ Fatima says. ‘Whatever his motives were, he abused his position, there’s no two ways about it, and you know that as well as I do. He was an irresponsible fool.’

‘He was an artist,’ Thea retorts. ‘And he never laid a finger on any of us, unless you want to say different?’

‘But that’s not how the press will see it!’ Fatima hisses. ‘Wake up, Thee. This is a motive, don’t you get that?’

‘A motive for – for his suicide?’ Thea’s face is puzzled for a moment, but then I speak, spelling it out for her.

‘A motive for us to … kill him, right, Fatima? That’s what you’re saying.’

She nods, her face pale beneath the dark wine-coloured hijab, and I feel the constriction in my throat again, choking me. The images rise up in front of my mind’s eye – Ambrose’s delicate pencil sweeps, a curve here, a line there, a brush of hair … the body in the images has changed, but my face, my face is still horrifyingly, unmistakably mine, even after all these years, staring out from the paper, so unselfconscious and so very, very vulnerable …

‘What?’ Thea gives a shaky laugh. ‘No. No! That’s ridiculous! Who’d believe it? I just don’t buy the logic!’

‘Look,’ Fatima says wearily. ‘Seventeen years ago we weren’t thinking about ourselves, we were looking at the discovery of the drawings from one perspective – Ambrose’s. They were a disaster for him, plain and simple. But look at it in the cold hard light of experience. What would you think if you saw this in the press now, today? You’ve got a group of girls at a residential school being groomed by a teacher, one of them his own daughter. You heard Kate – people in the village are already speculating about whether Ambrose was abusing her. These pictures, surfacing now after all Kate’s attempts to erase them? This changes our relationship to Ambrose pretty radically, Thee. We go from being his students to his victims. And sometimes victims fight back.’

She is whispering, her words barely audible beneath the coffee shop hubbub, but suddenly I want to put my hand over her mouth, tell her to hush, for God’s sake be quiet. Because she’s right. We buried the body. We have no alibi for the night he died. Even if it didn’t get to court, people would talk.

Thea’s coffee arrives in the silence that follows and we drink, each of us lost in our own world, thinking about the possible consequences of this scandal to our careers, our relationships, our kids …

‘So who then?’ Thea says at last. ‘Luc? Someone from the village?’

‘I don’t know,’ Fatima groans. ‘Whatever I said before, I don’t think Kate sent these, I just don’t. But the fact remains, whether she sent them or not, she lied about destroying the pictures. These aren’t the ones that the school showed us, are they?’

‘Funnily enough,’ Thea says, almost snappishly, ‘admiring my pose wasn’t the first thing on my mind that day. Isa? Do you remember?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say slowly. I am trying to remember back to the spread of images on the desk. There were only half a dozen bits of paper, only one was of me alone, at least I think so … Christ, it is so hard to remember. But I am sure of one thing – the envelope I received today contained at least three or four sheets, many more images than were scattered on Miss Weatherby’s desk. ‘I think you’re right,’ I say at last. ‘I don’t think these are the ones the school had. At least, not unless they kept some back. The ones they showed us … there weren’t enough to cover these. But I think Fatima’s right too – there’s no motive for the school to send them, surely? They have as much to lose as we do.’

‘Who then – Luc?’ Thea demands. I shrug helplessly. ‘Mary Wren? And what, is it a warning, or is someone trying to stop us from getting hurt? Could it be Kate giving us back the images so we can’t get ambushed by them in the future?’

‘I doubt it,’ I say. I would love to believe that version – the version that doesn’t involve us looking over our shoulders for the demand that is coming next. ‘But they’re copies, not originals. Why post us copies?’ Though, even as I say it, I can imagine Kate being unable to part with the drawings. God knows, after all, she has hung on to every other part of her father.

‘Could she be giving us a heads-up about their existence?’ Thea says, but her voice is uncertain. I shake my head.

‘She would have told us at the Mill. Posting them now … it doesn’t make sense.’

‘You’re right …’ Fatima says. ‘The timing’s all wrong.’

Her words trigger an uncomfortable echo inside me, and suddenly I remember my middle-of-the-night doubts, almost submerged by the arrival of the pictures and my fear over what they might mean.

I swallow my cappuccino, and when I put the cup down, it rattles a little on the saucer, betraying my nervousness about what I am about to say. I so want to be wrong. I so want Fatima and Thea to explain away my doubts – and I am not sure if they can.

‘Well, that’s another thing,’ I say reluctantly, and Fatima and Thea both look up at me. I swallow again, my throat suddenly dry and bitter with caffeine. ‘It – it’s something I’ve been thinking about, the timing of the pictures – not these ones,’ I add, seeing their puzzlement. ‘The ones the school found.’

‘What do you mean,’ Fatima frowns. ‘Timing?’

‘The day before Ambrose died was completely normal, right?’ They both nod. ‘But I don’t understand how it could have been. If the school knew about the pictures, if they’d spoken to Ambrose about them, then why did they wait twenty-four hours before confronting us? And why did they talk to us as if they didn’t know for sure who drew the pictures?’

‘B-because …’ Thea says, and then stops, trying to order her thoughts. ‘Well, I mean, I always thought that they spoke to us before they spoke to Ambrose. They must have done, surely? Otherwise they would have known they were his – he wouldn’t have denied it, would he?’

But Fatima has already got there. Her face is very pale, her dark eyes fixed on mine, and there’s a kind of fear in them that makes me even more frightened.

‘I see what you’re saying. If they hadn’t spoken to Ambrose, how did he know it was all about to come out?’

I nod, silent. I have been hoping against hope that Fatima – cool, deductive Fatima, with her clear mind and logical thinking – would see a hole in my reasoning. Now I know there isn’t one.

‘My guess,’ I say slowly, ‘in fact it’s not a guess, I think it’s pretty damn near certain, the school didn’t see those drawings until after Ambrose was dead.’

There is silence. A long, dread-filled silence.

‘So what you’re saying …’ Thea says at last, and I can see her trying to figure it out, trying to make it mean something else, other than the obvious conclusion we are all trying to skirt around. ‘What you’re saying is …’

She stops.

Silence fills the air, the noise of the cafe suddenly seeming very far away, and almost muted in comparison to the words that are screaming inside my head.

I can’t believe I am about to voice this aloud, but someone has to. I draw a breath and force myself to come out with it.

‘What I’m saying is, either someone was blackmailing him … and he knew those images were about to be sent and acted before the shit could hit the fan … or …’

But then I stop too, because I can’t say the last thing, it’s too horrific, it changes everything – what happened, what we did, and most of all the possible consequences.

It’s Fatima who spells it out. Fatima, who is used to giving out life or death information – life-changing diagnoses, stomach-punching test results. She swallows the last of her mint tea, and finishes my sentence for me, her voice flat.

‘Or someone murdered him,’ she says.




ON THE TUBE on the way home the facts seem to jostle and tumble inside my head, ordering and reordering, as though I could make sense of all this if only I shuffle the deck in a different way.

Accessory to murder. Maybe even a suspect myself if Fatima is right.

This changes everything, and I feel hot and cold at the realisation of what we may have blundered into. I feel angry – more than angry. Furious. Furious with Fatima and Thea for not being able to reassure me. Furious with myself for not working this out sooner. For seventeen years I have been pushing away thoughts of what we did that night. For seventeen years I have been not thinking of what happened, trying to bury the memories under a hundredweight of mundane, everyday worries and plans.

I should have thought about it.

I should have thought about it every day, questioned every angle. Because now that I have unpicked that one thread, the whole tapestry of the past is beginning to unravel.

The more I think back, the more certain I am that the drawings had surfaced only that morning, the morning after Ambrose’s death. I had spoken to Miss Weatherby the night before at supper, she had asked after my mother and my weekend plans. There was absolutely no hint of what was to come, no hint of the raw shock and fury we saw in her face the following day. She could have been a truly extraordinary dissembler – but why? There was no reason for the school to wait before confronting us. If Miss Weatherby had seen those pictures on Friday, she would have hauled us into her office that same day.

No, the conclusion was inescapable: the drawings turned up after Ambrose died.

But who? And almost as importantly, why?

Someone blackmailing him, who had finally followed through with their threat?

Or someone who had murdered him, trying to provide a motive for his suicide?

Or … was it possible … could Ambrose himself have possibly sent them, in a fit of remorse, before taking his fatal dose?

But I shake that idea off almost straight away. What Ambrose did in drawing us might have been wrong, legally and ethically, an abuse of his position as Fatima had said. He might even have come to feel that himself, with time.

But I am absolutely and utterly convinced that, whatever he was feeling, Ambrose would never have posted those drawings to the school. Not to save his own shame, but because he would never have put us through the kind of public humiliation that ensued, would never have put Kate through it. His affection, his love for us was too great, and one thing I know, as the Tube train rattles through the tunnel, the dusty wind warm in my face, he did love us, for Kate’s sake, and for our own.

So who then?

A blackmailer from the village, who came to the Mill one day and caught sight of something he thought he could use?

I want it to be true. Because the alternative … the alternative is almost unthinkable. Murder.

And then there are far fewer people with a motive.

Not Luc. He is the one person who lost most from Ambrose’s death. He lost his home, and his sister, and his adoptive father. He lost any security he had.

Not any of the villagers, at least not that I can see. They might have blackmailed him. But they have no reason to kill a man who was one of their own.

So who then? Who had access to the drawings, and access to Ambrose’s stash, and was in the house before he died?

I press my hands to my temples, trying not to think about that, and trying not to think about the last conversation we had, Fatima, Thea and I, as we walked to South Kensington Tube, sunglasses on against the fierce, bleaching summer sun.

‘Listen, there’s just one more thing …’ Thea said, and then she stopped, in the archway to the Tube station, putting her fingers to her mouth.

‘Stop biting your fingers,’ Fatima said, but with concern, not censure. ‘What? What is it?’

‘It – it’s about Kate. And Ambrose. Shit.’ She ran her fingers through her short hair, and her face was stiff with apprehension. ‘No. No, it doesn’t matter.’

‘You can’t say something like that and not tell us.’ I put out my hand to her arm. ‘Besides, it’s obviously eating you up. Spit it out, whatever it is. You’ll feel better. What do they say – a problem shared?’

‘Fuck that,’ Thea said brutally. ‘Much good it’s ever done us.’ Her face twisted and then she said, ‘Look, what I’m about to tell you – it’s not that I think – I don’t want you to think …’

She faltered, pinching the bridge of her nose beneath the sunglasses, but Fatima and I kept silent, sensing that only waiting would bring this confession out.

And at last she told us.

Ambrose had been planning to send Kate away. Right away. To a different boarding school.

He had told Thea just the weekend before, when he was very drunk. Kate, Fatima and I were swimming in the Reach, but Thea had stayed up in the Mill with Ambrose, as he drank red wine, and stared up at the vaulted ceiling, and tried to come to terms with a decision he did not want to make.

‘He was asking me about schools,’ Thea said. ‘What Salten was like, in comparison to the other places I’d been. Whether I thought changing so often had screwed me up. He was drunk, very drunk, and not making complete sense, but then he said something about the parent–child bond, and I had this horrible cold lurch in my stomach. He was talking about Kate.’

She takes a deep breath, as if even now the realisation shocks her.

‘I said, “Ambrose, don’t do this. You’ll break Kate’s heart.” He didn’t answer straight away, but at last he said, “I know. But I just … I can’t let it go on like this. It’s all wrong.”’

What can’t go on? Thea had questioned him, or tried to, but we others were coming back, and Ambrose had shaken his head, and taken his bottle of red wine and gone up the stairs to his studio, shutting the door, before the rest of us had come in from the Reach, wringing water out of our hair and laughing.

And all that night, and the rest of the week, Thea had looked at Kate wondering, does she know what he’s planning? Does she know?

And then Ambrose had died. And everything fell apart.

I can’t let it go on. Thea’s voice, echoing Ambrose, rings in my head as I walk back from the Tube station, hardly feeling the hot afternoon sun on the back of my head, I’m so preoccupied with my own thoughts.

It’s all wrong. What did he mean? I try to imagine what Kate could have done that would be bad enough for him to consider sending her away – but my imagination fails. He had watched Kate, all of us, stumble through that year making mistakes and questionable decisions, exploring drink and drugs and our sexuality. And he had said nothing. In a way it was no wonder, with his own past he had few stones left to cast. He only watched with love and tried to tell Kate and the rest of us when we were putting ourselves in danger, without judgement. The only time I can remember him getting really angry was over the pill Kate took at the disco.

Are you mad? he shouted, his hands in his wiry hair, making it stand up on end like a rats’ nest. Do you know what those things do to your body? What’s wrong with some nice healthy weed for crying out loud?!

But even then, he never grounded her, there was no punishment – just his disappointment and concern. He cared for her, for us. He wanted us to be OK. He shook his head when we smoked, looked on with sadness when Thea turned up with plasters and bandages over strange cuts and burns. When we asked him, he counselled, offered advice. But that was it. There was no condemnation, no moral outrage. He never made us feel wrong, or ashamed.

He loved us all. But more than anything, he loved Kate – loved her with an affection so fierce that it took my breath away sometimes. Perhaps it was the fact that it had been just the two of them for so long, after Kate’s mother died – but sometimes, there was something about the way he looked at her, the way he tucked her hair behind her ear, even the way he evoked her in sketches, as though he was trying … not to trap her exactly, but to pinpoint that quintessence that would enable him to preserve something of her forever on a page where it could never be taken away from him. It sang of an adoration that I glimpsed sometimes in my own parents, but dimly, as if through misted glass or far away. In Ambrose. though, it was a flame that burned fierce and bright.

He loved us, but Kate was him. It was impossible to think of him sending her away.

So what could be so bad that he felt he had no choice but to part with her?

‘Are you sure?’ I asked Thea, feeling as if my whole life had been shaken like a snow globe and left to resettle. ‘Is that really what he said?’

And she only nodded, and when I pressed said, ‘Do you think I’d get something like that wrong?’

I can’t let it go on …

What happened, Ambrose? Was it something Kate did? Or … the thought twists in my stomach … was it something else? Something Ambrose was protecting Kate from? Or something he himself had done?

I don’t know. I can’t answer the questions, but my head is spinning with them as my feet eat up the distance between the Tube station and home.

Our road is coming closer, and soon I will have to push these thoughts aside and become Owen’s partner and Freya’s mother.

But the questions beat at me, things with wings and claws, battering against me so that I flinch as I walk, turning my face as if I can avoid them, but I can’t.

What did she do? What did she do, to deserve being sent away? And what might she have done to stop it?


ACCESSORY TO MURDER.

Accessory to murder.

No matter how many times the phrase repeats inside my head, I can’t seem to understand it. Accessory to murder. An offence which carries a prison sentence. In the darkness of my bedroom, the blackout blinds drawn against the evening sun, Freya in my arms, the repeated phrase washes over me in a wave of cold terror. Accessory to murder.

And then it comes to me like a chink in the darkness. The suicide note. That’s what I have to hold on to.

I am feeding Freya down to sleep, and she is almost unconscious, but when I try to take her off she grips me, monkey-like, with her strong little fingers, and begins sucking again with renewed determination, burrowing her face into my breast as if she can return to the safety of my body.

After a minute of this, I realise she is not going to let go without a struggle and I sigh, and let my weight fall back in the nursing chair, and my thoughts return to their round-and-round, their back-and-forth.

Ambrose’s note. A suicide note. How could he have written a note, if he were murdered?

I read it, though all I can remember now are short phrases and snatches and the way the writing seemed to disintegrate into straggling letters at the end. I am at peace with my decision … please know, darling Kate, that I do this with love – the last thing I can do to protect you … I love you, so please go on: live, love, be happy. And above all, don’t let this all be in vain.

Love. Protection. Sacrifice. Those were the words that had stayed with me over the years. And it made sense, in the context of what I’d always believed. If Ambrose lived, the whole scandal with the drawings would have come out – he would have been sacked, and his name, along with Kate’s, would have been dragged through the mud.

Back then, when we got that call into Miss Weatherby’s office, I had had a sense of pieces falling into place. Ambrose had seen the storm coming, and had done the only thing he could do to protect Kate – taken his own life.

But now … now I am not so sure.

I look down at the baby in my arms and I cannot imagine ever leaving her willingly. It’s not that I can’t imagine a parent killing themselves – I know that they do. Being a parent doesn’t grant you immunity from unbearable depression or stress, quite the opposite.

But Ambrose was not depressed. I am as certain of that as I can be. And more than that, he was the last person I could imagine giving a shit about his reputation. He had means. He had friends abroad, many friends. And above all he loved his children, both of them. I cannot imagine him leaving them to face music he was too frightened to face himself. The Ambrose I knew, he would have scooped his children up and taken them to Prague, to Thailand, to Kenya – and he would not have given the smallest of shits about the scandal left behind, because he would have had his art and his family with him, and they were all that mattered to him.

I always knew that, I think. It’s just that it took having a child of my own to realise it.

At last Freya is properly asleep, her mouth slack, her head lolling back, and I lower her gently to the white sheet and tiptoe out of the room, downstairs to where Owen is sitting watching something soothingly mind-numbing on Netflix.

He looks up as I come into the room.

‘Is she down?’

‘Yes, she was knackered. I don’t think she was very happy about me being out today.’

‘You’ve gotta cut those apron strings sometime …’ Owen says teasingly. He’s only trying to wind me up, I know it, but I’m tired and stressed and knocked off balance by everything that happened today, still trying to make sense of the envelope of drawings and Thea’s revelations, and I snap back, without meaning to.

‘For Christ’s sake, Owen, she’s six months.’

‘I know that,’ he says, nettled, taking a sip of the beer that’s sitting at his elbow. ‘I know her age as well as you do. She’s my kid too, you know. Or so I’m led to believe.’

‘So you’re led to believe?’ I feel the blood rising up in my cheeks, and my voice when I repeat his words is high and cracked with anger. ‘So you’re led to believe? What the fuck does that mean?’

‘Hey!’ Owen puts down his glass of beer with an audible thud. ‘Don’t swear at me! Jesus, Isa. What’s got into you lately?’

‘What’s got into me?’ I am almost speechless with fury. ‘You make a crack about Freya not being your baby and you ask what’s got into me?’

‘Freya not being – what the hell?’ His face is genuinely confused, and I can see him replaying the conversation of the last few minutes, and then realising. ‘No! Are you out of your mind? Why would I mean that? I was just trying to say that you need to chill out sometimes, I am Freya’s dad, but you wouldn’t know it by the amount of childcare I get to do. How the hell could you think I’d imply that she’s –’

He stops, lost for words, and I feel my cheeks flaming as I realise what he meant, but my anger doesn’t abate; if anything, it rises. There’s nothing like being in the wrong to make you fight back.

‘Oh well, that’s OK then,’ I spit. ‘You were just implying I’m some kind of controlling obsessive lunatic who won’t let her husband change a nappy. That changes everything. Of course I’m not cross now.’

‘Oh Jesus, will you stop putting words into my mouth?!’ Owen groans.

‘Well, it’s hard not to, when you make these cracks without ever coming out with your point.’ My voice is shaking. ‘I’m fed up with these constant little jibes about stuff – if it’s not childcare it’s bottles, and if it’s not that, it’s getting Freya out of our bedroom and into her own. It feels like I –’

‘They weren’t jibes, they were suggestions,’ Owen interrupts, his voice plaintive. ‘Yes, look, I put my hands up, it is something I’ve been starting to get frustrated about, especially now she’s six months. She’s on solids – isn’t it a bit weird breastfeeding her when she’s getting teeth?’

‘What’s that got to do with anything? She’s a baby, Owen. Give her solids! What’s stopping you?’

‘You are! Every night it’s the same thing – of course she won’t go down for me, why would she when you won’t stop breastfeeding?’

I’m shaking with anger, so furious I can’t speak for a minute.

‘Goodnight, Owen,’ I eventually manage.

‘Hang on.’ He stands up as I begin to walk out of the room. ‘Don’t come all high and mighty. I didn’t want to have this bloody argument in the first place. You were the one who dragged it all out in the open!’

I don’t answer. I begin to climb the stairs.

‘Isa,’ he calls urgently, but softly, trying not to wake Freya. ‘Isa! Why the hell are you being like this?’

But I don’t answer. I can’t answer. Because if I do, I will say something that might damage my relationship beyond recovery.

The truth.


I WAKE WITH Freya beside me, but the rest of the double bed is empty and for a moment I can’t work out why I feel so wretched and ashamed, and then I remember.

Shit. Did he sleep downstairs, or come up late and leave early?

I get up very carefully, pile the duvet on the floor in case Freya wakes and rolls off the bed, and pulling my dressing gown on, I tiptoe downstairs.

Owen is sitting in the kitchen, drinking coffee and staring out of the window, but he looks up as I come in.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, straight off, and his face crumples with something between relief and unhappiness.

‘I’m sorry too,’ he says. ‘I was a complete dick. What I said –’

‘Look, you’re entitled to feel that way. And you’re right – I mean not about the breastfeeding, that was horseshit, but I will try and involve you more. It’s going to happen anyway. Freya’s getting older, she won’t need me as much, and besides, I’ll be going back to work soon.’

He stands up and hugs me, and I feel his chin resting on the top of my head, and the warm muscles of his chest beneath my cheek, and I draw a deep, tremulous breath, and let it out.

‘This is nice,’ I manage at last, and he nods.

We stand like that for a long time, I don’t know how long. But at last there’s a noise from above, a kind of chirrup, and I straighten.

‘Crap, I left Freya in the bed. She’ll roll off.’

I’m about to pull away, but Owen pats my shoulder.

‘Hey, new resolution, remember? I’ll go.’

I smile, and nod, and he sprints up the stairs. As I put the kettle on for my morning cup of tea, I can hear him, cooing at Freya as he picks her up, her squeaking giggles as he plays peekaboo with her comforter.

While I drink my tea, I listen to Owen padding about in the room upstairs. I can hear him pulling out wipes and nappies to change Freya, and then the sound of our chest of drawers as he gets out a fresh vest for her.

They take a long time, longer than I would over a nappy change, but I resist the urge to go up, and at last there are footsteps on the stairs and they appear together in the doorway, Freya in Owen’s arms, their expressions heart-meltingly similar. Freya has a com-ical case of bed-head almost as good as Owen’s, and they are both grinning at me, pleased with themselves, with each other, with the sunny morning. She reaches out a hand towards me, wanting me to take her, but, mindful of Owen’s words, I just smile at her and stay where I am.

‘Hello, Mummy,’ Owen says solemnly, looking at Freya and then back at me. ‘Me and Freya have been discussing, and we’ve decided that you should have a day off today.’

‘A day off?’ I feel a little spurt of alarm. ‘What kind of day off?’

‘A day of complete pampering. You’ve been looking absolutely knackered, you deserve a day not worrying about us.’

It is not Freya I’m worrying about. In fact, in many ways, she’s the only thing keeping me sane right now. But I can’t say that.

‘I don’t want to hear any protests,’ Owen says. ‘I’ve booked you an appointment at a day spa already, and I’ve paid in full, so unless you want me to lose my money, you’ve got to be down in town by 11 a.m. Me and Freya are going to manage all by ourselves from –’ he glances at the kitchen clock – ‘from 10 a.m. until 4 p.m., and we don’t want to see you.’

‘What about her feed?’

‘I’ll give her one of those cartons of follow-on milk. And maybe –’ he chucks her under the chin – ‘maybe we’ll go wild and have some mashed broccoli, won’t we, funny face? What do you say?’

I don’t want to. The idea of spending the day at a spa with all this in my head – it’s, it’s obscene somehow. I need to be moving, doing, pushing away the what-ifs and the fears.

I open my mouth … but I can’t find anything to say. Except …

‘OK.’

As I wave goodbye, there is a sickness in my stomach at the prospect of being left with nothing to think about but Salten and what happened there. And yet, somehow, it doesn’t work out like that. For the Tube journey I am tense, gritting my teeth, feeling the tension headache building at the base of my skull and in my temples. But when I arrive at the salon, I give myself over to the practised hands of the spa therapist, and somehow all the obsessive thoughts are pummelled out of me, and for the next two hours I think of nothing but the ache in my muscles, the tightness at the back of my neck and between my shoulders that she is pressing away.

‘You’re very tense,’ she murmurs in a low voice. ‘There’s a lot of knots at the top of your spine. Are you carrying a lot of stress at work?’

I shake my head blearily, but I don’t speak. My mouth is open. I feel the cool slack wetness of drool against the spa towel, but I am so tired, I can’t find it in myself to care.

Part of me never wants to leave here. But I must go back. To Kate, Fatima and Thea. To Owen. To Freya.

I emerge from the spa blinking and dazed some four or five hours later with my hair light around my neck where it has been cut, and my muscles loose and warm, and I feel a little drunk – drunk with possession of my own body again. I am me. Nothing is weighing me down. Even my handbag feels light, for I left at home the Marni tote I’ve used since having Freya – a big capable thing with space for nappies and wipes and a change of top – and decanted my purse and keys into the bag I used before she was born. It’s a tiny thing, not much bigger than a large envelope, and covered with impractical decorative zips that would be a magnet to an inquisitive baby. It feels like the old me, even though it’s only big enough for my purse, phone, keys and lip balm.

As I walk home from the Tube, I feel overwhelmed with a rush of love for Owen and Freya. I feel like I’ve been away for a hundred years, over an impossible distance.

It will be OK. I am suddenly sure of that. It will be OK. What we did was stupid and irresponsible, but it wasn’t murder or anything close to it, and the police will realise that, if it ever gets that far.

As I climb the stairs to the flat I cock my head, listening for Freya’s cry … but everything is silent. Are they out?

I slip my keys into the door, quietly, in case Freya is asleep – and call out their names, softly. No answer. The kitchen is empty, filled with summer sunshine, and I put on a coffee and then take it upstairs to drink it.

Except … I don’t.

Instead I stop dead in the living-room doorway, as if something has hit me, and I cannot breathe.

Owen is sitting on the sofa, his head in his hands, and in front of him, sitting on the coffee table, are two objects, laid out like exhibits at a trial. The first is the packet of cigarettes from my bag, my tote, the one I left behind.

And the second is the envelope – postmarked Salten.

I stand there, my heart hammering, unable to speak, as he holds up the drawing in his hand – the drawing of me.

‘Do you want to explain this?’

I swallow. My mouth is dry, and my throat feels again as if there is something lodged in it, something painful I cannot swallow away.

‘I could say the same thing,’ I manage. ‘What were you doing spying on me? Going through my bag?’

‘How dare you.’ He says it softly, so as not to wake Freya, but his voice is shaking with anger. ‘How dare you. You left your fucking bag here, and Freya went through it. She was chewing on these –’ he throws the packet of cigarettes down at my feet, spilling the contents – ‘when I found her. How could you lie to me?’

‘I –’ I begin, and then stop. What can I say? My throat hurts with the effort of not speaking the truth.

‘As for this …’ He holds out the drawing of me, his hands trembling. ‘I can’t even … Isa, are you having an affair?’

‘What? No!’ It’s jerked out of me before I have time to think. ‘Of course not! That drawing, it’s not – it’s not me!’

I know as soon as it’s out of my mouth that that was a stupid thing to say. It is me – it’s self-evidently me. Ambrose is too good an artist for me to be able to deny that. But it’s not me now, is what I meant. It’s not my body – my soft, post-pregnancy body. It’s me as I was, as I used to be.

But the look on Owen’s face tells me what I’ve done.

‘I mean –’ I struggle. ‘It is me, it was me, but it’s not –’

‘Don’t lie to me,’ he breaks in, his voice anguished, and then he turns away from me as though he can’t bear to look at me, walks to the window. ‘I rang Jo, Isa. She said there was no bloody meet-up yesterday. It’s that man, isn’t it, Kate’s brother, the one who sent you roses?’

‘Luc? No, how can you ask that?’

‘Then who? It’s from Salten, I saw the postmark. Is that what you were doing down there with Kate, meeting him?’

‘He didn’t draw these!’ I shout back.

‘Then who?’ Owen cries, turning back to me. His face is contorted with anger and distress, his skin blotchy, his mouth square like a child trying not to cry. ‘Who did?’

I hesitate – just long enough for him to make a noise of disgust, and then he rips the drawing in half with one shocking gesture, tearing through my face, my body, ripping apart my breasts, my legs, and he throws the two halves at my feet and turns as if to go.

‘Owen, don’t,’ I manage. ‘It wasn’t Luc. It was –’

But there I stop. I can’t tell him the truth. I can’t say it was Ambrose without everything unravelling. What can I tell him? There is only one thing I can say.

‘It was – it was Kate,’ I say at last. ‘Kate drew them. A long time ago.’

He comes up to me, very close, and takes my chin, staring into my eyes, holding my gaze as if he’s trying to look inside me, into my soul. I try to brazen it out, to stare back at him, hold his gaze fearlessly – but I can’t. My eyes shift and falter and I have to look away from that naked pain and anger.

His face twists as he drops his hand.

‘Liar,’ he says, and then he turns to go.

‘Owen, no –’ I move between him and the door.

‘Get off me.’ He pushes roughly past, heads for the stairs.

‘Where are you going?’

‘None of your business. Pub. Michael’s. I don’t know. Just –’ But he can’t speak now, he’s close to crying I think, his face contorted with the effort of keeping his despair reined in.

‘Owen!’ I cry after him as he reaches the front door, and for a moment he stops, his hand on the lock, waiting for me to speak, but then there’s a sound from above, a rising wail. We’ve woken Freya.

‘I –’ I say, but I can’t concentrate, Freya’s cry, high and bubbling, drills into my brain, driving everything else out. ‘Owen, please, I –’

‘Go to her,’ he says, almost gently, and then he lets the door slam shut, and he is gone, and I can only crouch on the stairs, while Freya screams from above, and try to muffle my sobs.

He doesn’t come back at all that night. It’s the first night he’s ever done this – gone out, stopped out, without telling me where he was going and when he would be back.

I eat a lonely supper with Freya, put her to bed, and then I pace the flat in the growing darkness, trying to work out what to do.

The worst of it is, I can’t blame him. He knows I am lying to him, it’s not just the stupid, stupid slip I made over Jo, he has felt it ever since I left for Kate’s. And he’s right. I am lying to him. And I don’t know how to stop.

I send him a text, just one, I don’t want to beg. It says Please come home. Or at least let me know you’re ok?

He doesn’t answer. I don’t know what to think.

Sometime around midnight I get a text from Ella, Michael’s girlfriend. It says. I have no idea what happened, but Owen is here. He’s spending the night. Please don’t tell him I sent this, it’s not my business to get involved, but I couldn’t bear to think of you worrying.

I feel relief flood me, as real and physical a sensation as stepping under a hot shower.

Thank you so much!!!! I text back. And then, as an afterthought, I won’t tell him, but thank you.

It is 2.30 a.m. before I go upstairs, and even later before I finally cry myself to sleep.

When the morning comes, my mood has changed. I am no longer full of despair. I am angry. Angry at myself, at my past, at my own stupidity.

But I am angry at Owen as well.

I try to imagine the situation reversed – him getting roses from an old friend, an anonymous drawing through the post, and I can imagine myself seeing red. I can even imagine myself throwing accusations. But I cannot imagine myself walking out on my partner and child without telling them where I was going, without even trying to believe their side of the story.

It’s Monday, so I’m not expecting him to come home until after work. He keeps a spare suit at his office for emergencies, so there’s no need, except perhaps for him to shave, but the times are over when the Civil Service expected baby-smooth skin on their male employees, and in any case, Michael could lend him a razor if he needed one.

I go to the park with Freya. I push her on the swings. I pretend nothing is wrong, and I refuse to think about all the what-ifs crowding my head.

Seven o’clock comes … and goes. I eat supper, feeling the pain in my throat again, choking me.

I put Freya to bed.

And then, just as I am lying on the sofa, pulling a rug over me in spite of the summer heat, I hear it – the sound of a key in the door – and my heart jumps into my throat.

I sit up, wrapping the rug around me as if it can shield me from what’s coming … and I turn to face the door.

Owen is standing in the doorway, his suit rumpled, and he looks as if he has been drinking.

Neither of us says anything. I’m not sure what we are waiting for – for a clue perhaps. For the other person to apologise.

‘There’s risotto on the hob,’ I say at last, my throat sore with the effort of speaking. ‘If you’re hungry.’

‘I’m not,’ he says shortly, but he turns and goes down into the kitchen, and I hear him rattling plates and cutlery. He is drunk, I can tell by the way he cracks the plate down harder than he means onto the work surface, in the way he drops the knife and fork, picks them up, and then somehow drops them again.

Shit, I have to go down. He will scald himself at this rate – or set his tie on fire.

When I get to the kitchen he is sitting at the kitchen table, his head in his hands, and a plate of cold risotto in front of him, and he is not eating. He is just sitting there, staring down at the plate, and there is a kind of drunken despair in his eyes.

‘Let me,’ I say, and I take the plate, and put it in the microwave for a few seconds.

When I put it back in front of him it is steaming, but he begins to eat, mechanically, not seeming to notice how hot the food is.

‘Owen … About last night –’

He turns his face towards me, and there’s a sort of painful, naked pleading in his expression, and I see, suddenly, that he doesn’t want this any more than I do. He wants to believe me. If I offer him an explanation now, he will accept it, because he wants so much for this to all be over, for those accusations he hurled last night to be untrue.

I take a deep breath. If I can only find the right words …

But just as I’m about to speak, my phone rings, making us both jump.

It’s Kate, and I almost don’t answer it. But something – habit, or worry, I’m not sure which – makes me tap it to pick up.

‘Hello?’

‘Isa?’ Her voice is panicked, and immediately I know something is wrong. ‘Isa, it’s me.’

‘What’s the matter? What’s happened?’

‘It’s about Dad,’ She is trying not to cry. ‘About his body. They’ve asked … they told me –’

She stops, her breathing coming fast, and I can tell she’s struggling against sobs.

‘Kate, Kate, slow down. Take a deep breath. What have they told you?’

‘They’re treating it as a suspicious death. They want me to come in. For questioning.’

I go completely cold. My legs go weak and I grope my way to the kitchen table and sit down opposite Owen, suddenly unable to support my own weight.

‘Oh my God.’

‘Can you come down? We – I need to talk.’

I know what she is saying. She is trying to make it sound innocuous, in case Owen is listening, but we need to speak, urgently, before the police interview her, and perhaps us. We need to straighten out our stories.

‘Of course,’ I manage. ‘I’ll come tonight. The last train to Salten isn’t until nine thirty. I can make it if I can get a cab to the station.’

‘Are you sure?’ There’s a sob in her voice. ‘I know I’m asking a lot but Fatima can’t come, she’s on call, and I can’t get hold of Thea. She’s not answering her phone.’

‘Don’t be stupid. I’m coming.’

‘Thank you, thank you, Isa. I – this means a lot. I’ll call Rick now, tell him to pick you up.’

‘I’ll see you soon. I love you.’

It’s only when I hang up that I see Owen’s face, his eyes red with tiredness and drink, and I realise how this will seem to him. My heart sinks.

‘You’re going back to Salten?’ He spits the words out. ‘Again?’

‘Kate needs me.’

‘Fuck Kate!’ He shouts the words so that I flinch, and then he stands and picks up the bowl of risotto, food he’s barely eaten, and throws it into the sink so that the contents splatter across the tiles. Then he speaks again, more softly, a crack in his voice. ‘What about us, Isa? What about me?’

‘This is not about you,’ I say. My hands are shaking as I pick the bowl out of the mess of risotto, run the tap. ‘This is about Kate. She needs me.’

‘I need you!’

‘Her father’s body has been found. She’s in pieces. What do you want me to do?’

‘Her father’s – what? What the hell is this about?’

I put my head in my hands. I can’t face this. I can’t face explaining it all – negotiating between the truths and the lies. And Owen won’t believe me anyway, not in the mood he’s in. He is spoiling for a fight, looking for a way to feel slighted.

‘Look, it’s complicated – but she needs me, that’s the bottom line. I have to go.’

‘This is bullshit! It’s all bullshit. She’s managed without you for seventeen years, Isa. What’s got into you? I don’t understand it – you haven’t seen her for years, and suddenly she clicks her fingers and you come running?’

The words – they’re so close to Luc’s that for a minute I can’t say anything in response, I just stand, gasping, like he’s slapped me. And then I curl my fingers into fists, trying to control myself, and I turn to leave.

‘Goodbye, Owen.’

‘Goodbye?’ He steps towards me, through the slick of risotto still on the floor. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

‘Whatever you want.’

‘What I want,’ he says, his voice trembling, ‘is for our relationship to be a priority for you. Ever since Freya, I feel like I’ve been last on the fucking list – we never talk any more – and now this!’ And I’m not sure if he means Salten and Luc, or Fatima, Thea and Kate … or even Freya. ‘I’m sick of it, do you hear me? I’m sick of coming last!’

And suddenly, with those words, I am no longer sad and afraid, I am angry. Very, very angry.

‘That’s what this is really about, isn’t it? It’s not about Luc, or Kate, or some stupid packet of fags. It’s about you. It’s about the fact that you can’t bear the fact that you don’t come an automatic first any more.’

‘How dare you say that?’ He is almost incoherent. ‘You lied to me, and you’re trying to make it my fault? I’m trying to talk to you, Isa. Don’t you give a shit about us?’

I do. Of course I do. But right now I am at the limit of what I can deal with. And I cannot deal with this. If Owen pushes me, I am very, very scared that I will tell him the truth.

I shove past him and go upstairs where Freya is sleeping, and I begin stuffing things into a bag with trembling hands. I’m not sure what I’m packing. Nappies. A clutch of underwear and baby vests. Some tops. God knows if I will have anything to wear. Right now I don’t care, I just want to get out.

I pick Freya up, feeling her stir and grumble against me, and slide her into a woollen cardigan, protection against the summer night air. Then I pick up the shoulder bag.

‘Isa!’ Owen is waiting in the hall, his face red with suppressed anguish and fury. ‘Isa, don’t do this!’

‘Owen, I –’ Freya is squirming against my shoulder. The phone in my bag beeps. Thea? Fatima? I can’t think. I can’t think.

‘You’re going to him,’ he bursts out. ‘Kate’s brother. Aren’t you? Is that message from him?’

It’s the last straw.

‘Fuck you,’ I snarl. And I push past him, and slam the flat door behind me, making Freya startle and wail. In the hallway I tuck her kicking legs into the pram with shaking hands, ignoring her increasingly siren shrieks, and then I open the communal front door and bump the pram furiously out of the house and down the steps.

I am barely out of the front garden when I hear the door open and Owen comes out, his face anguished.

‘Isa!’ he cries. But I keep going. ‘Isa! You can’t walk away from this!’

But I can. And I do.

Even though the tears are coursing down my face, and my heart is close to breaking.

I keep walking.






THE WEATHER BREAKS as the train pulls out of Victoria, and by the time we leave the London sprawl behind and the train enters the countryside, it is lashing with rain, and the temperature has dropped from a sultry pre-storm humidity to something closer to autumn.

I sit there, numb and cold, holding Freya to my breast like a living, breathing hot-water bottle, and I’m unable to process what I have done. Have I left Owen?

This is not the first argument we’ve had, not by a long chalk. We’ve had our quarrels and squabbles like any other couple. But this is by far the most serious, and more than that – it’s the first we’ve had since having Freya. When I gave birth to her, something shifted in our relationship – the stakes became higher, we consciously spread our roots, stopped sweating the small stuff, as if realising that we could no longer afford to rock the boat so often for her sake, if not for our own.

And now … now the boat is tipping so perilously, I’m not sure if I can save us both.

It’s the unjustness of his accusations that burns in my throat like acid. An affair. An affair? I’ve barely been out of the house alone since Freya was born. My body is not my own any more – she is glued to me like Velcro, sucking out my energy and my libido along with my milk. I am so exhausted and touched out that just summoning up the desire to fuck Owen is almost more than I can cope with – he knows that, he knows how tired I am, how I feel about my slack, postnatal body. Does he honestly think I tucked Freya under my arm and hauled myself off for a passionate, illicit affair? It’s so ridiculous I could laugh, if it wasn’t so outrageously unfair.

And yet, furious as I am, I’m forced to admit that on some level … he’s right. Not about the affair. But as the train forges south and my anger cools, a kernel of guilt begins to form inside of me. Because the core of what he is saying is this: I have not been true to him. Not in the way that he means – but in other ways, just as important. Ever since the day we met I have been keeping secrets, but now, for the first time in our relationship, I am doing more than that: I am outright lying. And he knows it. He knows that something is wrong, and that I am covering it up. He just doesn’t know what it is.

I wish I could tell him. I wish it like a hunger in the pit of my stomach. And yet … and yet a part of me is relieved that I can’t. It is not my secret, so it’s not my decision to make. But if it were? If it were only me involved? Then … I don’t know.

Because although I don’t want to have to lie to him, I also don’t want him to know the truth. I don’t want him to look at me, and see the person who did this – a person who lied, not just once, but repeatedly. A person who concealed a body, who colluded in a fraud. A person who, perhaps, has helped cover up a murder.

If it comes out, will he still love me?

I am not sure. And it makes me feel sick.

If it were only Owen’s love I was risking, I would take the chance. At least, that’s what I tell myself. But it’s his career, too. The disclosure forms you sign when you join the Civil Service are long and detailed. They ask about gambling habits and finance, about drug use and, yes … about criminal behaviour. They are looking for levers – things that could be used against you, to blackmail you into releasing information you shouldn’t, or to force you to commit fraud.

They ask you about your partner. They ask about your family and friends – and the higher up you get in the organisation, the more questions they ask, the more sensitive the information becomes.

The final question is basically – is there anything in your life that could be used to bring pressure to bear on you? If so, declare it now.

We have both filled these forms out multiple times – me every time I have changed department, Owen each time his security clearance in the Home Office has got higher. And I have lied on them. Repeatedly. The fact that I lied at all is grounds for dismissal. But if I tell Owen the truth, I make him party to the lie. I put his neck on the line as well as mine.

It was bad enough when what we did was only concealing a body. But if I’m an accessory to murder …

I close my eyes, shutting out the darkness and the rain that beats on the carriage windows. And I have the sudden feeling that I am out on the salt marsh, picking my way over an unfamiliar track. But the ground isn’t firm beneath me – it’s soft and wet, and every false step I take, I am straying further from the path, and sinking deeper into the salt-soaked mud. Soon I may not be able to find my way back.

‘Did you say Salten, dearie?’ says a cracked, elderly voice, and I jerk awake, Freya startling convulsively against my heart and yelping crossly.

‘What?’ There is drool at the corner of my mouth and I swipe it away with Freya’s muslin and blink at the old lady sitting opposite me. ‘What did you say?’

‘We’re just coming into Salten, and I heard you tell the ticket inspector that’s where you’re getting off. Is that right?’

‘Oh, God, yes!’

It’s so dark, I have to cup my hands around my eyes as I peer through the rain-spattered window, squinting at the dimly lit platform sign to be sure I’m at the right stop.

It is Salten, and I stagger upright, grabbing for bags and coats. Freya wriggles sleepily against me, as I wrestle the door open one-handed.

‘Let me hold the door,’ says the old lady, seeing me struggling to get Freya into her pram and the rain cover buttoned down.

The guard’s whistle is blowing peremptorily as I bump the pram down onto the wet platform, the rain lashing at my coat. Freya’s eyes open wide in affronted horror, and she lets out a squawking yell of indignation as I sprint down the platform, coat flapping, hoping to hell that Kate is waiting.

She is, thank God, along with Rick, the engine running, the windows of the taxi steamed up with their breath. And this time I remembered to pack the car-seat adaptor, so I can strap Freya in as he starts up the rutted track towards the village.

There is no room for conversation, over Freya’s increasingly inconsolable howls of wrath at being woken from a warm dry sleep by this chilly rainy assault, and although her wails pluck at my skin like claws, part of me is glad that I don’t have to make small talk with Rick. All I can think of are the drawings, Ambrose’s letter, the roses, the blood on my hands.

Back at the Mill, there is water on the floor, puddles beneath the door jambs. Rain has forced its way in through the rickety windows and is pooling on the uneven boards, and around the window frames.

‘Kate,’ I try, over the top of Freya’s wails and the sound of the waves against the jetty, but she shakes her head, points at the clock which shows almost midnight.

‘Go to bed,’ she says. ‘We’ll talk in the morning.’

And I can only nod, and take my sobbing child up the stairs, into the bedroom where we stayed, where my sheets are still on the bed, Luc’s bed, and I lie there on my side, listening to her frantic snorting and gulping slowly calm themselves … and I drift into sleep.




I WAKE EARLY, lying still while my eyes adjust to the light in the room. The room is bright, in spite of the early hour, but it’s a cold light, chilly and diffuse, and looking out over the Reach I see that a sea mist has drifted in up the estuary to wrap the Mill and its surroundings in a fine grey gauze. There is a cobweb across part of the window, jewelled with microscopic droplets, and I watch it for a while, reminded unsettlingly of the clinging nets in Salten village.

The air is cold on my arms, and I pull up the blankets and roll over to check on Freya, uncharacteristically quiet in the cradle beside me.

What I see makes my heart seem to stop in my chest, and then restart, thumping at a hundred miles an hour.

Freya is not there.

Freya is not there.

Before I can think I have stumbled out of bed, shaking as if I’ve been given an electric shock. I’m searching in the covers of the bed – stupidly, for I know I put her down in the wooden cradle last night and she’s not even crawling yet, let alone able to climb out and crawl into bed.

Freya. Oh Jesus.

I am making little whimpering noises in my throat, unable to believe she’s not here, and then I burst out of the room and down the corridor.

‘Kate!’ It’s meant to be a shout, but panic makes the word stick and choke in my throat, and it sounds like a strangled cry of fear. ‘Kate!’

‘Down here!’ she calls, and I stumble down the wooden stairs, barking my heels, missing the last step and staggering into the kitchen so that Kate looks up from where she’s standing at the sink, her surprise turning to concern as she sees me standing there, wild-eyed and empty-armed.

‘Kate,’ I manage. ‘Freya – she – she’s gone!’

Kate puts down the coffee maker she has been rinsing and I see, as I say the words, her expression turning to a look of … can it be guilt?

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, and she points to the rug behind me. I whirl round – and she’s there. Freya is there. Sitting on the rug with a piece of bread in her fist, and she looks up at me and gives a shriek of happiness, throwing the mushed-up toast onto the rug and holding out her arms to be picked up.

I snatch her up, my heart thrumming in my chest as I press her to me. I can’t speak. I don’t know what to say.

‘I’m sorry,’ Kate repeats guiltily. ‘I – it didn’t occur to me you’d worry. I must have woken her up when I used the bathroom, because I heard her when I came out – you were still asleep and I just thought –’ She twists her fingers. ‘You always look so tired. I thought you’d like a lie-in.’

I say nothing, letting my racing heartbeat subside, feeling Freya’s small pink fingers tangle in my hair, smelling the baby-smell of her head and feeling her weight in my arms … oh God. It’s OK. Everything is OK.

My legs are suddenly weak with relief and I sit on the sofa.

‘I’m sorry,’ Kate says again. She rubs the sleep out of her eyes. ‘I should have realised you’d wonder where she was.

‘It’s OK,’ I manage at last. Freya pats my cheek, trying to make me look at her. She knows something is wrong, she just can’t tell what. I force a smile as I look down at her, wondering what’s happened to me, what kind of person I am becoming, if my first reaction on finding my child gone is to imagine she’s been snatched. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say to Kate. My voice trembles a little, and I take a deep breath, trying to calm my breathing. ‘I don’t know why I panicked so much. I’m just … I’m kind of on edge at the moment.’

Her eyes meet mine in rueful acknowledgement.

‘Me too.’

She turns back to the sink.

‘Want a coffee?’

‘Sure.’

Kate puts the machine on the hob, and as we both sit there, listening to the silence before it begins to wheeze and hiss, she says, ‘Thanks.’

I look up, surprised.

‘Thanks for what? Shouldn’t I be saying that?’

‘For coming down at such short notice. I know it’s a lot to ask.’

‘It’s nothing,’ I say, although that’s not true. Choosing Kate may have been the last straw between Owen and me, and that’s frightening. ‘Tell me … tell me about the police,’ I say instead, trying not to think about what I may have done.

Kate doesn’t answer straight away; instead she turns back to where the moka pot is hissing and takes it off the heat, pours out two small cups, and brings one across to me. I put Freya back down on the rug, as I take it, careful not to put it anywhere her soft chubby hands can reach.

‘That fucking Mark Wren,’ Kate says at last, as she curls onto the armchair opposite. ‘He came to see me. Full of this must be a difficult time for you, but he knows. I don’t know what Mary’s told him, but he knows something’s not right.’

‘So the body … it’s definitely been identified?’ I ask, even though I know it has, I’ve seen the newspaper reports. But somehow I need to hear it from Kate’s lips, see her reaction as she tells me.

There is nothing I can glean from her expression, though, as she nods in weary confirmation.

‘Yes, I think so. They took a DNA swab from me, but they know it’s pretty much a certainty. They said something about dental records, and they showed me his ring.’

‘Did they ask you to identify it?’

‘Yes, I said it was his. It seemed … well, it seemed foolish not to.’

I nod. Kate’s right of course. Part of the Lying Game was always to know when the game was up, when to bail out. Rule Five – know when to stop lying. Throw in your hand before the shit hits the fan, as Thee used to put it. The trick was to know when you’d got to that point. But I’m not sure if we’ve succeeded this time. It feels like the trouble is coming no matter what we do.

‘So what next?’

‘They’ve asked me to come in and make a statement, about the night he disappeared. But that’s the thing, we need to decide – do I tell them you were all here?’ She rubs her hands over her face, the shadows beneath her eyes brown against her olive skin. ‘I don’t know what to say for the best. I could tell them I called you, when I found Dad was missing – asked you to come over. We could back up each other’s stories – just say we were all here, but there was no sign of Dad and you left early. But then they’ll ask you all for statements too. It all comes down to what the school knows.’

‘What the school knows?’ I echo stupidly.

‘About that night. Did anyone see you leave? If I say you weren’t here and people find out you were, it could all backfire.’

I understand. I try to think back. We were in our rooms when she came to find us, but Miss Weatherby, she saw our clothes, the mud on my sandals. And she said something, in her office, something about us breaking out of bounds, about a witness …

‘I think we were seen,’ I say reluctantly. ‘Or at least, Miss Weatherby said we were. She didn’t say who. We didn’t admit anything – well, I didn’t, I don’t know about Fatima and Thea.’

‘Fuck. So I’ll have to tell them I was here that night, and you were too. And that means you’ll all be dragged in for questioning, probably.’ Her face is white, and I know what she is thinking – it’s not just the worry about the distress this will cause to the rest of us, there’s a more practical, more selfish element to it too. Whether four sets of stories can hold together under questioning. Whether someone might crack …

I think about Thea, about her drinking, about the marks on her arms, about the toll that this is taking on her. And I think about Fatima, and her new-found faith. Sincere repentance, she said. What if that includes confession, as part of making things right? Surely Allah can’t forgive someone who continues to lie and cover up?

And I think too about the pictures. Those bloody pictures in the mail. About the fact that there is someone else out there who knows something.

‘Kate,’ I say, and I swallow, and then stop. She turns to look at me, and I force myself on. ‘There’s something I have to tell you. Fatima and Thea and I, we got … we got some pictures. In the mail. Copies. Of drawings.’

Kate’s face changes, and I realise she knows already what I am going to say. I am not sure whether that makes it easier, or harder, but I force myself onwards, bringing the words out in a rush so I can’t lose my nerve.

‘Did you really destroy all the pictures your dad did of us?’

‘Yes,’ Kate says. Her face is wretched. ‘I swear it. But not –’ She stops, and suddenly I don’t want to hear what she’s about to say, but it’s too late. She presses her lips together in a white, bloodless line. ‘But not straight away.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I couldn’t bring myself to burn them right after he died, I meant to, but I just – I don’t know, I could never find the right time. But one day I went up to his studio and someone had been there.’

‘What?’ I don’t try to hide my shock. ‘When was this?’

‘Years ago. Not long after it all happened. There were paintings missing, and drawings, and I knew someone had been in there looking. I burned them all after that, I swear it, but then the letters started.’

I feel coldness drip through me like poison.

‘Letters?’

‘It was just one at first,’ Kate’s voice is low. ‘I sold a painting of Dad’s. The auction was reported in the local press along with what it sold for, and a few weeks later I got a letter, asking for money. It didn’t make any threats, just asked for a hundred pounds to be left in an envelope behind a loose panel in the Salten Arms. I did nothing, and few weeks later the letter came again, only this time it was asking for two hundred and there was a drawing enclosed.’

‘A drawing of us.’ My voice is flat, sick. Kate nods.

‘I paid up. The letters came again, every now and again, maybe one every six months, and I paid and paid, but at last I wrote a letter saying that was it, I couldn’t pay any more – that the Mill was sinking and Dad’s paintings were gone, and they could ask all they wanted but the money just wasn’t there. And the letters stopped.’

‘When was that?’

‘About two or three years ago. I didn’t hear anything after that, and I thought it had stopped, but then a few weeks ago they started again. First it was the sheep and then …’ She swallows. ‘Then after you left, I got a letter saying Why don’t you ask your friends? But I never dreamt –’

‘Jesus Christ, Kate!’ I stand up, too full of nerves to keep still, but there is nowhere to go and I sit again, picking restlessly at the frayed material of the sofa. I want to say, why didn’t you tell us? But I know why. Because Kate has been trying to protect us, all these years. I want to ask, why didn’t you go to the police? But I know that too. I want to say, they’re only pictures. But we know – we both know – that’s not true. The pictures don’t matter. It’s the note with the sheep that tells the whole story.

‘I keep wondering …’ Kate says in a low voice, and then stops.

‘Go on,’ I prompt her. She twists her fingers together, and then gets up and goes across to the dresser. In one of the drawers is a sheaf of papers, bound together with a piece of red string, and right in the middle of the sheaf is a letter in an envelope, very old and creased. It’s a letter that makes my heart stutter in my chest.

‘Is that –?’ I manage, and Kate nods.

‘I kept it. I didn’t know what else to do.’

She holds it out to me, and for a minute I’m reluctant to take it, thinking of forensics and fingerprints, but it’s too late. We handled that note seventeen years ago, all of us. I take it, very gently, as though using the tips of my fingers will make it harder to trace back to me, but I don’t open it. I don’t need to. Now that the letter is in my hands, the phrases float up through from the deep water of my memory – so sorry … don’t blame yourself, my sweet … the only thing I can do to make things right …

‘Should I give it to Mark Wren?’ Kate asks huskily. ‘I mean it might stop this whole thing. It answers so many questions …’

But it raises so many more. Like, why didn’t Kate go to the police with this note seventeen years ago?

‘What would you say?’ I ask at last. ‘About where you found it? How would you explain it?’

‘I don’t know. I could say I found it that night, but I didn’t tell anyone – I could say the truth, basically, that Dad was gone, that I was afraid of losing the house. But I don’t have to involve the rest of you – the burial, everything else, I could leave that out. Or I could say that I only found it later, months afterwards.’

‘God, Kate, I don’t know.’ I scrub my fists into my eyes, trying to chase away the remnants of bleary-eyed exhaustion that seem to be stopping me from thinking properly. Behind my lids, lights spark and dark flowers bloom. ‘All those stories, they seem to be asking more questions than they answer, and besides –’

And then I stop.

‘Besides what?’ Kate says, and there’s a note in her voice I can’t quite read. Defensiveness? Fear?

Shit. I did not mean to go down this route. But I can’t think what else to say. Rule Four of the Lying Game – we don’t lie to each other, right?

‘Besides … if you give them that note they’ll want to verify it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Kate, I have to ask this.’ I swallow, trying to think of a way to phrase it that doesn’t sound like I am thinking what I’m thinking. ‘Please understand, whatever you say, whatever happened, I won’t judge you. I just have to know – you owe us that, right?’

‘Isa, you’re scaring me,’ Kate says flatly, but there’s something in her eyes I don’t like, something worried and evasive.

‘That note. It – it doesn’t add up. You know it doesn’t. Ambrose committed suicide because of the drawings, that’s what we always thought, right?’

Kate nods, but slowly, like she’s wary of where I am going.

‘But the timings are all wrong – the drawings didn’t turn up at school until after he died.’ I swallow again. I think of Kate’s facility for forgery, for the paintings she faked for years after Ambrose’s death. I think of the blackmail demands she has been paying for more than fifteen years, rather than go to the police with this note – demands she has concealed from us, though we had a right to know. ‘Kate, I guess what I’m asking is … did Ambrose definitely write that note?’

‘He wrote that note,’ she says, and her face is hard.

‘But it doesn’t make sense. And look, he took a heroin overdose, right? That’s what we’ve always thought. But then why were his works all neatly packed up in the tin? Wouldn’t he have just shot up and dropped them beside his chair?’

‘He wrote that note,’ Kate repeats doggedly. ‘If anyone should know, I should.’

‘It’s just –’ I stop. I can’t think how to say this, say what I’m thinking. Kate squares her shoulders, pulls her dressing gown around herself.

‘What are you asking, Isa? Are you asking if I killed my own father?’

There is silence.

The words are shocking, spoken aloud like that – my vague, amorphous suspicions given concrete shape and edges hard enough to wound.

‘I don’t know,’ I say at last. My voice is croaky. ‘I’m asking … I’m asking if there’s something else we should know before we go into that police interview.’

‘There is nothing else you need to know.’ Her voice is stony.

‘There’s nothing else we need to know, or there’s nothing else full stop?’

‘There’s nothing else you need to know.’

‘So there is something else? You’re just not telling me what?’

‘For fuck’s sake, please stop asking me, Isa!’ Her face is anguished, and she paces to the window, Shadow feeling her distress and pacing with her. ‘There’s nothing else I can tell you – please, please believe me.’

‘Thea said –’ I start, and then feel my courage almost fail, but I have to ask it. I have to know. ‘Kate, Thea said Ambrose was sending you away. Is that true? Why? Why would he do that?’

For a minute Kate stares at me, frozen, her face white.

And then she makes a noise like a sob and turns away, snatching up her coat and slinging it on over her pyjamas, shoving her feet into the mud-spattered wellingtons that stand beside the doorway. She grabs Shadow’s lead, the dog anxiously following at her heels, its gaze turned up to Kate’s trying to understand her distress – and then she’s gone, the door slamming behind her.

The noise sounds like a gunshot, echoing in the rafters and making the cups on the dresser chink with indignation. Freya, playing happily on the rug at my feet, jumps at the noise, her small face crumpling with shock as she begins to wail.

I want to pursue Kate, pin her down for answers. But I can’t, I have to comfort my child.

I stand for a minute, irresolute, listening to the howling Freya, and the sound of Kate’s footsteps hurrying away across the bridge, and then with a growl of exasperation I pick Freya up and hurry to the window.

She is red-faced and kicking, full of a woe out of proportion to the sudden noise, and as I try to soothe her, I watch Kate’s retreating silhouette disappearing up the shoreline with Shadow. And I wonder.

I wonder about the words she chose.

There’s nothing else I can tell you.

Kate is a woman of few words – she always has been. So there must be a reason. A reason why she didn’t just say, There’s nothing else to tell.

And as I watch her, disappearing into the mist, I wonder what that reason is, and whether I’ve made a huge mistake by coming here.




WITH KATE AND Shadow both out, the house is strange and quiet, the sea mist spattering at the windows and the puddles from last night still drying on the dark, damp-stained boards.

In the mist, the Mill feels closer to the sea than ever, more like a decrepit, waterlogged boat run adrift on a bank than a building meant to be part of the land. The mist seems to have crept into the wooden boards and beams in the night, and the place is cold, the floorboards chilly with damp beneath my feet.

I feed Freya, and then, setting her back down to play on the floor with some paperweights, I light the wood-burning stove, watching as the salt-soaked driftwood flares blue and green behind the sooty glass, and then I curl on the sofa and try to think what to do.

It’s Luc I keep coming back to. Does he know more than he is letting on? He and Kate were so close, and now his love for her has turned to such bitterness. Why?

I press my hands to my face, remembering … the heat of his skin, the feeling of his limbs against mine … I feel suddenly like I am drowning.

It is late lunchtime when Kate comes back, but she shakes her head at the sandwiches I’m making, and takes Shadow up the stairs to her bedroom, and there’s a part of me that’s relieved. What I said, the suspicions I voiced, they were close to unforgivable, and I’m not sure if I can face her.

When I go up to put Freya down for her nap, I can hear her, pacing about on the floor above, even see her shape occasionally through the bare gappy boards as her silhouette passes across a window, blocking out the slivers of grey light that filter down through the cracks.

Freya is hard to get to sleep, but at last she’s slumbering, and I go back down to the living room to try to sit at the window, watching the restless waters of the Reach. It is not quite four o’clock, and the tide is almost at its height, an exceptionally high tide, one of the highest since we’ve been here. The jetty is awash, and when the wind blows off the Reach, water comes lapping in beneath the doors to the seaward side of the Mill.

The mist has lifted slightly, but the sky is still cloudy and chill, and it’s hard to remember the heat of just a few weeks ago as I sit, watching the iron-grey water slapping at the boards outside. Did we really swim in that estuary earlier this month? It seems impossible that it could be the same place as the warm, balmy water where we floated and swam and laughed. Everything has changed.

I shiver, and wrap my jumper around myself. I packed badly – shoving stuff into my shoulder bag without looking, and I have too many pairs of jeans and lightweight tops, and not enough warm clothes for the weather, but I’m too cowardly to ask Kate to lend me something. I can’t face her, not now, not today. Tomorrow, perhaps, when all this has blown over.

There’s a pile of books on the floor by the window, the covers curling with damp, and I walk across and pick one at random. Bill Bryson – Notes from a Small Island. The cover is neon-bright and incongruously cheerful against the muted colours of the Mill, damp-stained wood and bleached cottons. I go across to the light switch to try to brighten the place up – and it fizzes against my hand, making me jump. From somewhere behind me there is a loud bang, and the light flashes once, unnaturally bright, and then goes dead.

The fridge gives a shuddering groan, and stops its imperceptible hum. Shit.

‘Kate,’ I call cautiously, not wanting to wake Freya, but she doesn’t answer. I hear her feet pacing back and forth, though, and a check in the movement as I call, so I think she has heard. ‘Kate, a fuse has blown.’

No answer.

There’s a cupboard under the stairs and I put my head inside, but it’s pitch black, and although there is something that looks like it could be a fuse box, it’s not the modern installation Kate mentioned. It’s black Bakelite mounted on wood, with what looks like a tar-stained hank of cord coming out of one side, and some Victorian lead wiring coming out of the other. I don’t dare to touch it.

Fuck.

I pick up my mobile, and I am about to google ‘how to reset a fuse box’ when I see something that makes my heart stutter. There’s an email from Owen.

I click, my heart in my mouth.

Please, please, please let it be an apology for our quarrel – anything would do, any kind of halfway house that would enable me to climb down from the high horse I’m on. He must know, in the cold light of day, that his accusations were ridiculous. A bunch of roses and a trip to see an old friend equating to an affair? It’s paranoid, and he’s surely realised that.

But it’s not an apology. It’s not even really an email, and at first I don’t understand what it’s saying.

There’s no ‘Hey love’, or even ‘Dear Isa’. There’s no self - justification or grovelling pleading. In fact there’s no text at all, and for a minute I wonder if he’s sent me an email meant for someone else.

It’s a list of offences, dates and locations, without any names or context attached. There’s a shoplifting offence in Paris, joyriding in some French suburb I’ve never heard of, aggravated assault in a seaside resort in Normandy. At the beginning of the list the dates are twenty years ago, but they become more recent as I scan down, though there are long gaps, sometimes spanning several years. The later ones are all in southern England. Drunk-driving near Hastings, a caution for possession in Brighton, taken into custody after a brawl somewhere in Kent but released without charge, more cautions. The last incident is just a couple of weeks ago – drunk and disorderly near Rye, a night spent in the cells, no charges. What are they?

And then suddenly I understand.

This is Luc’s police record.

I feel sick. I don’t even want to know how Owen got hold of all this, and so quickly. He knows people – police, MI5 officers – and has a senior position in the Home Office in his own right, with high-level security clearance, but this is a gross violation of professional conduct however you look at it.

But it’s not just that. It’s the fact that this shows he is not climbing down, he still believes Luc is the reason I’ve come down here. He still believes I am fucking another man.

I feel anger flood through me, making the skin on the back of my neck prickle and my fingers tingle with fury.

I want to scream. I want to phone him up and tell him he’s a bastard, and that the trust he’s broken may never be mended.

But I don’t. Partly because I am so angry that I’m not sure if I can trust myself not to say something unforgivable.

Partly, though, because I know, and a small part of me is ready to admit that fact, that he is not completely to blame.

Yes, he’s to blame, of course he is. We’ve been together for almost ten years, and in that time I’ve never so much as kissed another man. I’ve done nothing to deserve being treated like this.

But Owen knows I am lying to him. He’s not a fool. He knows it – and he’s right.

He just doesn’t know why.

I crush my phone in my fist until it makes a faint complaining buzzing sound to tell me I’m holding it too tight, and I force my grip on the plastic to relax, and flex my fingers.

Fuck. Fuck.

It’s the insult I can’t stand – the idea that I would reel straight from his bed to Luc’s – and if he wasn’t Freya’s father, that alone would be enough for me to end it. I’ve had jealous boyfriends in the past, and they’re poison – poison to the relationship, and poison to your self-esteem. You end up looking over your shoulder, second-guessing your own motives. Was I flirting with that man? I didn’t mean to. Did I look at his friend like I wanted some? Was my top too low, my skirt too short, my smile too bright?

You stop trusting yourself, self-doubt filling the place where love and confidence used to be.

I want to phone him up and tell him that’s it – if he can’t trust me, it’s over. I won’t live like this, suspected of something I haven’t done, forced to deny infidelities that exist only in his mind.

But … even aside from my own part in all this, can I do that to Freya? I know what it’s like, living without a parent. I know only too well, and I don’t want that for her.

There is a thick blanket of cloud covering the sky, and the Mill feels dark and chilly, the stove burning low behind its little door, and suddenly, as I hear Freya stirring from above, her wakening whimper drifting down the stairs, I know I have to get out. I will go to the pub for dinner. Maybe I can find something out, talk to Mary Wren about the police investigation. Whatever, it’s plain that Kate isn’t about to come down any time soon, and even if she did, I’m not sure if I could face her, if I could sit there over dinner, exchan-ging small talk, with the spectre hanging between us, and Owen’s email like poison in my phone.

I run upstairs to the bedroom and wrestle Freya into a coat. Then I make sure the rain guard is packed beneath the pram, and push her out onto the sandy shore, the wind in our faces as we turn to begin the walk to Salten.


I HAVE A long time to think on the cold, windswept walk to Salten village, my feet eating up the distance mile by slow, chilly mile. My mind see-saws between dwelling resentfully on Owen’s failings as a partner, and the guilty consciousness that I haven’t behaved perfectly to him. I tick off his faults in my head – his short-fused temper, his possessiveness, the way he ploughs ahead with plans without asking me what I think.

But other memories intrude. The curve of his spine as he bends over the bath, pouring warm water over our daughter’s head. His kindness, his resourcefulness. His love for me. And Freya.

And beneath it all, like a bass counterpoint, is my own compli-city in this. I have lied. I have lied and concealed and withheld from him. I’ve been keeping secrets since the day I met him, but these last few weeks have been on a different scale, and he knows something is wrong. Owen has always been possessive, but he was never jealous before – not like this. And that is down to me. I have made him like this. We have. Me, Fatima, Thea and Kate.

I hardly notice the distance, so wrapped am I in my thoughts, but I am no nearer making any decisions by the time the far-off smudges in the mist resolve into houses and buildings.

As I round the corner towards the Salten Arms, flexing my cold fingers on the pram handle and brushing away the puddle of rainwater that has gathered in the hood, I can hear music. Not piped music, but the old kind – wheezing accordions, the twang of banjos, the cheerful squawk of fiddles.

I push open the door to the saloon bar and the sound hits me like a wall, together with the smell of woodsmoke from the fire, beer, and packed, cheerful bodies. The average age is well over sixty, and almost all of them are men.

Heads turn, but the music doesn’t cease, and as I push my way into the overheated room, I see Mary Wren perched on the edge of a stool at the bar, watching the players and tapping her foot in time to the jig. She notices me as I stand uncertainly at the threshold, and nods and winks. I smile back, listen for a moment, and then head for the back bar, noticing, as if for the first time, the wooden panels that line the walls. My stomach shifts, thinking of Kate’s note, thinking how easy it would be for anyone here to casually pull up a stool near the loose panel, or slip a hand in as they walked to the loos … even easier if you owned the place.

I remember Mary’s casual comment about the brewery wanting to sell the place to make flats for second-home owners, and as I look around the walls, noticing the peeling paint and the fraying carpets and chairs, I think about what that would mean to Jerry. He’s worked here all his life – this pub is his livelihood, his social life, and his retirement plan. What else could he do? I’m not sure whether it’s the eyes upon me, the heat and noise, or the realisation that Kate’s blackmailer could be standing just the other side of the bar, but I feel a sudden wave of claustrophobia and paranoia. All these locals, the grinning old men with their knowing looks, and the tight-mouthed bar maid with her arms folded, they know who I am, I’m sure of it.

I shove through the crowds towards the toilets and drag Freya’s pram inside, and I let the door swing shut, my back against it, feeling the cool and silence wash over me. I shut my eyes and I tell myself you can do this. Don’t let them get to you.

It’s only when I open my eyes that I see the words written in faint, blurred Sharpie on the door, reflected in the dirty mirror.

Mark Wren is a sex offender!!!!

I feel the blood rush to my cheeks, a scalding wash of shame. The letters are old and hard to make out, but not illegible. And someone else, more recently, has scratched out the Mark and written over the top in biro the word Sergeant.

Why didn’t I realise? Why didn’t I realise that a lie can outlast any truth, and that in this place people remember. It is not like London, where the past is written over again and again until nothing is left. Here, nothing is forgotten, and the ghost of my mistake will haunt Mark Wren forever. And it will haunt me.

I go to the sink and splash water on my face, while Freya watches me curiously, and then I straighten, looking at myself in the mirror, facing up to my reflection. Yes, this is my fault. I know that. But it’s not only my fault. And if I can face up to myself, I can face them.

I open the door to the pub, and push Freya’s pram determinedly towards the bar.

‘Isa Wilde!’ comes a voice as I pass the taps, slightly slurred. ‘Well, I thought as you’d left Salten for another ten years. What’ll it be?’

I turn and see Jerry himself grinning at me from behind the bar, his gold tooth winking in the light from the fire. He is polishing a glass on a cloth that has seen better days.

‘Hello, Jerry,’ I say. Freya is kicking and fretting, too warm now that we’re out of the cool bathroom. She manages to unpop the rain cover with one particularly bad-tempered shove, and gives a little squeal of triumph, and I pick her up, shushing her against my shoulder. ‘You don’t mind babies in the bar, do you?’

‘Not so long as they drink beer,’ Jerry says, and he grins his whiskery, gap-toothed grin. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Are you serving food?’

‘Not until six but it’s …’ He glances up at the clock above the bar. ‘Well, it’s all but now – here’s the menu.’

He pushes a grubby piece of dog-eared paper across the bar and I study it. Sandwiches … fish pie … dressed crab … burger and chips …

‘I’ll have the fish pie,’ I say at last. ‘And … and maybe a glass of white wine.’

Well, why not? It is almost six.

‘Want to start a tab?’

‘Sure. Do you want a card?’ I’m feeling in my handbag but he laughs and shakes his head.

‘I knows where to find you.’

I’m not sure how, but he manages to make the well-worn phrase sound faintly threatening, but I smile, and nod towards the back room, which is quieter, with a couple of free tables.

‘I’ll sit through there, if that’s OK?’

‘You do that, I’ll bring the drink across meself. You won’t want to be carrying it with the little ’un.’

I nod, and make my way through the back room. One of the free tables is by the door and strewn with greasy pint glasses. Someone has knocked out their pipe on the wood and left the contents there. The other, in the corner, isn’t much better. There is a wasp buzzing in a puddle of spilled beer, trapped beneath an upturned glass, and the blistered faux-leather seat is covered in dog hair, but it has space for Freya’s pram, so I clear the debris to the other table, give the surface a cursory wipe with a beer mat and settle us both down, wedging the pram in the gap. Freya is squirming in my arms and headbutting my chest, and I can see I’m not going to be able to stretch her feed until I get back; she has decided it’s time, and is about to kick off any minute. It’s not where I’d choose to feed her – I’ve fed in pubs before, often, but almost always with Owen present, and to be honest in London no one would care if you breastfed a cat. Here, by myself, it feels very different and I’m not sure how Jerry and his regulars will react, but I don’t really have a choice unless I want Freya exploding. I unbutton my coat and rearrange my layers for maximum modesty, then clamp her on as quickly as I can and let my coat fall to shield us both.

A few heads turn as she latches on, and one old man with a white beard stares with frank curiosity. I’m just thinking, with a little shift in my stomach, what Kate said about the salacious old men gossiping in the Salten Arms, when Jerry comes up with a glass of white on a tray and a knife and fork wrapped in a paper napkin.

‘We ought to charge corkage on that,’ he says with a grin and a nod at my chest, and I feel the colour rise in my cheeks. I manage a slightly thin laugh.

‘Sorry, she was hungry. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Not I. And I’m sure the rest of ’em won’t mind an eyeful neither.’ He cackles fruitily, a noise that’s picked up like a wheezing echo by his cronies at the bar, and I feel my face begin to burn. More heads are turning, and the white-haired old man gives me a bleary wink and then guffaws, scratching at his crotch as he whispers something to his friend, nodding towards where I sit.

I am seriously considering telling Jerry to cancel the fish pie and walking out, when he slides the glass across the table and then nods back towards the bar. ‘Drink’s on your friend, by the way.’

My friend? I look up, and my eyes meet … Luc Rochefort’s.

He is sitting by the bar, and as I watch, he raises his glass to me, his expression a little … rueful? I’m not sure.

I think of Owen. Of that email he sent me. Of what he would say if he walked into the bar right now, and I feel again that unsettling shift in my stomach, but before I can think what to say, Jerry has gone, and I realise that Luc is standing up, walking towards me.

There’s no escape. I’m penned in by the pram to my left and a group of people’s chairs to my right, and I’m handicapped by Freya clamped to my bare breast beneath my coat. There’s no way I can get out before he makes it across. I can’t even rise to meet him without something going astray and Freya kicking off.

I think about the bloodied sheep.

I think about Freya in his arms, wailing.

I think about the drawings, about Owen’s suspicions, and my cheeks flame, and I can’t tell whether it’s with anger or … something else.

‘Look,’ I say as he comes closer, his pint in his hand. I want to be brave, confrontational, but I’m shrinking back against the padded bench almost in spite of myself. ‘Look, Luc –’

‘I’m sorry,’ he says abruptly, cutting across me. ‘About what happened. With your baby.’ His face is set, his eyes dark in the dim light of the back room. ‘I was trying to help, but it was a stupid thing to do, I realise that now.’

It is not what I was expecting him to say, and the wind is taken out of my sails, so that my speech about keeping the hell away from me falters and I’m not sure what to say.

‘The drink – I know, it’s pointless, but I – it was a peace offering. I’m sorry. I won’t bother you again.’

He turns to go, something rises up inside me, a kind of desperation, and to my own astonishment I find myself blurting out, ‘Wait.’

He turns back, his expression guarded. He’s refusing to catch my eye, but there’s something there … a sort of hope?

‘You – you shouldn’t have taken Freya,’ I say at last. ‘But I accept your apology.’

He stands there, mutely, towering over the table and then he ducks his head in awkward acknowledgement and our eyes meet. Perhaps it’s his uncertainty, the way he’s standing with his shoulders hunched, like a child who has outgrown their own height. Or perhaps it’s his eyes, the way they hold mine with a kind of painful vulnerability, but for a minute he looks so like his fifteen-year-old self that my heart seems to catch and skip.

I swallow against the pain in my throat, the pain that is always there, lately – my old symptom of stress and anxiety.

I think of Owen and his accusations, of the act he already thinks I’ve committed … and I feel a recklessness take hold.

‘Luc, I – do you want to sit down?’

He doesn’t speak. For a minute I think he’s going to pretend he didn’t hear me, turn away.

But then he swallows himself, the muscles moving in his throat.

‘Are you sure?’ he asks.

I nod, and he pulls back a chair, and sits, holding his pint in one hand, staring down into the deep amber liquid.

There is a long silence, and the men at the bar turn away, as if Luc’s presence is some sort of shield against their curiosity. I feel Freya’s strong suck, her hands flexing against me. Luc sits, not looking at the two of us, his eyes averted.

‘Did you … did you hear the news?’ he asks at last.

‘About the –’ I stop. I want to say about the bones, but somehow I can’t make myself say the words. He nods.

‘They’ve identified the body. It’s Ambrose.’

‘I heard.’ I swallow again. ‘Luc, I’m so, so sorry.’

‘Thanks,’ he says. His French accent is stronger, as it often was at moments of stress. He shakes his head, as if trying to push away unwanted thoughts. ‘I was … surprised how much it hurt.’

My breath catches in my throat, and I realise afresh what we did – the life sentence that we inflicted not just on ourselves, but on Luc.

‘Have … have you told your mother?’ I manage.

‘No. She wouldn’t care any more. And she doesn’t deserve that name,’ Luc says very quietly.

I take a gulp of wine, trying to calm my heart, which is hammering, and soothe the pain in my throat.

‘She … she was an addict, right?’

‘Yes. Heroin. And later méthadone.’

He pronounces the word the French way, may-tadon, and for a moment I don’t understand, then I realise and I bite my lip, wishing I had never brought up the subject. Luc is silent, staring down at his pint, and I don’t know what to say, how to retrieve this. He came here to try to make things right between us, and all I’ve done is remind him of everything he lost.

I’m saved from speaking by the arrival of a young girl with a plate of steaming fish pie. She puts it down in front of me without preamble, and says, ‘Sauces?’

‘No,’ I say, with difficulty. ‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’

I put a spoonful of pie to my mouth. It’s rich and creamy and the cheese on top is golden and bubbled, but it tastes of sawdust. The soft flakes in my mouth crumble, and I feel the scratch of a bone at the back of my throat as I force down the mouthful.

Luc says nothing, he just sits, in quiet thought. His big hands rest on the table, his fingers curled loosely, and I remember that morning in the post office, his contained fury, the cuts on his knuckles and the sense of fear I had at his presence. I think about the sheep, and about the blood on his hands … and I wonder.

Luc is angry, I know that. But if I were him, I would be angry too.

It is much later. Freya is asleep, sprawled against my chest, and Luc and I have fallen silent after hours of talking. Now we are just sitting, side by side, watching her breathe, thinking our own thoughts.

When the bell goes for last orders I can’t quite believe it, and have to get out my phone to check that yes, it really is ten to eleven.

‘Thank you,’ I say to Luc, as he stands and stretches, and he looks surprised.

‘What for?’

‘For tonight. I – I needed to get out, to forget everything for a little bit.’ I realise, as I say the words, that I have not thought of Owen for hours, nor Kate. I rub my face, loosen my cramped limbs.

‘It was nothing.’ He bends, and then takes Freya from me, very gently, so that I can squeeze out from behind the little table. I watch as he cradles her inexpertly against his chest, and find myself smiling as she gives a little sigh and snuggles into his warmth.

‘You’re a natural. Do you want kids?’

‘I won’t have children.’ He says it matter-of-factly, and I look up in surprise.

‘Really? Why not? Don’t you like them?’

‘It’s not that. I didn’t have the best childhood. You get fucked up, you’re liable to pass that on.’

‘Bullshit.’ I take Freya from him as he holds her out, and put her tenderly into her pram, resting my hand gently on her chest as her eyelids flutter open and then close again in capitulation. ‘If that were true, none of us would every reproduce. We’ve all got baggage. What about all the good qualities you’ve got to pass on?’

‘There’s nothing about me any child should have,’ he says, and for a minute I think he’s joking, but he’s not, his face is serious, and sad. ‘And I won’t risk giving another kid an upbringing like mine.’

‘Luc … That – that’s so sad. I’m sure you wouldn’t be anything like your mother.’

‘You can’t know that.’

‘No, but no one knows for sure what kind of parent they’ll be. Crap people have babies every day – but the difference is they don’t care. You do.’

He shrugs, puts his arms into his jacket, and then helps me into mine.

‘It doesn’t matter. I’m not having children. I don’t want to bring a child into a world like this.’

Out in the car park Luc pushes his hands in his pockets, hunches his shoulders.

‘Can I walk you home?’

‘It’s miles out of your way.’

But I realise as soon as I’ve said it, that I have no idea where he lives. Still, the Mill can’t possibly be on the way anywhere, can it?

‘Not really out of my way,’ he says. ‘My rooms are on the coast road, out towards the school. The quickest way is across the marsh.’

Oh. It explains a lot. Not least, why he was passing the Mill the night we went to the alumnae ball. I feel a faint twinge of guilt at disbelieving his story.

I don’t know what to say.

Do I trust Luc? No, is the answer. But since my conversation with Kate this morning, the way she ran rather than answer my questions … I’m no longer sure if I trust anyone in this place.

I didn’t bring a torch, and with the cloud cover the night is very dark. We walk slowly, me pushing the pram, Luc picking our route, both of us talking quietly. A truck passes in the darkness, its headlamps throwing our shadows long and black on the road ahead, and Luc raises a hand in greeting as it passes and disappears into the darkness.

‘… night, Luc …’ comes faintly from one of the windows, and it strikes me that, in a way, Luc has succeeded where Kate has not. He has made a life for himself here, become part of the community, while she is still an outsider, just as Mary said.

We are at the bridge over the Reach when I find I have a stone in my shoe and we pause for me to get it out. While I hop on one leg and then wriggle the shoe back on my bare foot, Luc leans his elbows on the railings, looking out over the estuary towards the sea. The fog has lifted, but with the clouds so low and thick, the Reach is shrouded in darkness and there is nothing to see, not even the faint glimmer of lights from the Mill. His face is unreadable, but I am thinking of the little white tent, hidden in the darkness, and I wonder if he is too.

When my shoe is back on, I move to stand beside him and rest my own arms on the bridge. Even though we’re not touching, our forearms are so close I can feel the heat of his skin striking through the thin material of our coats.

‘Luc,’ I begin, but suddenly and almost without warning he turns, and then his lips are warm on mine and I feel a rush of desire so strong it almost blindsides me, a liquid heat, low in my belly.

For a moment I do nothing, just stand there with my fingers splayed against his ribs, and his mouth hot against mine, and my heart beating like a drum in my chest. And then the realisation of what I’m doing breaks over me like a cold wave.

‘Luc, no!’

‘I’m sorry.’ His face is stricken. ‘I’m so sorry – I don’t know what I was –’

He breaks off, and we stand, facing each other, our breath coming quick and shallow, and I know the confusion and distress that’s in his face must be mirrored in my own.

‘Merde,’ he spits, suddenly, hitting his fist against the railing. ‘Why do I always fuck things up?’

‘Luc, you didn’t – you don’t –’

The pain in my throat is back, hurting when I swallow.

‘I’m married,’ I say, although it’s not true, but it is in all the ways that matter. Whatever troubles we’re having, Owen is the father of my child, and he and I are together – that’s it. I’m not going to play around.

‘I know,’ he says, his voice very low, and he doesn’t look at me as he turns and begins to walk across the bridge, towards the Mill.

He is a few paces ahead when he speaks again, so softly that I’m not sure if I heard what he said right.

‘I made such a mistake … I should have chosen you.’


I SHOULD HAVE chosen you.

What does it mean? I want to bring it up, as we walk slowly along the rutted path beside the Reach, but Luc’s silence is unapproachable.

What did he mean? What happened with him and Kate?

But I can’t find a way of asking, and besides, I am afraid. Afraid of what he might ask me in return. I can’t demand the truth when I’m hiding so many lies of my own.

Instead I concentrate on wheeling Freya’s pram around puddles and trenches in the rutted path. It has rained heavily while I was in the pub, and away from the tarmac, the track is soft.

I’m painfully aware of Luc beside me, measuring his pace to mine, and at last I make a half-hearted attempt at disengaging, letting him make his own way back.

‘You don’t have to walk me the whole way, you know, if you want to cut off here, save yourself the walk …’

But he shakes his head.

‘You’ll need a hand.’

It’s only when we get to the Mill that I realise what he means.

The tide is high – higher than I’ve ever seen it. The wooden walkway is invisible – fully submerged – and beyond the tract of sluggish dark water, the black silhouette of the Mill is cut off from the shore completely. The bridge can’t be more than a few inches beneath the surface, but I can barely see where the shore ends and the water begins, let alone the dissolving shape of the dark planks in the water.

If it were just me, I might risk it, but with the pram? It’s heavy, and if one of the wheels edges off the walkway, I’m not sure I’ll be strong enough to stop the whole thing from toppling into the water.

I can feel the dismay in my face as I turn to Luc.

‘Shit, what do I do?’

He glances up at the darkened windows.

‘Looks like Kate’s out. She could have left a light on.’ His voice is bitter.

‘There was a power cut,’ I say. Luc shrugs, an inexpressibly Gallic gesture that is halfway between resignation and contempt, and I feel like I should defend Kate, but there is nothing I can say to Luc’s silent disapproval, especially when a little voice at the back of my head is whispering my own resentment. How could Kate have just gone out and left me to deal with this alone? She had no way of knowing I’d have Luc to help.

‘Take your baby,’ he says, gesturing to the pram, and I pick Freya up. She is sleeping, and when I lift her she curls with compact heaviness against my shoulder like an ammonite made flesh.

‘What are you –’

But I stop, as Luc pulls off his shoes, picks up the pram and splashes into the dark water. It closes above his ankles, halfway up his calf.

‘Luc, be careful! You don’t know –’

But he knows. He knows exactly where the bridge is. He wades unerringly across the gap, me holding my breath with every step in case he misses and stumbles off the edge into the deep water, but he doesn’t. He reaches the other side, now a narrow slip of bank barely wide enough to rest the pram on, and tries the door.

It’s unlocked, and it swings wide to show an empty blackness. Luc wheels the pram inside.

‘Kate?’ His voice echoes through the silent house. I hear a click as he tries the light switch, flicking it back and forth. Nothing happens. ‘Kate?’

He re-emerges back on the bank, shrugs, and hitching up his jeans he begins to wade empty-handed to the shore.

‘This is like one of those logic puzzles,’ I say, trying for a laugh ‘You’ve got a duck, a fox and a boat …’

He smiles, the tanned skin at the side of his eyes and mouth crinkling, and I realise with a shock how alien the expression looks on his face. How little I’ve seen him smile since I returned.

‘So how do we do this?’ he asks. ‘Do you trust me to take Freya?’

I hesitate, and the smile drops from his eyes as he sees.

‘I – I do trust you,’ I say quickly, though it’s not completely true. ‘It’s not that. But she doesn’t know you – I’m worried if she wakes up and starts trying to get free – she’s surprisingly strong when she doesn’t want to be held on to.’

‘OK,’ he says. ‘So … what do you think? I could carry you, but I’m not sure the bridge would take the weight of us both.’

I laugh properly at that.

‘I’m not letting you carry me, Luc. Bridge or no bridge.’

He shrugs.

‘I’ve done it before.’

And I realise with a flicker of shock that he’s right. I had completely forgotten, but now he says it, the picture is sharp in my mind – a sun-baked beach, high tide, my shoe got swept away. There was no way back except over the barnacled rocks, and after quarter of an hour watching me hobble on bleeding feet, Kate and Thea and Fatima wincing in sympathy, offering me shoes I wouldn’t accept and couldn’t fit into, Luc had picked me up without a word and carried me, piggyback, the rest of the way to the Tide Mill.

I remember it so well – his hands on my thighs, the muscles in his back moving against my chest, the scent of his neck – warm skin and soap.

I feel myself flush.

‘I was fifteen. I’m a bit heavier now.’

‘Take off your shoes,’ he says, and I hobble on one foot, trying to hold Freya with one hand while prising off my sandals with the other – and then, before I can protest, he’s on his knees, his fingers working the straps. I step out of one shoe, blushing scarlet now, grateful for the darkness, and let him undo the other, before he straightens.

‘Take my hand,’ he says, stepping into the water. ‘Follow me. Stay very close behind me, as close as you can.’

I take his hand with my free one, the arm that’s not holding Freya, and I step into the sea.

It’s so cold it makes me gasp, but then my bare toes feel something warm – my feet are touching his in the water.

We stand for a moment, steadying each other, and then Luc says, ‘I’m going to take a big step – you follow me. This is where the rotten board is, we have to step over it.’

I nod, remembering the gaps in the bridge, the way I edged the pram over the worst of them. But thank God Luc is here – I would not have had any idea which boards were sound and where they fell. I watch as he takes a wide stride and then imitate him, but it’s a bigger stretch for me than for him, and the boards beneath the waves are slippery. My foot slides on a piece of weed, and I feel myself start to lose balance.

I cry out, without meaning to, the sharp sound ringing across the water. But Luc has me, hard in his grip, his fingers so tight on my upper arm it hurts.

‘You’re all right,’ he’s saying urgently. ‘You’re all right.’

I’m nodding, gasping, trying not to hurt Freya as I regain my balance and try to steady my breathing. A dog in the far distance let out a volley of barks at my scream, but now it falls silent. Was it Shadow?

‘I’m sorry,’ I say shakily. ‘It’s the boards – they’re so slippy.’

‘It’s OK,’ he says, and his fingers loosen on my arm, but don’t quite let go. ‘You’re all right.’

I nod, and we edge across the last few boards, his grip on my arm firm, but no longer tight enough to hurt.

At the far side I find I’m panting, my heart thumping absurdly in my chest. Amazingly Freya is sleeping steadily.

‘Th-thank you,’ I manage, and my voice is trembling in spite of myself, in spite of the fact I’m on firm ground and safe. ‘Thank you, Luc, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here.’

What would I have done? I imagine myself trying to guide the rocking pram across that slippery, treacherous bridge, the wheels sloshing in a foot of water – or sitting down in the cold drizzle to wait for Kate to return from wherever she’s gone. Resentment flares again. How could she just disappear like that without so much as a text?

‘Do you know where the candles are?’ Luc asks, and I shake my head. He clicks his tongue, but whether in disgust or disapproval or what, I can’t tell, and pushes past me into the dark cavern of the Mill. I follow him, standing uncertainly in the middle of the floor. The hem of my sundress is damp and clinging to my legs, and I know I’m probably making a muddy puddle on the floor, and I realise, too, with a sense of chagrin, that my shoes are on the other side of the bridge. Well, never mind. The tide can’t possibly get any higher, not without the Mill actually floating away. I’ll collect them tomorrow when it subsides.

I’m shivering too, the cold breeze from the open doorway chilling the wet cloth against my legs, but Luc is busy searching through cupboards, and I hear the rasp of a match, smell paraffin, and see a flare in the darkness by the sink. Luc is standing there, an oil lamp in his hand, adjusting the wick so that the flame burns bright and clear in the little chimney. When it’s steady, he slips a frosted-glass globe over it, and suddenly the flickering, uncertain light is diffused into a golden glow.

He shuts the door, and we look at each other in the lamplight. The little circle of light is somehow more intimate even than darkness, holding us close in its narrow circle, and we stand just inches apart, suddenly unsure of each other. In the softly piercing light, I can see a vein in Luc’s throat is pulsing as quickly as my own heart is beating, and a kind of shiver runs through me. He is so hard to read, so impassive – but now I know that’s just a surface, that beneath he is as shaken as me, and suddenly I can’t bear to meet his eyes any more, and I have to drop my own gaze, afraid of what he might find there.

He clears his throat, the sound unbearably loud in the quiet house, and we speak at the same time.

‘Well, I should –’

‘It’s probably –’

We stop, laugh nervously.

‘You first,’ I say.

He shakes his head.

‘No, what were you about to say?’

‘Oh – nothing. I was just …’ I nod down at Freya. ‘You know. This one. I should probably put her to bed.’

‘Where’s she sleeping?’

‘In –’ I stop, swallow. ‘In your old room.’

He looks up at that, but I’m not sure if it’s surprise, or shock, or what. It must be so strange for him – seeing Kate reallocate his childhood home, and I’m struck again by the unfairness of what happened.

‘Oh. I see.’ The light dips and wavers as if the hand holding the lamp shook a little, but it might have been a draught. ‘Well, I’ll take the lamp up for you – you can’t manage a light and a baby up those stairs.’ He nods at the rickety wooden staircase, spiralling upwards in the corner of the room. ‘If someone dropped a candle in here the whole place would be in flames in minutes.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, and he turns without another word and begins to climb, me following his retreating back, and the circle of light that is disappearing into the rafters.

At the door to his old room he stops, and I hear a sound like a caught breath, but when I draw level with him, his face is almost blank, and he is just staring at the room – at the bed that used to be his, now strewn with my clothes, and the cradle at the foot with Freya’s comforter and stuffed elephant. I feel my face burn at my part in all this – at my bags spread out across his floor, at my bottles and lotions on his old desk.

‘Luc, I’m so sorry,’ I say, suddenly desperate.

‘Sorry for what?’ he asks, his voice as impassive as his face, but I can see that vein in his throat, and he shakes his head, puts the lamp down on the bedside table and then turns without a word and disappears into the darkness.

When Freya is settled, I take up the lamp and head cautiously back down the stairs, picking my way in the pool of golden light, which throws more shadows than it dispels.

I was more than half expecting him to be gone, but when I get to the foot of the stairs, I see a shape rise from the sofa, and when I hold the lamp high, it’s him.

I put the lamp on the little table beside the sofa, and without a word, as if this is something we’ve agreed, he takes my face between his hands and kisses me, and this time I don’t say anything – I don’t protest, I don’t push him away – I only kiss him back, running my fingers up beneath his shirt, feeling the smoothness of his skin, and the ridges of bone and muscle and scar and the heat of his mouth.

Outside, on the bridge, when Luc kissed me, I felt like I was betraying Owen, even though I didn’t kiss him back, but here – here, I don’t feel any guilt at all. This time, this moment, melds seamlessly into all the days and nights and hours I spent back then longing for Luc to kiss me, to touch me – a time before I ever met Owen, before I had Freya, before the drawings and Ambrose’s overdose – before any of this.

I could marshal my resentments with Owen, ticking them off on my fingers – the false accusations, the lack of trust, and the crowning insult – that emailed list of Luc’s criminal convictions as though that of all things would be the one thing that would prevent me from fucking a man I have wanted – and yes, I’m not ashamed to admit it now – a man I have wanted since I was fifteen, and perhaps still do.

But I don’t. I don’t try to justify what I’m doing. I just let go of the present, let the current tug it from my fingers, and I let myself sink down, down into the past, like a body falling into deep water, and I feel myself drowning, the waters closing over my head as I sink, and I don’t even care.

We fall backwards onto the sofa, our limbs entangled, and I help Luc pull his T-shirt over his head. There is an urgent need in the pit of my stomach to feel his skin against mine – a need that outstrips my self-consciousness about my stretch marks and the blue-white slackness of skin that was once tanned and taut.

I know I should be trying to make myself stop, but the truth is, I feel no guilt at all. Nothing else matters, as he begins to undo my dress, one button after another.

My fingers are at Luc’s belt, when he stops suddenly and pulls away. My heart stills. My face feels stiff with shame as I sit up, ready to gather my dress around myself and begin the awkward justifications – no, you’re right, it’s fine, I don’t know what I was thinking.

It’s only when he goes to the front door and shoots the bolt, that I understand, and a kind of dizzying heat washes over me – a real-isation that this is it, that we are really going to do this.

When he turns back to me, he smiles, a smile that transforms his serious face into the fifteen-year-old I once knew, and my heart seems to rise up inside me, making it hard to breathe – but the pain – the pain that has been there since I found those drawings on the mat, since Owen’s angry accusations, since all of this began – that pain is gone.

The soft, saggy sofa sighs as Luc climbs onto it, and I lie back and he takes me in his arms, and I feel his weight against me. My lips are on his throat, feeling the tenderness of the skin between my teeth, and tasting the salt of his sweat … and then suddenly I freeze.

For there, in the shadows at the top of the staircase, something is moving. A figure in the darkness.

Luc stops, raises himself up on his arms, feeling the sudden tense stillness of my muscles.

‘Isa? Are you OK?’

I can’t speak. My eyes are fixed on the dark space at the top of the stairs. Something – someone – is up there.

Pictures flash through my head. A gutted sheep. A bloodstained note. An envelope full of drawings from the past …

Luc turns, looks over his shoulder in the direction of my gaze.

The draught of his movement makes the lamp gutter and flare, and for a moment, just the briefest of moments, the flame illuminates the face of the person standing in the darkness, silently watching.

It is Kate.

I make a sound – not a scream, but something close to it, and Kate turns and disappears into the silent upper floors.

Luc is scrabbling his T-shirt back over his head, buttoning his jeans, leaving his belt trailing in his haste. He takes the stairs two at a time, but Kate is too quick for him. She is already halfway up the second flight and I hear the attic door slam and a key turn in a lock, and then Luc hammering at the door.

‘Kate. Kate! Let me in!’

No answer.

I begin to re-button my dress with shaking fingers and then scramble to my feet.

Luc’s feet sound on the stairs, his step slow, and his face, when he comes back into the circle of lamplight, is grim.

‘Shit.’

‘She was there?’ I whisper. ‘All the time? Why didn’t she come when we called?’

‘Fuck knows.’ He puts his hands over his face, as if he can grind away the sight of Kate standing there, her face blank and still.

‘How long was she standing there?’

‘I don’t know.’

My cheeks burn.

We sit, side by side on the sofa for a long, silent time. Luc’s face is impassive. I don’t know what my expression is like, but my thoughts are a confused jumble of emotion and suspicion and despair. What was she doing up there, spying on us like that?

I remember the moment the lamp flared, and her face – like a white mask in the darkness, eyes wide, mouth compressed as though she was trying not to cry out. It was the face of a stranger. What has happened to my friend, the woman I thought I knew?

‘I should go,’ Luc says at last, but although he gets to his feet, he doesn’t move towards the door. He just stands there, looking at me, his dark brows knitted in a frown, and the shadows beneath his wide cheekbones giving his face a gaunt, haunted look.

There is a noise from upstairs, a whimper from Freya, and I stand up, irresolute, but Luc speaks before I can.

‘Don’t stay here, Isa. It’s not safe.’

‘What?’ I stop at that, not trying to hide my shock. ‘What do you mean?’

‘This place –’ He waves a hand at the Mill, taking in the water outside, the dead light sockets, the rickety stairs. ‘But not just that – I –’

He stops, scrubs his free hand into his eyes, and then takes a deep breath.

‘I don’t want to leave you alone with her.’

‘Luc, she’s your sister.’

‘She’s not my sister, and I know you think she’s your friend, but Isa, you – you can’t trust her.’

He’s lowered his voice to a whisper, even though it’s impossible that Kate should hear us – three floors up, and behind a locked door.

I shake my head, refusing to believe it. Whatever Kate has done, whatever strain she’s under right now, she is my friend. She has been my friend for almost twenty years. I won’t – can’t – listen to Luc.

‘I don’t expect you to believe me.’ He’s speaking hurriedly now. Freya’s wail from above gets louder, and I glance at the stairs, wanting to go to her, but Luc is still holding my wrist, his grip gentle but firm. ‘But just – just please be careful, and listen, like I said, I think you should leave the Mill.’

‘I’ll leave tomorrow,’ I say it with a heaviness, thinking of Owen and what’s waiting for me back in London, but Luc shakes his head.

‘Now. Tonight.’

‘Luc, I can’t. There’s no train until the morning.’

‘Then come back to my flat. Stay the night. I’ll sleep on the sofa,’ he adds hurriedly, ‘if that’s what you want. But I don’t like to think of you here, alone.’

I’m not alone, I think. I have Kate. But I know that’s not what he means.

Freya wails again, and I make up my mind.

‘I’m not leaving tonight, Luc. I’m not dragging Freya and my luggage halfway across the marsh in the middle of the night—’

‘So get a cab –’ he cuts in, but I’m still talking, ignoring his protests.

‘—I’ll leave first thing tomorrow – I’ll catch the 8 a.m. train if you’re really worried, but there is no way that I’m in danger from Kate. I’m just not. I’ve known her for seventeen years, Luc, and I can’t believe it. I trust her.’

‘I’ve known her for longer than that,’ Luc says, so quietly that I can hardly hear him beneath Freya’s choking wails. ‘And I don’t.’

Freya’s cries are too loud for me to ignore now, and I pull my wrist gently out of his grip.

‘Goodnight, Luc.’

‘Goodnight, Isa,’ he says. He watches as I retreat up the stairs with the oil lamp, leaving him in darkness. Upstairs, I pick up Freya, feeling her hot little body convulsing with angry sobs, and in the silence that follows I hear the click of the door latch, and the sound of Luc’s footsteps on gravel as he disappears into the night.


I DON’T SLEEP that night. I lie awake, words and phrases chasing around my head. Pictures Kate said she had destroyed. Lies she has told. Owen’s face as I left. Luc’s face as he walked towards me in the soft lamplight.

I try to piece it all together – the inconsistencies and the heartbreak – but it makes no sense. And through the whole thing, like maypole dancers, weave the ghosts of the girls we used to be, their faces flashing as they loop over and under, weaving truth with lies and suspicion with memory.

Towards dawn one phrase comes into my head, as clear as if someone whispered it into my ear.

It is Luc, saying I should have chosen you.

And I wonder again … what did he mean?

It’s six thirty when Freya wakes, and we lie there, she feeding at my breast, me considering what I should do. Part of me knows I should go home to London, try to mend bridges with Owen. The longer I leave it, the harder it’s going to be to salvage what’s left of our relationship.

But I can’t face the thought, and as I lie there, watching Freya’s contented face, her eyes squeezed shut against the morning light, I try to work out why. It’s not because of what happened with Luc, or not just because of that. It’s not even because I’m angry with Owen, for I’m not any more. What happened last night has somehow lanced my fury, made me face the ways I’ve been betraying him all these years.

It’s because anything I say now will just be more lies. I can’t tell him the truth, not now, and not just because of the risk to his career and the betrayal of the others. But to do that would be to admit to him what I’ve already admitted to myself – that our relationship was built on the lies I’ve been telling myself for the past seventeen years.

I need time. Time to work out what to do, how I feel about him. How I feel about myself.

But where do I go, while I figure this out? I have friends – plenty of them – but none where I could turn up with my baby and my bags and no end for my stay in sight.

Fatima would say yes in a heartbeat, I know she would. But I can’t do that to her, in her crowded, chaotic house. For a week, maybe. Not longer.

And Thea’s rented studio flat is out of the question.

My other friends are married, with babies of their own. Their spare rooms – if they have any – are needed for grandparents and au pairs and live-in nannies.

My brother, Will? But he lives in Manchester, and he has his own wife and twin boys, in a two-bedroom flat.

No. There is only one place I could go, if it’s not home.

My mobile phone is beside me on the pillow, and I pick it up, and scroll through the numbers until my finger hovers over his contact. Dad.

He has room, God knows. In his six-bedroom place up near Aviemore, where he lives alone. I remember what Will said last time he came back from visiting. ‘He’s lonely, Isa. He’d love for you and Owen to come and stay.’

But somehow there has never been time. It’s too far for a weekend – the train journey alone is nine hours. And before I had Freya there was always something – work, annual leave, DIY on the flat. And then later, getting ready for the baby, and then after Freya was born, the logistics of travelling with a newborn … or a baby … or soon a toddler.

He came down to meet Freya when she was born, of course. But I realise, with a pang that hurts my heart, I have not been up to see him for nearly … six years? Can that be right? It seems impossible, but I think it must be. And then only because a friend was getting married in Inverness, and it seemed rude not to call in when we were so near.

It’s not him, that’s what I want him to understand. I love him – I always have done. But his grief, the gaping hole left after my mother died – it’s too close to my own. Seeing his grief, year after year, it only magnifies my own. My mother was the glue that held us together. Now, without her, there are only people in pain, unable to heal each other.

But he would say yes. And more than yes, I think. He – alone of everyone – would be glad.

It’s gone seven when I finally dress, pick up Freya and go down to the kitchen. Through the tall windows overlooking the Reach, I can see the tide is low – almost as low as it will go. The Reach is just a deep runnel in the centre of the channel, the wide banks exposed, the sand clicking and sucking as it dries and all the little creatures – the clams and oysters and lugworms – retreat and shore up until the tide turns.

Kate is still in bed – or at least she hasn’t yet come down – and I can’t help a shudder of relief when I realise Freya and I are alone. As I touch the coffee pot – checking for any vestigial warmth – I find myself looking up to the turn of the stair, where I saw her face last night, ghost-white in the darkness. I’m not sure I will ever forget it – the sight of her standing there, watching us. What was her expression? Anger? Horror? Something else?

I run my hands through my hair – try to attribute a motive I can understand to her actions. Kate neither likes nor trusts Luc – and it’s plain now that that feeling is mutual. But why stand there in the dark like that? Why not call out, stop me from making whatever mistake she thought I was committing?

Why stand there in the shadows like she had something to hide?

One thing is plain, I can’t stay here – not after last night. Not just because of Luc’s warnings, but because the trust between me and Kate is gone. Whether I destroyed it with my actions last night, or whether it was Kate and her lies, it doesn’t matter.

What matters is that part of the bedrock of my life has cracked and broken, and I feel the foundations I’ve built my adult self on shifting and creaking. I no longer know what to believe. I no longer know what to say if I’m questioned by police. The narrative I thought I knew has been ripped and broken – and there is nothing to take its place except doubt and mistrust.

Today is Wednesday. I will go back to London on the first train I can catch, pack my bags while Owen is at work, and leave for Scotland. I can call Fatima and Thea from there. It’s only when a tear runs down my nose and splashes onto Freya’s head that I realise I am crying.

No one at Rick’s Rides picks up when I call, and at last I load the bags onto Freya’s buggy and wheel her out into the cool sunshine. I bump the buggy barefoot across the rickety bridge, and shove my feet into my shoes which are still there on the far side, like strange flotsam and jetsam. Beside them is a print of two larger soles – the imprint of Luc’s shoes – and I can see his footprints trail across the shore, and disappear into the muddy confusion of the track.

I let myself out of the gate, and begin the long walk to the station, talking to Freya as I go – anything to distract myself from the reality of last night and the mess of what’s facing me in London.

I’m just turning onto the main road, when I hear the hiss of gravel and a horn beeps from behind me, making me jump. I swing round, my heart thumping – and see an ancient black Renault, coming to a halt on the verge.

The driver’s window winds slowly down, and an iron-grey head looks out, unsmiling.

‘Mary!’

‘Didn’t mean to scare you.’ Her strong, bare arm rests on the window, the hairs dark against the pale skin. Her perpetually grubby nails tap the paintwork. ‘On your way to the station?

I nod and she says, as a statement, without asking for my opinion, ‘I’ll give you a lift.’

‘Thanks,’ I say awkwardly, ‘but –’ I’m about to use the car seat as an excuse, but then my eyes drop to the pram, where Freya is snuggled into the car-seat adaptor. Mary raises one eyebrow.

‘But?’

‘B-but … I don’t want to put you to any trouble,’ I say weakly.

‘Don’t be soft,’ she says shortly, swinging open the back passenger door. ‘Get in.’

Somehow I can’t find another excuse, and I strap Freya into the rear seat and then walk around to the front passenger door and climb silently in. Mary puts the car into gear with a coughing rasp, and we begin to pick up speed.

We drive in silence for perhaps a quarter of a mile, but as we round the corner to the level crossing over the railway, I see the lights are flashing, and the barriers are coming down. A train is about to pass.

‘Damn,’ Mary says, and lets the car glide to a halt in front of the barrier. She switches off the ignition.

‘Oh no. Does this mean I’m going to miss the train?’

‘This’ll be the northbound train for London, they’ve closed for. It’ll be cutting it very fine to get there. But you might be lucky. Sometimes they wait, if they’re ahead of themselves.’

I bite my lip. I have nothing I need to get back for, but the thought of waiting at the station for half an hour with Mary is not a good one.

The silence in the car grows, broken only by Freya’s snuffles from the back seat, and then Mary speaks, breaking the quiet.

‘Terrible news, about the body.’

I shift in my seat, moving the seat belt away from my throat where it has ridden up, and somehow grown tight.

‘H-how do you mean? The identification?’

‘Yes, although I don’t think anyone round here was surprised. There wasn’t many thought Ambrose would have left his children like that. He was devoted to those kids, would have walked through fire for them. A little local scandal? I don’t think he’d have even cared, much less scarpered and left his kids to deal with the fallout.’ She taps the rotting rubber of the steering wheel, and with an impatient gesture sweeps back a frond of grey hair that’s fallen out of her pigtail. ‘But it was more the post-mortem I was thinking of.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Haven’t you heard?’ She casts me a quick glance, and then shrugs. ‘Maybe it’s not in the papers yet. I hear stuff early sometimes, what with my Mark being one of the boys. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you, just in case.’

She pauses, enjoying the moment of power, and I grit my teeth, knowing that she wants to be begged for her insider information. I don’t want to give in to her. But I have to know. I must know.

‘You can’t leave me hanging like that,’ I say, doing my best to keep my voice light and casual. ‘I mean, I don’t want you to break any confidences, but if Mark didn’t tell you to keep it under wraps …?’

‘Well, it’s true he normally only tells me things if it’s about to be released anyway …’ she drawls. She bites her fingernail, spits out a fragment, and then seems to make up her mind, or tire of playing with me. ‘The post-mortem found traces of heroin in a bottle in his jacket. Oral overdose, they’re saying.’

‘Oral overdose?’ I frown. ‘But … that makes no sense.’

‘Exactly,’ Mary Wren says. Through her open window I can hear the sound of a distant train, growing closer. ‘Ex-addict like him? If he wanted to kill himself he’d have injected the stuff, of course he would. But then, like I said, I never did believe that Ambrose would leave those kids of his own accord – it makes no more sense for him to kill himself than run away. I’m not one for gossip –’ she brings out the lie without so much as a blush – ‘so I’ve kept my thoughts to myself. But in my mind, I never thought it was anything else.’

‘Anything else than … what?’ I say, and suddenly my voice is hoarse, sticking in my throat.

Mary smiles at me, a wide smile, showing stained yellow teeth, like tombstones in her mouth. Then she leans closer, her cigarette breath hot and rank against my face and whispers.

‘I never thought it was anything but murder.’






SHE SITS BACK, watching my reaction, seeming almost to enjoy my floundering, and as I scrabble frantically for the right words to say in response to something like that, a thought flashes through my mind – has Mary known the truth all this time?

‘I – I –’

She gives her slow, malicious smile, and then turns to glance up the track. The train is coming closer. It sounds its horn, and the lights at the level crossing blink with a maddening regularity.

My face is stiff with trying not to show my reaction, but I manage to speak.

‘I find that … I find that hard to believe though, don’t you? Why would someone murder Ambrose?’

She shrugs, her huge shoulders rising and falling heavily.

‘You tell me. But it’s easier to believe than the idea of him killing hisself and leaving those kids to fend for themselves. Like I said, he would have walked through fire for them, especially that Kate. Not that she deserved it, little bitch.’

My mouth falls open.

‘What did you say?’

‘I said he’d have walked through fire for his kids,’ she says. She is openly laughing at me. ‘What did you think I said?’

I feel anger flare, and suddenly the suspicions I’ve been having of Kate seem like vile gossip. Am I really going to let rumour and innuendo turn me against one of my oldest friends?

‘You’ve never liked her, have you?’ I say flatly, crossing my arms over my chest. ‘You’d be delighted if she were questioned over this.’

‘Truth be told? I would,’ Mary says.

‘Why?’ It comes out like a plaintive cry, like the voice of the child I used to be. ‘Why do you hate her so much?’

‘I don’t hate her. But she’s no better than she ought to be, the little slut. Nor are the rest of you.’

Little slut? For a moment I’m not sure if I’ve heard right. But I know from her face that I have, and I find my tongue, my voice shaking with anger.

‘What did you call her?’

‘You heard me.’

‘You don’t believe those disgusting rumours about Ambrose, do you? How can you think something like that? He was your friend!’

‘About Ambrose?’ She raises one eyebrow, and her lip curls. ‘Not him. He was trying to stop it. That’s why he was trying to get them away from each other.’

I feel suddenly cold all over. So it’s true. Thea was right. Ambrose was sending Kate away.

‘What – what do you mean? Stop what?’

‘You mean you don’t know?’ She gives a short hacking laugh, quite mirthless, like the bark of a dog. ‘Ha. Your precious friend was sleeping with her own brother. That’s what Ambrose knew, that’s why he was trying to get them away from each other. I went over to the Mill the night he told her, but I could hear her outside the door, before I even knocked. Screaming at him, she was. Throwing things. Calling him names you wouldn’t think a girl of that age would know. Bastard this and heartless cunt that. Please don’t do it, she says, think about what you’re doing. And then, when that doesn’t work, that she’ll make him regret it, a threat to his face, bold as you like. I got out of there as quick as I could and left them to it, hammer and tongs, but I heard that right enough. And then the very next night, he vanishes. You tell me what I should think, Miss Butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth. What should I think, when my good friend disappears, and his daughter doesn’t report him missing for weeks, and then his bones surface in a shallow grave? You tell me.’

But I can’t tell her anything. I can’t speak. I can only sit, gasping, and then suddenly blood rushes back into my fingers and I find myself scrabbling for my seat belt, yanking at the door, snatching Freya out of the back seat as the train thunders past, its speed like a scream in my face.

As I slam the car door with shaking hands she leans across, her deep rasping voice carrying easily above the roar of the train.

‘There’s blood on that girl’s hands, and not just sheep’s blood neither.’

‘How –’ I manage, but my throat is stiff and closing, and the words choke me. But Mary doesn’t wait for me to finish. The lights stop flashing and the barriers begin to lift, and even as I stand there, gaping, the car’s engine roars into life jolting across the tracks.

I can’t let it go on … it’s all wrong.

I am still standing there, trying to process what she’s said, when the lights begin to flash again, signalling the southbound train.

I still have time to cross. I could run after Mary, accost her at the station, demand to know what she meant.

But I think I know already.

It’s all wrong.

Or I could catch the next train, just me and Freya. In two hours I could be back in London, safe, forgetting about all of this.

There’s blood on her hands.

Instead I turn the pram around, and I head back. Back to the Tide Mill.


KATE IS OUT when I get back to the Mill, and this time I make sure of it. Shadow’s lead is missing from the peg by the door, but I leave nothing to chance. I check every room, right up to the attic. Kate’s room. Ambrose’s room.

The door is unlocked, and when I push it open, my heart stutters in my chest for it is just like it was when Ambrose was here, barely a paintbrush out of place. It feels like him. It smells like him – a mix of turps and cigarettes and oil paints. Even the throw over the battered divan is the same as I remember, worn blue and white with a faded pattern like floral china. Only now it is fraying at the edges, and even more sun-bleached.

It is when I turn to go that I see it. There, above the desk, is the handwritten sign. You’re never an ex-addict, you’re just an addict who hasn’t had a fix in a while.

Oh, Ambrose.

My throat tightens, and I feel a kind of furious determination flood through me, blotting out my selfish fear. I will find out the truth. And not just for my own self-protection, but to avenge a man that I loved – a man who gave me shelter and comfort and compassion at a time in my life when I needed those things most.

I cannot say that Ambrose was the father I never had, because, unlike Luc, I had a father – just one that was grieving and hurting and fighting his own battles. But Ambrose was the father I needed that year – present, loving, endlessly understanding.

I will always love him for that. And the thought of his death, and my part in it, makes me angry in a way that I have never felt before. Angry enough to ignore the voices in my head telling me to leave, turn round, go back to London. Angry enough to drag Freya back somewhere she may not be completely safe.

I am angry enough not to care about any of that any more.

I am as angry as Luc.

When I’ve finished checking every room, I run back down the rickety stairs, and go to the dresser, praying that Kate hasn’t thought of this and hidden it in my absence.

But she hasn’t.

There, in the drawer where she took it out for me only yesterday, is the sheaf of papers tied with a red string.

I riffle through them, my hands shaking, until I get to the brown envelope, marked Kate.

I take it out. And for the first time in seventeen years, I read Ambrose Atagon’s suicide note.


My darling Kate, it reads, in Ambrose’s characteristic looping hand.

I am so sorry, I’m so very, very sorry to be leaving you like this – I wanted to see you grow up, to see you grow into the person I know you will be; strong, loving, responsible and selfless. I wanted to hold your child on my knee as I once held you – and I am so terribly sorry that I can’t do any of these things. I was foolish not to see where my actions would lead, so now I am doing the only thing I can to make things right. I am doing this so that no one else will have to suffer.

Don’t blame anyone else, my sweet. I have made my decision and I’m at peace with it, and please know, darling Kate, that I am making this decision with love – it’s a father’s role to protect his children, and so I am doing the last thing, the only thing, I can do to protect mine. I don’t want anyone to live in a prison of guilt, so go on: live, love, be happy, never look back. And above all, don’t let this all be in vain.

I love you.

        Dad



There is a lump in my throat when I finish reading, a pain so hard and sharp that I can hardly swallow back the tears that are threatening to flood the page.

Because at last, seventeen years too late, I think I understand.

I understand what Ambrose was trying to tell Kate, and the sacrifice that he made. Don’t blame yourself. I am doing the only thing I can to protect you. I am making this decision with love. Don’t let it be in vain.

Oh God. Oh Ambrose. None of this makes any sense. What did you do?

My fingers are shaking as I take out my phone and text Fatima and Thea.

I need you. Please come. Hampton’s Lee, 6pm?

And then I put the letter into my pocket and I get myself and Freya out of that place as fast as I can. And I don’t look back.




IT IS 6.38, and the little coffee shop on the London-bound platform at Hampton’s Lee has shut up, drawing the curtains across the window and turning the sign to closed. Freya is sheltered by her pram and the sensible emergency fleece I shoved into the basket underneath, but she is bored and grizzling, and I am shivering in my summer dress, my fingers wrapped around goosebumped upper arms as I walk back and forth, back and forth, trying vainly to keep my blood moving.

Are they coming? They hadn’t texted by 4 p.m., but then my phone ran out of charge – too long in the beachfront cafe at Westridge, nervously checking my messages, refreshing my emails, waiting for their response.

When I sent the text I had no doubt at all that they would come. But now … now I’m not sure. And yet I don’t dare leave. Without my phone, I can’t text them another meeting point. What if they come and I’m not here?

I have reached the far end of the platform, and I turn and walk back, really shivering now, trying to ignore Freya’s increasingly fretful grousing. 18:44 says the clock above the ticket office. When should I give up?

The platform is deserted, but a far-off sound makes me cock my head, listening. It’s a train. A southbound train.

‘The train stopping at platform … two … is the delayed 18:12 from London Victoria,’ says the robotic voice of the announcer. ‘The front seven carriages only will be continuing to West Bay Sands, stopping at Westridge, Salten, Riding and West Bay Sands. Passengers for Westridge, Salten, Riding and West Bay Sands please use the front seven carriages only.’

I make up my mind. If they’re not on this train then I’ll get on board and head south myself to Salten, and phone them from there.

My fingers close over the envelope in my pocket.

Oh, Kate. How could you lie to us like that?

The train is getting closer … and closer … and at last there is the hiss of pneumatic brakes and the noise of wheels on rails, and it grinds to a halt. Doors open, people are getting out, and I scan frantically up and down the platform, looking for the little-and-large combination of Fatima and Thea. Where are they?

There is a beeping noise and the doors slide shut. My heart is thumping in my chest. If I’m going to go back to Salten, I have to go now. There won’t be another train for an hour. Where are they?

I hesitate a moment longer … and then I take a step forward, press the ‘Open’ button, just as the guard blows his whistle.

It doesn’t respond. I press it harder, banging it with my fist. Nothing happens. The door stays closed.

‘Stand well back,’ the guard calls, and the engine whine grows louder.

Shit. I have spent two long, cold hours on this platform and they’re not here, and now I’m stuck for another hour.

The train noise grows deafening, and it slides imperviously out of the station, ignoring my shout of ‘You absolute fucker!’ to the guard, who wouldn’t be able to hear it anyway above the sound of the engine.

There are hot tears on my face, chilling in the backdraught of the train’s passing, and then I hear a voice from behind me.

‘Fucker yourself, bitch.’

I whip round, and then my jaw drops, and I begin laughing – a kind of hysterical combination of tears and relief. Thea!

For a minute I can’t speak, I just hug her, gripping her neck. She smells of cigarettes … and gin, I realise, with a twinge of foreboding. I feel the crunch of a can in her coat pocket, and I know without looking it will be one of those pre-mixed G&Ts you can buy at Marks & Spencer.

‘Where’s Fatima?’ I ask.

‘Didn’t you get her text?’

I shake my head.

‘My phone’s out of charge.’

‘She can’t get away from the surgery until half five but she’s coming down on the train after mine. I said we’d find a place to talk, text her where to come.’

‘OK.’ I rub my arms. ‘Good plan. Oh, Thee, I’m so glad you’re here. Where shall we go?’

‘Let’s go to the pub.’

I look at Thea, at the way she’s concentrating slightly too hard on articulating her words.

‘Can we not?’ I say at last. ‘I – it’s not really fair on Fatima.’

I feel a twinge of guilt at using her as an excuse, although it’s true, I don’t think she would want to hang out in a bar.

‘Oh for fuck’s sake.’ Thea rolls her eyes. ‘All right then, we’ll go and get fish and chips. Assuming the Fat Fryer is still there.’

It is. In fact nothing has changed, from the lime-green melamine counter, to the stainless-steel display cabinets, where golden cod and battered sausages sit lined up in rows.

‘Pick a Pukka Pie’ reads the faded open-and-closed sign on the door, just as it always used to, seventeen years ago, and I wonder – do Pukka Pies still exist, even?

As we push open the door, a wave of warm, vinegar-scented air washes over me and I breathe it in, feeling the coldness begin to leach out of my bones. Freya has fallen asleep on the way to the chip shop, and I park the pram by one of the plastic tables and go and study the menu with Thea.

‘Portion of chips, please,’ she says at last to the red-faced, sweating man behind the counter.

‘Wrapped, or open?’

‘To have here, please.’

‘Salt and vinegar?’

She nods, and the man shakes it on, a shower of salt that skitters across the melamine, like snow, over the two pound coins Thea has slid onto the counter.

‘You can’t have just chips, Thee,’ I say, knowing I’m sounding like a mum, but not able to help myself. ‘That’s not a proper dinner.’

‘It’s two of the major food groups,’ Thea says defiantly, taking the chips back to the table and pulling an unopened can of G&T out of her pocket.

‘No alcohol,’ the man says crossly, and he points to a sign on the wall saying Only food and drink purchased from the Fat Fryer may be consumed on these premises. Thea sighs and slips the can back into her pocket.

‘All right. I’ll have a water. Can you pay for it, Isa? I’ll give you the money.’

‘I think I can stretch to a water,’ I say. ‘I’ll have … um … battered haddock please. And a small chips. And a side portion of mushy peas. Bottle of still water for my friend. Oh, and a Coke.’

‘Ugh,’ Thea says, as I slide into the seat opposite her and open up the peas. ‘Gross. Like snot in a pot.’

The chips are perfect: hot and slightly limp with vinegar, zinging with salt. I dip one into the peas and then bite into it, feeling it squish creamily against the roof of my mouth.

‘Oh my God these are good. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I like triple lard-cooked gastro chips as much as anyone … but proper seaside chips …’

Thea nods, but she’s not really eating. She’s picking at her chips, pushing them around, turning the paper wrapping translucent with fat as she presses them into the absorbent paper.

‘Thea, you’re not trying to soak the fat out of the chips, are you? You realise they’re chips? They’re fried. That’s kind of the point.’

‘Nah,’ Thea says, but she doesn’t look at me. ‘Just not that hungry.’

I shut my mouth, and for a minute I’m back at school, watching helplessly as the school nurse calls Thea in for the weekly weight check, and she comes back spitting and raging about threats to call her dad if she loses any more weight.

I wish more than anything that Fatima were here. She would know what to say.

‘Thee,’ I say. ‘Thee … you have to eat.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ she says again, and this time she pushes the paper of chips away, and her jaw juts dangerously as she looks at me across the table. ‘I lost my job, OK?’

What? I’m not sure if I’ve said the words aloud, or just thought them, but Thea replies as if I have spoken.

‘I lost my job. They sacked me.’

‘Because of … all this?’

She just shrugs, her mouth twisting unhappily.

‘Because my mind wasn’t on it, I guess. Fuck ’em.’

I am groping for what I should say – what I can say – when Freya gulps, stirs and wakens. She holds up her arms to be picked up and I pull her out of the buggy straps and into my lap, where she smiles up gummily at me and Thea, looking from one face to another, her eyes darting back and forth. I can see her little mind working … mother … not mother. Mother … not mother.

Her eyes are wide, entranced by it all – the bright chrome counter, Thea’s wide hoop earrings, flashing in the fluorescent lights. Thea reaches out a tentative hand to touch her cheek – and then the bell above the shop door pings, and we turn to see Fatima slip inside, grinning, although she looks tired and worried beneath the smiles.

‘Fatima!’ I stand, giddy with relief, and give her a crushing hug. She hugs me back, and then leans down to hug Thea, and slides into the seat next to her.

‘Have a chip,’ Thea says, pushing the paper across to her, but Fatima shakes her head, a little ruefully.

‘Ramadan, innit? Started last week.’

‘So you’re just going to sit there and watch us eat?’ Thea says with incredulity. Fatima nods, and Thea rolls her eyes. I bite down the urge to tell her she can hardly talk.

‘Them’s the breaks,’ Fatima says matter-of-factly. ‘Anyway … I have to get back for prayers and iftar –’ she looks at her watch as she speaks – ‘which doesn’t give me much time before the train back, so can we cut to the chase?’

‘Yeah, spit it out, Isa,’ Thea says. She takes a sip of water, eyeing me above the bottle. ‘I’m hoping it was something pretty fucking special to drag us down here.’

I swallow.

‘I don’t know if special is the right word. But it’s important.’

I need you. Those three little words, which we never used except in direst straits. She whistles, and you come running, like dogs.

‘It’s this.’

I shift Freya to my other arm, fish the envelope out of my pocket and push it across the table towards them.

It’s Fatima who picks it up, and her face is puzzled.

‘This is addressed to Kate. Wait –’ She slips a finger inside the ripped top, and checks inside, and her face pales as she looks up at me. ‘It’s not …?’

‘It’s not what?’ Thea twitches it out of her fingers, and then when she recognises the handwriting on the note inside her face changes. They are so unlike, so polar opposite in every way, rosy, bird-like little Fatima with her dark, watchful eyes and quick smile, and thin, sulky Thee, all bones and fags and heels. But their expressions, in that instant, are exactly the same – a mix of horror, shock and foreboding.

I could almost laugh at the similarity – if it weren’t for the fact that there is nothing, nothing funny about this situation at all.

‘Read it,’ I say, keeping my voice low, and as they pull the thin, fragile sheet out of the envelope and begin to scan down the page, I tell them, very quietly, about what Mary Wren told me. About the argument. I even tell them – my face flushing with defiant shame – about that night with me and Luc, and looking over his shoulder to find Kate there in the darkness, silently watching us both, her face a stone mask of horror.

I tell them about what it was that Ambrose found so sick and wrong. About Kate sleeping with Luc.

And finally I tell them about the bottle. About what Mark told Mary. About the heroin they have found in the bottle of wine.

‘An oral overdose?’ Fatima’s voice is a whisper, even though the bubble of the fryers drowns our conversation. ‘But, that makes no sense. It’s a stupid way to commit suicide, incredibly chancy – the dose would be really hard to calculate, and it’d take a long, long time. Plus it’s easily reversible with Naloxone. Why wouldn’t he just inject it? With his tolerance down, he’d be dead within minutes, with no chance of being revived.’

‘Read that note,’ I whisper back. ‘Read it from the perspective of a man who has just been poisoned by his child. Now do you see what I’m saying?’

I’m hoping against hope that they will tell me I’m being crazy, paranoid. That Kate would never hurt Ambrose. That being separated from the boy you love and being sent away is an absurd motive for murder.

But they don’t. They just stare at me, faces pale and frightened. And then Fatima manages to speak.

‘Yes,’ she says, and there’s a catch in her voice. ‘Yes. I see. Oh my God. What have we done?’



‘YOU GOING TO order something?’

We look up, all of us, at the man in the grease-stained apron standing with his hands on his hips at the end of the table.

‘Pardon?’ Thea says, in her best cut-glass accent.

‘I says –’ he enunciates his words with exaggerated care, as though for the hard of hearing – ‘are you ladies going to order any more food? Well over an hour, you’ve been sitting there taking up table space and she –’ he jerks his thumb at Fatima – ‘ain’t ordered so much as a cup of tea.’

‘Over an hour?’ Fatima jumps up, looks at her watch with horror, and then her shoulders slump. ‘Oh no, I can’t believe it. It’s quarter to nine. I’ve missed the train. Excuse me.’ She pushes past the man in the greasy apron. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to phone Ali.’

Outside the fish-shop window, she paces up and down, snatches of conversation filtering through the door as customers come and go. So sorry, I hear. Emergency … and really didn’t think it would take …

Thee and I gather up our things, and I strap Freya into her pram. Thea scoops up Fatima’s handbag along with her own, while I pick up the chips that Freya was playing with, gumming them mercilessly into pulp, before she threw them on the floor.

Outside Fatima is still talking.

‘I know. I’m so sorry, hon. Tell Ammi I’m sorry, and kiss the kids for me. Love you.’

She hangs up, her face twisted with disappointment.

‘Ugh, I’m such an idiot.’

‘You couldn’t go back, though,’ Thea says, and Fatima sighs.

‘I guess not. I suppose we’re really going to do this?’

‘Do what?’ I ask, but I know, before she answers, what she’s going to say.

‘We have to put this to Kate, don’t we? I mean, if we’re wrong –’

‘I bloody hope we are,’ Thea puts in grimly.

‘If we’re wrong,’ Fatima says again, ‘she has the right to defend herself. There could be a million ways to read that letter.’

I nod, but in truth I’m not sure there are a million ways. With Mary’s revelations fresh in my mind, the only way I can see it is a father trying to keep his child out of prison, knowing his own life is forfeit and doing the one thing he can do to keep her safe.

I’ve read the note again and again, more times than Fatima has, more times than I can count, watching the way the words trail away into illegibility, following the progress of the drug in Ambrose’s straggling letters. I read it on the train up from Salten, and during the long wait at Hampton’s Lee. I read it while my own daughter lolled against my breast, her rosebud mouth open, her halting breath cobweb-soft against my skin, and I can only see it one way.

It is a father saving his child, and telling her to make his sacrifice worthwhile.



IT IS NEARLY ten when we get to the Mill, a journey full of delays, of waiting for trains, of watching Fatima break her fast on a station platform, when I know she would rather be with her family.

At Salten there’s more waiting while we call Rick and wait for him to complete another job, but at last we are ensconced in the back of his cab, Freya chewing her chubby knuckles in her car seat, Thea fidgeting beside me, biting at her bloodied nails, Fatima in the front, staring unseeingly into the night.

I know they are going through the same disbelieving round-and-round I have been running all day. If this is true, what did we do? And what does it mean for us all?

Losing our jobs … that would be bad enough. But accessory to murder? We could be looking at custodial sentences. Fatima and I could lose our kids. If this is true, will anyone in their right minds believe that we didn’t know what we were doing?

I try to imagine myself in a prison visiting room, Owen’s pinched face as he hands Freya over to a mother she barely recognises.

But my imagination fails – the only thing I know about prison is culled from Orange Is the New Black. I can’t accept that this is happening. Not to me. Not to us.

Rick goes as far as he can down the track before the wheels begin to spin, and then he lets us out and backs carefully up to the road, while we make our long, slow way down the track towards the Mill.

My heart is thumping. It looks as if the electricity is still out, but I can see a light flickering in Kate’s window. It’s not the steady stream of a bulb, though, but the soft uncertainty of a lamp, flickering a little as the curtains blow in the breeze.

As we get closer I realise I’m holding my breath, half expecting a repeat of the flooded bridge, but high tide won’t be for another few hours, and the walkway is still just clear of the rising waters. As we cross the rickety planks I see from Fatima and Thea’s faces what they are thinking – that if the waters rise, we may be stuck here for the night.

At last, though, we are assembled on the shrinking strip of muddy sand outside the door of the Mill.

‘Ready?’ Thea says, in a low voice and I shrug.

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Come on,’ Fatima says. She raises her fist, and for the first time I can remember, we knock on the Mill door, and wait for Kate to come and let us in.

‘You! What are you all doing here?’

Kate’s face, as she sees us all gathered on the doorstep, is surprised, but she stands back to let us in, and we file past into the darkness of the living room.

The only light is from the moonlight striking off the high waters outside the windows overlooking the Reach, and from the oil lamp in Kate’s hand, and as I pass her I get a flashback to her white face peering out from the shadows, watching me and Luc on the couch, and I cannot help but flinch.

‘The electricity’s still out,’ she says, her voice strange and detached. ‘Let me find some candles.’

I watch her as she hunts through the dresser, and my hand on the handle of Freya’s pram is trembling, I notice. Are we really going to do this? Accuse one of our oldest friends of killing her father?

‘Do you want to put Freya down in the back bedroom?’ Kate says over her shoulder, and I open my mouth to say no, but then nod. I don’t suppose we will be staying the night – not after we say what we’ve come to say – but there will be a scene either way, and I don’t want Freya mixed up in it.

I unclip the car-seat attachment from the pram, and then tell Fatima in a low voice, ‘I’ll be back in a sec. Wait for me.’

Freya slumbers on as I carry her carefully up the stairs to Luc’s room, and stays asleep as I deposit her gently on the floor and pull the door so it’s just ajar.

My heart is hammering as I walk back down to the ground floor.

The candles are lit, dotted around the place on saucers, and as I reach the sofa where Fatima and Thea are sitting, hands clasped anxiously around their knees, Kate straightens.

‘What’s all this in aid of?’ she asks mildly.

I open my mouth – but I don’t know what to say. My tongue is dry, sticking to the roof of my mouth, and my cheeks feel hot with shame, although I don’t know what, exactly, I’m ashamed of. My own cowardice, maybe?

‘Fuck, I’m getting a drink,’ Thea mutters. She picks up the bottle that’s on the sideboard and fills a whiskey tumbler. The liquid glints, black as oil in the candlelight as she knocks it back and wipes her mouth. ‘Isa? Kate?’

‘Yes please,’ I say, my voice shaking a little. Maybe it will help steady my nerves, help me to do this horrible, necessary thing.

Thea pours a glass, and as I swallow it back, feeling the roughness against my throat, I realise, I don’t know which is worse – the prospect that we’re wrong, and about to betray two decades of friendship on a misguided hunch. Or the idea that we’re right.

In the end it’s Fatima who stands up. She takes Kate’s hands, and I’m reminded once again of the steel beneath her compassion.

‘Kate,’ she says, and her voice is very low. ‘Honey, we came here tonight to ask you something. Maybe you’ve already guessed what it is?’

‘I don’t know.’ Kate’s face is suddenly wary. She pulls her hand away from Fatima and draws up a chair to sit opposite the sofa. I have a sudden image of her as a plaintiff and us as a panel of judges, grilling her, passing sentence. ‘Why don’t you tell me?’

‘Kate,’ I force myself to speak. It was me who brought my suspicions to the others – the least I can do is say them to her face. ‘Kate, I met Mary Wren on the way to the station earlier. She – she told me something that the police have discovered. Something I didn’t know.’ I swallow. Something is constricting my throat. ‘She – she said …’ I swallow again, and then force myself to say it in a rush, like ripping off a bandage, stuck to a wound. ‘She said that the police have discovered heroin in the wine bottle Ambrose was drinking from. She said that the overdose was oral. She said they’re not looking at suicide but – but –’

But I can’t finish.

It’s Thea who says it finally. She looks up at Kate from beneath the curtain of her long fringe, and the lamplight throws her face into shadows so that it looks so much like a skull, gleaming in the darkness, that I shudder.

‘Kate,’ she says bluntly, ‘did you kill your father?’

‘What makes you think that?’ Kate says, still in that oddly calm voice. Her face in the circle of lamplight is blank, almost sur-really so, compared to the naked pain on Fatima’s and Thea’s. ‘He overdosed.’

‘An oral overdose?’ I burst out. ‘Kate, you know that’s ridiculous. It’s a stupid way to commit suicide. Why would he do it when he had his works right there, ready to inject? And –’ and here my heart fails me, and I feel a stab of even greater guilt at what I’ve done, but I force myself on. ‘And there’s this.’

And I take the note out of my pocket, and throw it down on the table.

‘We read it, Kate. We read it seventeen years ago but I didn’t understand it until today. It’s not a suicide note, is it? It’s the note of a man who has been poisoned by his own child, and is trying to keep her out of prison. It’s a note telling you what to do – to go on, not to look back, to make his final action worthwhile. How could you, Kate? Is it true you were sleeping with Luc? Is that why you did it, because Ambrose was splitting you up?’

Kate sighs. She shuts her eyes, and puts her long slim hands to her face, pressing them against her forehead. And then she looks up at us all, and her face is very sad.

‘Yes,’ she says at last. ‘Yes it’s true. It’s all true.’

‘What?’ Thea explodes. She stands up, knocking over her glass so that it smashes on the floor, red wine seeping across the boards. ‘What? You’re going to sit there and tell us that you dragged us into covering up a murder? I don’t believe you!’

‘What don’t you believe?’ Kate says. She looks up at Thea, her blue eyes very steady.

‘I don’t believe any of it! You were fucking Luc? Ambrose was sending you away? And you killed him for it?’

‘It’s true,’ Kate says. She looks away, out of the window, and I see the muscles in her throat move as she swallows convulsively. ‘Luc and I … I know Dad thought of us as brother and sister, but I barely remembered him. When he came back from France, it was like … it was like falling in love. And it seemed so right, that’s what Dad couldn’t get. He loved me, he needed me. And Dad –’ She swallows again, and shuts her eyes. ‘You would have thought we really were brother and sister from the way he acted. The way he looked at me when he told me …’ She is looking across the Reach, towards the headland, beyond which lies a tent surrounded by police tape. ‘I’ve never felt dirty before. And I felt it then.’

‘What did you do, Kate?’ Fatima’s voice is low and shaking, as if she can’t believe what she’s hearing. ‘I want to hear it from you, step by step.’

Kate looks up at that. Her chin goes up, and she speaks almost defiantly, as if she’s made up her mind, at last, to face the inevitable.

‘I bunked off school that Friday, and I went home. Dad was out, and Luc was at school, and I poured the whole of his stash into that red wine he kept beneath the sink. There was only one glass left in the bottle, and I knew Luc wouldn’t drink it – he was out that night, in Hampton’s Lee. And it was always the first thing Dad did on a Friday night – come home, pour himself a glass of wine, throw it back – do you remember?’ She gives a shaking laugh. ‘And then I went back to school, and I waited.’

‘You dragged us into this.’ Thea’s voice is hoarse. ‘You got us to cover up a murder, and you’re not even going to say sorry?’

‘Of course I’m sorry!’ Kate cries, and for the first time her weird calm cracks, and I get a glimpse of the girl I recognise beneath, as anguished as the rest of us. ‘You think I’m not sorry? You think I haven’t spent seventeen years in agony over what I made you do?’

‘How could you do it, Kate?’ I say. My throat is raw with pain, and I think I may sob at any moment. ‘How could you? Not us – him. Ambrose. How could you? Not because he was sending you away, surely? I can’t believe it!’

‘Then don’t believe it,’ Kate says. Her voice is shaking.

‘We deserve to know,’ Fatima snarls. ‘We deserve to know the truth, Kate!’

‘There’s nothing else I can tell you,’ Kate says, but there’s an edge of desperation in her voice now. Her chest is rising and falling and Shadow patters over, not understanding her distress, and butts his head against her. ‘I can’t –’ she says, and then seems to choke. ‘I – I can’t –’

And then she jumps up and walks to the window overlooking the Reach. She steps out with Shadow at her heels, and slams it behind her.

Thea makes as if to go after her, but Fatima catches at her arm.

‘Leave her,’ she says. ‘She’s at breaking point. If you go after her now, she’s liable to do something stupid.’

‘What?’ Thea spits. ‘Like throw me in the Reach too? Fuck. How could we be so stupid? No wonder Luc hates her – he knew all along. He knew, and he said nothing!’

‘He loved her,’ I say, thinking of his face that night when we saw Kate standing at the corner of the stairs – the mix of triumph and agony in his eyes. They both turn to me, as if they’d forgotten I was there, huddled in the corner of the sofa. ‘I think he still does, in spite of everything. But living with that – with that knowledge all these years –’

I stop. I put my hands to my face.

‘She killed him,’ I say, trying to make myself believe it, understand it. ‘She killed her own father. She didn’t even try to deny it.’

We are still sitting there much later, when there is a noise from the window, and Kate comes back inside. Her feet are wet. The tide has risen, covering the jetty, and the wind has picked up, and I see that her hair is speckled with rain. A storm is coming.

Her face, though, is back to that unsettling calm as she clicks the window shut behind her, and puts a sandbag against the frame.

‘You’d better stay,’ she says, as if nothing has happened. ‘The walkway has been cut off, and there’s a storm coming.’

‘I’m pretty sure I can wade through two feet of water,’ Thea snaps, but Fatima puts a warning hand on her arm.

‘We’ll stay,’ she says. ‘But, Kate, we have to –’

I don’t know what she was about to say. We have to discuss this? Talk to each other? Whatever it was, Kate interrupts.

‘Don’t worry.’ Her voice is weary. ‘I’ve made up my mind. I’ll call Mark Wren in the morning. I’ll tell him everything.’

‘Everything?’ I manage. Kate’s mouth twists in a wry, tired smile.

‘Not everything. I’m going to tell him I acted alone. I won’t bring you into it.’

‘He’ll never believe you,’ Fatima says falteringly. ‘How could you have dragged Ambrose all that way?’

‘I’ll make him believe,’ Kate says flatly, and I think of the drawings, the way Kate made the school believe what she wanted them to, in the face of all the evidence. ‘It’s not that far. I think with a tarp someone could – could drag a –’ But here she chokes. She cannot say the words. A body.

I feel a sob rise in my throat.

‘Kate, you don’t have to do this!’

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘I do.’ And she comes across the room, and puts her hand on my cheek, looking into my eyes. And her mouth flickers in a little sad smile, just for a moment. ‘I want you to know this, I love you all. I love you so much, all of you. And I am so, so sorry, more than I can express, that I dragged you all into this. But it’s time I ended it, for all our sakes. It’s time I made it right.’

‘Kate –’

Thea looks shaken, her face is white. Fatima is standing, and she rubs her hand over her face as if she cannot believe it has come to this, that our friendship – the four of us – is going to end this way.

‘Is this it?’ she asks uncertainly. And Kate nods.

‘Yes. This is it. This is the end. You don’t need to be afraid any more. I’m sorry,’ she says again, and she looks from Fatima, to me, and last of all to Thea. ‘I want you to know that. I’m so, so sorry.’

I think of the lines from Ambrose’s letter. I am so sorry, I’m so very, very sorry to be leaving you like this …

And as Kate picks up the lamp and walks up the stairs, into the darkness, with Shadow a glimmer of white at her heels, I feel the tears begin, falling down my face like the rain that is spattering the windows, for I know she is right. This is it. This is the end. And I can’t bear for it to be so.




WHEN I EVENTUALLY make my way up the stairs to Luc’s room, I’m not expecting to sleep. I’m expecting another night of lying there, questions churning in my head as Freya slumbers beside me. But I’m tired – more than tired, exhausted. I climb into bed fully clothed and as soon as my head touches the pillow, I fall into uneasy dreams.

It’s some time later – I’m not sure how late – that I am jerked awake by the sound of voices in the room above. They are arguing, and there is something about the voices that prickles at the back of my neck.

I lie for a moment, dragging myself out of disturbing dreams of Kate and Ambrose and Luc, trying to orientate myself, and then my eyes adjust. Light is filtering through the gaps in the floorboards of the room above, flickering as someone prowls back and forth, voices rising and falling, and a thud that makes the water in my glass ripple, as of someone hitting a wall in barely contained frustration.

I reach out for the bedside light, but the switch clicks uselessly before I remember about the electricity. Damn. Fatima took the lamp to bed with her, but in any case, I have no matches. No means of lighting a candle.

I lie still, listening, trying to work out who is speaking. Is it Kate, ranting to herself, or has Fatima or Thea gone up to confront her for some reason?

‘I don’t understand, isn’t this what you wanted all along?’ I hear. It’s Kate, hoarse and ragged with weeping.

I sit up, holding my breath, trying to hear. Is she on the phone?

‘You wanted me to be punished, didn’t you?’ Her voice cracks.

And then the answer comes. But not in words, not at first.

It’s a sob, a low groan that filters through the darkness, making my heart leap into my throat.

‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this.’

The voice is Luc’s, and he sounds beside himself with grief.

I don’t think. I slip out of bed and go to Fatima’s door, rattling the handle. It’s locked, and I whisper through the keyhole, ‘Fati, wake up, wake up.’

She’s there in a moment, her dark eyes wide in the blackness, listening as I point to the creaking boards above. We hold our breath, trying to listen, trying to make out who’s speaking.

‘What did you want then?’ I can hardly understand Kate, she’s crying, her words blurred with tears. ‘What did you want if not this?’

Fatima’s fingers close on my arm, and I hear her intake of breath.

‘Luc’s up there?’ she whispers, and I nod, but I’m trying to hear Luc’s words, between the sobs.

‘I never hated you …’ I hear. ‘How can you say that? I love you … I’ve always loved you.’

‘What’s going on?’ Fatima whispers frantically.

I shake my head, trying to replay everything from last night in my mind. Oh God, oh Kate. Please tell me you weren’t …

Luc says something, Kate’s voice rises above in anger, and then there’s a crash, and a cry from Kate – of pain or alarm, I can’t tell – and I hear Luc’s voice, too choked for me to make out words. He sounds on the verge of losing it.

‘We need to help her,’ I whisper to Fatima. She nods.

‘Let’s get Thea, and we’ll go up together. Strength in numbers. He sounds drunk.’

I listen as I follow Fatima down the landing, and I think perhaps she’s right. Luc is beside himself.

‘It was only ever you,’ I hear as we run down the stairs. His words are anguished. ‘I wish to God it wasn’t, but it’s true. I would have done anything to be with you.’

‘I would have come for you!’ Kate sobs. ‘I would have waited, made him change his mind. Why couldn’t you have trusted him? Why couldn’t you have trusted me?’

‘I couldn’t –’ Luc chokes, and then his words come faintly as I run down the corridor to Thea’s room. ‘I couldn’t let him do it. I couldn’t let him send me back.’

Thea starts up from bed as we burst in, her face wild with fear, changing to shock as she sees Fatima and me standing there.

‘What’s going on?’ she gasps.

‘It’s Luc,’ I manage. ‘He’s here. We think – oh God, I don’t know. I think we might have got it all wrong, Thea.’

‘What?’ She’s out of bed in an instant, pulling her T-shirt over her head. ‘Fuck. Is Kate OK?’

‘I don’t know. He’s up there now. It sounds like they’re fighting. I think one of them just threw something.’

But she’s already out of the room, running towards the stairs.

She’s barely reached the bottom step when there is another crash – this one much louder. It sounds like someone pulling over a piece of furniture and we all freeze, just for a moment. Then there is a scream, and the sound of a door opening, running footsteps.

And then I smell something. Something that makes my heart seem to clench in my chest. It’s the smell of paraffin. And there’s a strange, alien noise as well. A noise I can’t place, but it fills me with a dread I can’t explain.

It’s only when Kate comes running down the stairs, her face full of horror, that I realise what I can hear. It’s the crackle of flames.



‘KATE?’ FATIMA SAYS. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Get out!’ Kate pushes past her to the front door, flings it open. And then, when we don’t move, she shouts it again. ‘Didn’t you hear me? Get out, now! There’s a lamp broken – there’s paraffin everywhere.’

Fuck. Freya.

I bolt for the stairs, but Kate grabs my wrist, yanking me back.

‘Didn’t you hear me? Get out, now, Isa! You can’t go up there, it’s dripping through the floorboards.’

‘Let me go!’ I snarl, twisting my wrist out of her grip. Somewhere, Shadow has begun barking, a high repetitive sound of fear and alarm. ‘Freya’s up there.’

Kate goes white, and she lets me go.

I’m halfway up the stairs, coughing already at the smoke. Burning drops of paraffin are falling through the gaps in the boards above, and I cover my head with my arms, though I can hardly feel the pain in comparison with the stinging in my eyes and throat. The smoke is already thick and acrid, and it hurts to breathe – but I can’t think about that – all I can think of is getting to Freya.

I’m almost at the landing, when a figure appears above me, blocking my route.

Luc. His hands are burnt and bleeding, and he is bare-chested where he has ripped off his shirt to smother the flames on his skin.

His face changes as he sees me, shock and horror twisting his features.

‘What are you doing here?’ he shouts hoarsely, coughing against the fumes.

There’s the sound of breaking glass from above, and I smell the raw, volatile stink of turps. My stomach turns over, thinking of the rows of bottles in the attic, the vat of linseed oil, the white spirit. All of them dripping through the boards into the bedrooms below.

‘Get out of my way,’ I pant. ‘I’ve got to get Freya.’

His face changes at that.

‘She’s in the house?’

‘She’s in your room. Get out of my way!’

There is a corridor of flame behind him now, between me and Freya, and I’m sobbing as I try to push past him, but he’s too strong. ‘Luc, please, what are you doing?’

And then, he pushes me. Not gently, but a proper shove that sends me stumbling down the staircase, my knees and elbows raw and scraped.

‘Go,’ he shouts. ‘Go outside. Stand beneath the window.’

And then he turns, puts his bloodied shirt over his head, and he runs back down the corridor towards Freya’s room.

I scramble up, about to go after him, when a floorboard from the attic above falls with a crash, blocking the corridor. I am looking around for something, anything, to wrap around my hands, or something I can use to push the burning wood out of the way, when I hear a noise. It is the sound of Freya crying.

‘Isa, the goddamn window!’ I hear, above the roaring sound of the flames, and then I realise. He can’t get Freya back through that inferno. He is going to drop her into the Reach.

I run, hoping I am right. Hoping I will be fast enough.





OUTSIDE THEA, FATIMA and Shadow have retreated to the bank, but I don’t follow them across the little bridge, instead I splash into the water, gasping at the coldness, feeling the heat coming from the Mill against my face and the freezing chill of the Reach against my thighs.

‘Luc!’ I scream, wading through the water until I am waist-deep, beneath his window. My clothes drag against the current. ‘Luc, I’m here!’

I see his face, lit by flames behind the glass. He’s struggling with the little window, warped by damp from the recent rain and stuck fast. My heart is in my mouth as he thumps his shoulder against the frame.

‘Break it!’ Kate shouts. She is struggling through the water towards me, but just as she says it, the window flies open with a bang, and Luc disappears back into the smoky darkness of the room.

For a minute I think he’s changed his mind, but then I hear a sobbing, bubbling cry, and I see his silhouette, and he’s holding something, and it’s Freya – Freya screaming and bucking against him, coughing and screaming and choking.

‘Now!’ I’m shouting. ‘Drop her now, Luc, hurry.’ His shoulders barely fit through the narrow frame, but he forces one arm and then his head out, and then somehow squeezes the other arm through the narrow space. And then he is leaning out as far as he can, holding Freya precariously at arm’s length as she flails.

‘Drop her!’ I scream.

And Luc lets go.

In the moment of falling, Freya is completely silent – mute with shock as she feels herself go.

There is the flutter of garments, and a brief flash of a round startled face – and then an almighty splash as she hits my arms and we both fall into the water.

I am scrabbling for her beneath the surface of the Reach, my fingers hooking on her face, her hair, her clutching arms … my feet slipping beneath me as the waters tug.

And then Kate is hauling me upright with Freya in my arms, and we are both choking and spluttering, and Freya’s thin scream of fury pierces the night, a choking shriek of outrage at the cold and the salt water stinging her eyes and her lungs – but her fury and pain is beautiful: she is alive, alive, alive – and that is all that matters.

I stagger to the bank, my feet sinking into the sucking mud, and Fatima snatches Freya from my arms while Thea hauls me up, my clothes dripping water and mud, and I am laughing or sobbing, I am not sure which.

‘Freya,’ I’m saying, ‘is she OK? Fatima, is she OK?’

Fatima is checking her as best she can, between Freya’s steam-engine shrieks.

‘She’s OK,’ I hear. ‘I think she’s OK. Thea, take my phone, call 999, quick.’

She hands me back my near-hysterical baby, and then turns to help Kate up the bank.

But she is not there. She is still standing in the water, beneath Luc’s window, and holding her arms up.

‘Jump!’

Luc looks at her, and at the water. For a minute I think he is about to do it, about to leap. But then he shakes his head, his expression is peaceful, resigned.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘For everything.’

And he takes a step back, a step away from the window, into the smoky depths of the room.

‘Luc!’ Kate bellows. She splashes along the shore, looking from window to window, desperately seeking the shape of Luc’s silhouette against the flames as he runs the gauntlet of the flaming corridor. But there is nothing there. He is not moving.

I picture him – curling on his bed, closing his eyes. Home at last …

‘Luc!’ Kate screams.

And then, before I realise what is happening, before any of us can stop her, she splashes through the water towards the door of the Mill, and hauls herself up.

‘Yes, the old Tide Mill,’ Thea is saying. ‘Please hurry. Fire and ambulance.’

‘Kate?’ Fatima cries. ‘Kate, what are you –’

But Kate has reached the door of the mill. She wraps her wet sleeves around her hands to protect them from the heat of the doorknob, and then she disappears inside, closing the door behind her.

Fatima darts forward, and for a second I think she is going after her. I make a grab at her wrist with my free hand, but she stops at the edge of the jetty, and we stand, all three of us, Shadow whining at Thea’s heels, barely breathing as the smoke from the Mill billows out across the Reach.

I see a shadow flash past one of the tall windows – Kate on the stairs, hunched against the heat – and then nothing – until Thea points up at the window of Luc’s old room.

‘Look!’ she says, her voice strangled with fear, and we see, against a sudden burst of flame, two figures, dark against the red-gold of the inferno.

‘Kate!’ I cry, my voice hoarse with smoke. But I know it’s no use. I know she can’t hear me. ‘Kate, please!’

And then there is a sound like an avalanche – a roaring crash that makes us all cover our ears, and cover our eyes against the blast of sparks, broken glass and burning wood that bursts from every window of the Mill.

Some vital beam in the roof has given way, and the whole thing tumbles in on itself, a bonfire collapsing under its own weight, shards of glass and flaming splinters spattering the shore as we hunch against the explosion. I feel the heat of cinders scalding my back, as I huddle over Freya in an effort to protect her.

When the noise subsides and we stand at last, the Mill is a shell, with burning beams poking like ribs into the sky. There is no roof, no floors, no staircase any more. There are only the tongues of flames, lapping from broken window frames, consuming everything.

The Mill is destroyed, utterly destroyed.

And Kate is gone.


I WAKE WITH a start, and for a long minute I have no idea where I am – the room is dimly lit and filled with the bleep of equipment and the sound of low voices and there is a smell of disinfectant and soap and smoke in my nostrils.

Then it comes back to me.

I am in hospital, on the paediatric ward. Freya is slumbering in the cot in front of me, her small fingers wrapped tightly around mine.

I rub my free hand across my eyes, raw with tears and smoke, and try to make sense of the last twelve hours. There are pictures in my head – Thea throwing herself across the narrow slip of water to try to make it to the Mill, Fatima holding her back. The huddle of police and firemen who arrived to try to deal with the blaze, and their faces when we told them there were people still inside.

The image of Freya, her chubby face smudged with ash and soot, her eyes wide and filled with the reflection of flickering flames as she watched the blaze, hypnotised by its beauty.

And, most of all, that last glimpse of Kate and Luc, silhouetted against the flames.

She went back for him.

‘Why?’ Thea kept asking hoarsely, as we waited for the ambulance, her arms wrapped tightly around a shaking, bewildered Shadow. ‘Why?’

I shook my head. But in truth, I think I know. And at last I understand Ambrose’s letter, really understand it.

It’s strange, but in the last few days and hours I have begun to realise that I never really knew Ambrose at all. I have spent so long trapped inside my fifteen-year-old self, seeing him with the uncrit-ical eyes of a child. But I am an adult myself now, approaching the age Ambrose was when we first met him, and for the first time I have been forced to consider him as an adult – equal to equal – and he seems suddenly very different: flawed, full of human faults, and wrestling with demons I never even noticed, though his struggle was written, quite literally, upon the wall.

His addictions, his drinking, his dreams and fears – I realise now, with a kind of shame, that I never even thought about them. None of us did, except for maybe Kate. We were too wrapped up in our own story to see his. I never noticed the sacrifices he had made for Kate and Luc, the career he had given up to be an art master at Salten, for her sake. I never thought about what it had taken to kick his addiction, and stay clean – I was, quite simply, not interested.

Even when his problems were shoved under our noses – that agonised conversation Thea reported to us in the cafe – we only saw them through the lens of our own concerns. We wanted to stay together, we wanted to keep using the Mill as our private refuge and playground – and so we heard his words only as far as they threatened our happiness.

The truth is, I did not know Ambrose, not really. Our lives collided for a summer, that’s all, and I loved him for what he gave me; affection, freedom, a moment’s escape from the nightmare that had become my home life. Not for who he was. I know this now. And yet, in this same moment, I think I finally understand him, and I understand what he did.

I was right, in a way. It was the letter of a man who had been poisoned by his own child, and was doing the only thing he could to spare his child the consequences. But the child wasn’t Kate. It was Luc.

We had it all backwards, that is what I have realised at last. Not just the letter, but everything. It wasn’t Kate that Ambrose was sending away. It was Luc. Why didn’t you trust him? Kate had said. But Luc had had his trust broken too many times. He thought, I suppose, that what he had always feared was coming true – that Ambrose had repented of his generosity in taking this boy into his home, loving him, caring for him. He had tested Ambrose’s love so many times – pushing him away, trying, desperately, to make sure that this person would not betray him, that this person’s love wouldn’t waver.

Mary was not the only person who overheard Kate fighting with Ambrose. Luc must have heard them too, and he must have understood what Thea and I had not – that he was the one to be sent away, not Kate. I don’t know where – to boarding school most likely, from what Ambrose said to Thea. But Luc, betrayed too many times, must have jumped to the conclusion he had always feared. He thought Ambrose was sending him back to his mother.

And he did something utterly, utterly stupid – the act of a fifteen-year-old, painfully in love, and desperate not to be sent back to the hell he had escaped from.

Did he mean to kill Ambrose? I don’t know. As I sit there, my eyes locked on Freya’s cherubic, sleeping face, I wonder, and I can believe both scenarios. Perhaps he did want to kill Ambrose – a moment’s fury, bitterly regretted when it was too late to undo. Perhaps he just wanted to punish him, disgrace him. Or perhaps he wasn’t thinking at all – just acting out the anger and despair burning inside him.

I want to believe that it was all a mistake. That he never meant to kill, that he only wanted to humiliate Ambrose, to have him dial 999 and be found in a pool of heroin-tainted vomit, sacked from his job, suffering the way Luc was about to suffer in return. He was the child of an addict, who had grown up around heroin, and he must have known the unreliability of an oral overdose, the time it would take for Ambrose to die, the possibility of reversing the effects.

But I’m not certain.

In a way, it doesn’t really matter any more. What matters … what matters is what he did.

He did just as Kate had told us, in her strange, cold, step-by-step account of actions she was taking responsibility for. He bunked off school, making his way back to the Mill in the daytime when he was sure that Kate and Ambrose would both be at Salten House. There he poured Ambrose’s stash into a screw-top bottle of wine and left it on the table for him to find when he came home from school that evening, and then he gathered up the most incriminating drawings he could find, and sent them to the school.

Oh, Ambrose. I try to imagine his feelings when he realised what Luc had done. Was it the odd taste of the wine that alerted him? Or the strange sleepiness that began to steal over him? It would have taken time … time for Ambrose to notice what was happening … time to put two and two together as the heroin filtered through his stomach lining and into his blood.

I sit there, holding Freya’s hand, and in my mind’s eye, I see it all, unreeling like a sepia film. Ambrose examining the bottle, and then getting up, his feet unsteady. Walking to the dresser, where the tin was concealed. Opening it up … and realising then what Luc had done, and the size of the dose he had swallowed.

What did he think, what did he feel as his crabbed hands scratched out those wavering letters, begging Kate to protect her brother from the consequences of what he had done?

I don’t know. I can’t begin to imagine the pain of realising what had happened, the magnitude of the mistake that Luc had made, and the bitter impulsive revenge he had taken. But there is one thing I am sure of, as I look down at Freya, and feel her fingers tight on mine. For the first time, I understand Ambrose’s actions. I understand them completely, and it all makes sense at last.

His first thought was not to save himself, but to protect his child. The boy he had raised and loved and tried and failed to protect.

He had let Luc go back to that hell, the sweet trusting toddler he had saved from the Reach as a baby, and whose nappies he had changed, and whose mother he had loved, before she fell apart.

He had let Luc go once, and now he understood that from Luc’s perspective, he had been planning to betray him once again. I was foolish not to see where my actions would lead … I am doing this so that no one else will have to suffer …

He wrote that note to make sure that only one life would be forfeit – his own. And he wrote it to Kate, not Luc, knowing that she, who knew her father better than any other person in the world, would understand and know what he was saying – that he was asking her to protect her brother.


Don’t blame anyone else, my sweet. I have made my decision and I’m at peace with it … Above all, don’t let all this be in vain.



And Kate … Kate carried out her father’s wishes as best she could. She protected Luc, she lied for him, year, after year, after year. But one part of Ambrose’s letter she could not fulfil. She did blame Luc. She blamed him bitterly, for what he had done. And she never forgave him.

Luc was right after all. She could have waited until they were both sixteen before she told the police that Ambrose had dis-appeared. But she did not. And so he was taken away, back to the life he thought he had escaped.

And Luc, who had killed the only real parent he ever had for love of his sister, saw her turn cold, and turn away from him. When he was sent back to France, he knew it was Kate’s doing – Kate punishing him for the murder only she knew he had committed.

I remember his cry, sobbing out in the night, I would have done anything to be with you … it was only ever you …

And I think my heart might break.


Rule Five

Know When to Stop Lying

IT IS NOT Owen who comes to collect Freya and me from the hospital – I still haven’t called him – when, in true NHS style, Freya and I are abruptly discharged at 9 a.m. the next day because they need the bed.

My phone was burned up in the house, like everything else, and they let me ring from the nurses’ station, but even as my fingers hover over his number, something inside me fails, and I can’t face the conversation we must have. I tell myself my reluctance is down to practicalities – it would take him hours to traverse rush-hour London and the snarled-up grid of motorways between us. But it’s not that – or not only that. The truth is that last night, as Freya’s life flashed before my eyes, something inside me shifted. I just don’t know exactly how, and what it means.

Instead it is Fatima I call, and as I stand outside the paediatric wing, Freya huddled in a borrowed blanket, I see a taxi pulling up, and Fatima and Thea’s pale faces at the windows.

When I climb in, buckling Freya into the seat Fatima has sens-ibly organised, I see Shadow lying flattened on the floor at Thea’s feet, her hand on his collar.

‘We were discharged horribly early this morning,’ Fatima says over her shoulder from the front seat. There are dark circles under her eyes. ‘I’ve booked us into a B&B on the coast road. I think Mark Wren will want us to stick around, at least until the police have spoken to us.’

I nod. And my fingers close over the note in my pocket. Ambrose’s note.

‘I still can’t believe it.’ Thea’s face is white, her fingers move nervously in Shadow’s fur. ‘That he … Do you think it was him? The sheep?’

I know what she means. Was it Luc? Did he do that, as well as everything else? I know they must have spent the night as I did. Thinking. Puzzling. Trying to work out the truth from the lies.

I look at Fatima.

‘I don’t know,’ I say at last. ‘I don’t think so.’

But there I stop. Because I don’t want to say what I really think. Not in front of the taxi driver. He’s not Rick – I don’t recognise him. But he must be a local. And the truth is, of all the things Luc did or didn’t do, I think that we were mistaken in suspecting him of that.

I thought that he wrote that note because he hated Kate, and suspected her of covering up Ambrose’s death. I thought he wanted to scare us into confessing. I thought he wanted the truth to come out.

But later, when Kate told me about the blackmail and the money, I started to wonder. It didn’t seem like Luc, somehow. Not that cold-blooded calculated draining of her resources. I couldn’t imagine Luc giving a damn about the money, but trying to even up the scores – make Kate pay for the suffering she had caused him … yes, that felt like something he might do.

Now though, after last night, I don’t believe it any more. It makes no sense. Luc, alone of all of us, except Kate, knew the truth, and he was lying even more than the rest of us. He was part of the Game just as much as we were and he had more to lose than any of us if the truth came out. And besides, in that long night in the hospital I have had time to think, to remember that list of convictions that Owen sent me, and one date on it sticks in my mind.

No. I think someone else wrote that note.

I remember her fingers in the post office, strong fingers, with blood under the nails.

And I am certain, in a way that I wasn’t with Luc, that she is capable of this.

When I get to the B&B I crawl into bed with Freya, and then we both fall into sleep like bodies sinking into deep water. I surface, hours later, and for a moment I have the strangest sense of disconnection.

The B&B is on the coast road, just a few miles up from the school, and the view from my room as I sit up, adjusting my dishevelled, salt-stained clothes and smoothing Freya’s sweaty hair away from her face, is exactly the same as the view from Tower 2B, all those years ago.

For a second, even though my daughter is asleep beside me, I am fifteen again and I am back there – the sound of the gulls in my ears, the strange clear light splashing across the wooden windowsill, my best friend in bed beside me.

I close my eyes, listening to the sound of the past, imagining myself back into the skin of the girl I once was, a girl whose friends were still around her, whose mistakes were ahead of her.

I am happy.

And then Freya stirs and squawks and the illusion is broken, and I am thirty-two and a lawyer and a mother again. And the knowledge in the back of my mind that I have been wrestling with all night comes down upon me like a weight.

Kate and Luc are dead.

I scoop Freya up and we make our way downstairs, yawning, to where Fatima and Thea are sitting in the sun porch overlooking the sea.

It is July, but the day is chilly and grey, and the clouds threaten rain, their dark streaks the exact shade of the grey fur that ripples along Shadow’s spine. He is curled at Thea’s feet, his black nose in her hand, but he looks up as I come in, his eyes bright for a moment, and then he sinks back. I know the person he was looking for. How do you explain the finality and unfairness of Kate’s death to a dog? I barely understand it myself.

‘We got a call from the police station,’ Fatima says. She draws her knees up in the chair, hugging them to herself. ‘They want us to come in at four this afternoon. We need to work out what to say.’

‘I know.’ I sigh and rub my eyes, and then put Freya down on the floor to play with some old magazines left there for guests to read. She tears at the cover of one with a little shriek, and I know I should stop her, but I am just too tired. I don’t care any more.

We sit for a long moment in silence, watching her, and I know without asking that the others have spent the night as I did: struggling to understand, struggling to believe what has happened. I feel as if yesterday I had four limbs, and today I have woken with only three.

‘She broke the rules,’ Thea says. Her voice is low, bewildered. ‘She lied to us. She lied to us. If only she’d told us. Didn’t she trust us?’

‘It wasn’t her secret to tell,’ I say. I am thinking not just of Kate, but of Owen. Of the way I have lied to him all these years, betraying our own unwritten rules. Because there is no right answer, is there? Just a trade – one betrayal for another. Kate had the choice of protecting Luc’s secret, or lying to her friends. And she chose to lie. She chose to break the rules. She chose … I swallow at the realisation. She chose to protect Luc. But she chose, too, to protect us.

‘I just don’t get it,’ Fatima bursts out. Her fists on the chintz cover of the armchair are clenched. ‘I don’t get why Ambrose let it happen! An oral overdose takes time, and even if he didn’t realise what was happening straight away, he clearly knew what was happening in time to write that note. He could have dialled 999! Why the hell did he spend his last moments telling Kate to save Luc, instead of trying to save himself?’

‘Maybe he didn’t have a choice,’ Thea says. She shifts in her chair, pulls the cuffs of her woollen sweater down over her ragged fingers. ‘There’s no landline at the Mill, remember? I don’t even know if Ambrose had a mobile in those days. Kate did, but I never saw him with one.’

‘Or maybe …’ I stop. I look down at Freya, playing on the rug.

‘What?’ Thea demands.

‘Maybe saving himself wasn’t the most important thing to him.’ There is no answer to that. Fatima only bites her lip, and Thea looks away, out of the window towards the restless sea. I wonder if she is thinking of her own father, and asking herself whether he would have made the same choice. Somehow I doubt it.

I think of Mary Wren, of her words at the level crossing. He would have walked through fire for those kids …

And then I remember something else she said, and my stomach shifts.

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ I say. Thea looks up.

‘You were asking in the car, about the sheep, and I couldn’t tell you then, but –’ I stop, trying to marshal my thoughts, trying to explain the conviction that has been spreading like a shadow across my mind since that lift to the station. ‘We thought it was Luc because it fitted with what we knew, but I think we were wrong. He had as much to lose as us, with the truth coming out. More. And anyway, I’m fairly sure he was in custody that night in Rye.’ They don’t ask me to explain, and I don’t volunteer to. ‘And there’s something else – something Kate told me when I came down without you both.’

‘Spit it out,’ Thea says gruffly.

‘She was being blackmailed,’ I say flatly. ‘It had been going on for years. That’s what the sheep was about, and the drawings. It was a way of suggesting that she start bleeding us too.’

‘No!’ Fatima says. Her face is pale against the dark headscarf. ‘No! How could she not tell us?’

‘She didn’t want us to worry,’ I say helplessly. It seems so futile now. How I wish she had told us. ‘But it just doesn’t seem like something Luc would do – and besides, it started years back, while he was still in France.’

‘Then who?’ Thea demands.

‘Mary Wren.’

There is a long silence. For a minute they both just sit, and then, slowly, Fatima nods.

‘She’s always hated Kate.’

‘But where’s this come from?’ Thea asks. Her fingers move restlessly in Shadow’s fur, smoothing his ears, the smoke-coloured hairs catching on her rough, bitten skin.

‘It was on the way to the station,’ I say. I press my fingers to my forehead, trying to remember her words. My head is aching and Freya’s joyous shrieks as she shreds the magazine are making it worse. ‘Mary gave me a lift, and she said something … I didn’t pay attention at the time, I was too shocked about what she’d said about Kate and Luc … but she said something about Kate and the sheep, she said she’s got blood on her hands, and not just sheep’s blood either. But how would she know about the sheep?’

‘Mark?’ Fatima guesses, but Thea shakes her head.

‘Kate didn’t call the police, remember? Though I guess the farmer could have called it in.’

‘He could,’ I say. ‘But I’m pretty sure Kate paid him to keep quiet. That was the point of the two hundred pounds. But it’s not just what Mary said, it – it was the way she said it. It was –’ I break off, struggling to find the words to explain. ‘It was … personal. Gloating. Like she was pleased Kate’s chickens were coming home to roost. That note, it was venomous, do you know what I mean? It reeked of hate, and I got the same feeling from Mary when she said those words. She wrote that note, I’m sure she did. And I think she sent the pictures too. She’s the only person who could have got hold of all our addresses.’

‘So what do we do?’ Fatima asks.

Thea shrugs.

‘Do? What can we do? Nothing. We say nothing. We can’t tell Mark, can we?’

‘So we just let it go? We let her threaten us and get away with it?’

‘We keep lying,’ Thea says grimly. ‘Only this time, we get it right. We sort out a story and we stick to it, and we tell it to everyone. To the police, to our families – everyone. We’ve got to get them to believe that Ambrose committed suicide, it’s what he wanted after all. It’s what Kate wanted. But I just wish we had something to back up our story.’

‘Well …’ I put my hand in my pocket, and I draw it out – an envelope, with Kate’s name on it, very old and much folded, and now salt-stained and water-marked as well.

It is readable though – just. The biro ink has bloomed, but not washed away, and you can still make out Ambrose’s words to his daughter: Go on: live, love, be happy, never look back. And above all, don’t let this all be in vain.

Only now it feels like he is speaking to us.


THE TAXI DROPS us off on the promenade at Salten, and as Fatima pays the driver, I get out and stretch my legs, looking not towards the police station, squat and concrete next to the seawall, but out – towards the harbour and the sea beyond.

It is the same sea that greeted me at the window of my room at Salten House, the sea of my childhood, unchanging, implacable, and that thought is somehow reassuring. I think of all that it has witnessed, and all that it has accepted into its vastness. The way that it is taking the ashes of the Tide Mill back for its own – Kate and Luc with it. Everything we did – all our mistakes, all our lies – they are being slowly washed away.

Thea appears at my elbow, looking at her watch.

‘It’s nearly four,’ she says. ‘Are you ready?’

I nod, but I don’t move.

‘I was thinking,’ I say, as Fatima steps back from the cab, and it pulls away.

‘About what?’ she asks.

‘About …’ The word comes to me almost unbidden, and I say it with a sense of surprise. ‘About guilt.’

‘Guilt?’ Fatima’s brow furrows.

‘I realised, last night, I’ve spent seventeen years thinking that what happened with Ambrose was our fault, in a way. That he died because of us – because of those drawings, because we kept coming back.’

‘We didn’t ask to be drawn,’ Fatima says, her voice low. ‘We didn’t ask for any of this.’

But Thea nods.

‘I know what you mean,’ she says. ‘However irrational it was, I felt the same.’

‘But I realised …’ I stop, feeling for the right words, groping to pin down a realisation only half formed in my own mind. ‘Last night, I realised … his death was nothing to do with that. It was never about the drawings. It was never about us. It was never our fault.’

Thea nods slowly. And then Fatima links arms with both of us.

‘We have nothing to feel ashamed of,’ she says. ‘We never did.’

We are turning to walk towards the police station when a figure comes out of one of the narrow twittens that wind between the stone-built houses. A massive figure, swathed in layers of clothes, with an iron-grey pigtail that flutters in the sea breeze.

It is Mary Wren.

She stops when she sees us, and then she smiles, and it is not a pleasant smile – it’s the smile of someone who has power, and intends to use it. And then she begins to walk across the quay towards us.

But we begin to walk too, the three of us, arm in arm. Mary changes her course, ready to cut us off, and I feel Fatima’s arm tighten in mine, and hear the pace of Thea’s heels on the cobbles quicken.

Mary is grinning now, as we draw closer, her big yellow teeth bared, like a creature ready to fight, and my heart is thumping in my chest.

But I meet her gaze, and for the first time since I came back to Salten I am without guilt. I am without fear. And I know the truth.

And Mary Wren falters. She breaks stride, and the three of us push past her, arm in arm. I feel Fatima’s arm, firm in mine, and I see Thea smile. The sun breaks through the clouds, turning the grey sea bright.

Behind us, Mary Wren calls out something inarticulate.

But we keep walking, the three of us.

And we do not look back.


THERE IS A story I will tell Freya when she is older. It’s the story of a house fire, an accident caused by faulty wiring, and a lamp knocked over in the night.

It’s the story of a man who risked his life to save her, and my best friend, who loved him, and went back for him when she knew it was hopeless.

It’s a story about bravery, and selflessness, and sacrifice – about a father’s suicide and his children’s grief.

And it’s a story about hope – about how we have to go on, after the unbearable has happened. Make the most of our lives, for the sake of the people who gave theirs.

It’s the story that Thea, Fatima and I told Sergeant Wren when we went to the station, and he believed us, because it was true.

It’s also a lie.

We have been lying for almost twenty years, the three of us. But now, at last, we know why. Now at last, we know the truth.

It is two weeks later and, once again, Freya and I are on a train, to Aviemore this time, almost as far from Salten as you can get without crossing the North Sea.

I think about the lies I have told, as the train hurtles north, and Freya sleeps in my arms. I think about those lies, the lies that poisoned my life and my relationship with a good and loving man. I think about the price that Kate paid for them, and how they put Freya in danger, and my fingers tighten on her, so that she stirs in her sleep.

Perhaps it is time to stop lying. Perhaps … perhaps we should tell the truth, all of us.

But then I look down at Freya. And I know one thing – I never, never want her to have to go through what I did. I never want her to have to check a story against the lies that she has told, testing it for holes, trying to remember what she said last time and guess what her friends might have told.

I never want her to have to look over her shoulder, to protect others.

I think about the sacrifice that Ambrose made for Kate, for Luc, and I know – I will never tell Freya the truth. Because to do that would be to pass on my burden to her.

I can do this. We can do this, Fatima, Thea and I. We can keep our secrets. And I know they will do it. They will stick to the story we cooked up in whispers in our bedrooms at the B&B – of vague timings and mutual alibis. It’s the last thing we can do for Kate, after all.

My phone bleeps around York, making Freya stir in my arms before she settles. It’s Owen.

How’s it going – did you make the train ok?

I have been thinking of him, all journey. Of how he looked when I waved him goodbye this morning as Freya and I set off to King’s Cross.

And further back, to the way his hands were trembling when he got out of the car in the car park of the B&B at Salten, the way he took Freya in his arms as if they’d been apart for weeks, as if he’d have swum an ocean to save her. He pressed his lips to the top of her head and when he looked up, there were tears in his eyes.

And further back still, to the light that seemed to illuminate him from within when he held her that very first time, the night she was born. He looked down at her face, and up at me with a kind of wonder, and I knew then what I know now – that he would walk through fire for her.

I take a breath and hold it for a long time, looking down at Freya’s slumbering face. And then I text back.

Everything’s fine. Dad’s meeting us at Aviemore. I love you.

It’s a lie, I know that now. But for her, for Freya, I can keep lying. And maybe one day I can make it true.
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