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PART ONE 


1 

THEA

They were staring again. I shivered, curling my fingers tightly around the handle of the pram, and walked quickly past them, my eyes not meeting theirs. It was two women this time, around my age, late thirties, standing outside WHSmith. I’d only stopped for a moment, to adjust my scarf, but I knew instantly that it had been a mistake. Never stop, keep moving. Keep your head down. Don’t give them a chance to recognize you. I was usually so careful, on the rare occasions I ventured out. Tried to avert my gaze from store assistants, cashiers, other shoppers, looking down into my purse or at the pram, so they didn’t get a good look at me. It was easier that way, safer. But today, with the scarf slipping, I’d risked it, just for a moment, stopping to wind the stupid thing back into place. Idiot. It was January, the sky a bleak grey, a biting wind whistling down Cheltenham High Street and whipping loose strands of hair across my cheeks, a crisp packet scudding across the road in front of me as I hurried past the shopfront, eyes fixed firmly ahead, not looking at their faces. I heard them, though, their voices sharp and full of disgust. Full of loathing.

‘It is her, isn’t it? Look at her. What a freak,’ said one.

‘Evil bitch, more like,’ said the other.

A sob caught in my throat and I walked faster, suddenly desperate to get home. I shouldn’t have come out today, I shouldn’t. I’d been feeling all right earlier, almost sprightly, after a good night’s sleep for the first time in weeks. Seven hours. Seven. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept for that long and it had done wonders, made me feel that today I could cope, that it would be fine to go out, get some fresh air, pick up a few bits and pieces in town before I started work. I did most of my shopping online now, but it had seemed silly to pay delivery charges when you only needed some cotton wool, wrapping paper, a pack of pens. And sometimes, it was fine. Sometimes I got away with it, and nobody recognized me, nobody stared or commented or shouted abuse across the street. Not often though, and not today, clearly.

It had started to rain now, fat drops spattering the clear plastic cover I’d put over the pram before going out. Beneath it, a white cashmere blanket was pulled up high, but I could picture Zander’s sleeping face, his ludicrously long lashes resting softly against his delicious pink and cream cheeks, see in my mind’s eye the gentle rise and fall of his little chest as he dreamed his baby dreams, oblivious. At the thought of him, my darling boy, I sobbed again, aching to hold him in my arms, look into his bright blue eyes, hear his adorable chuckle as he reached up to grab my hair, the chuckle that made everything bad in the world simply melt away.

I bent my head against the wind, wiping my tears away fiercely with one hand as I steered the pram round the corner onto the Prom, heading for home. Everything would be fine, I told myself. I’d get back, have a nice cup of tea, something soothing – camomile? – and then get to work. I didn’t really like camomile tea, but Isla said it always calmed her down, and Isla knew about these things. She was my best friend, one of the few who had stuck by me.

We were more like family really, me and Isla, discovering soon after we met all those years ago that both of us were only children who’d craved siblings, jokingly offering to be each other’s substitute sister, bonding quickly, irreversibly. From day one we hated to be apart for long, and it was the same even now, now that we were both all grown up with homes and jobs and responsibilities, and even though our everyday lives were so different. She was a real party girl, Isla, but she balanced out the excesses of her crazy work and social life, the boozy nights and junk food lunches, by being into all that healthy stuff too – Pilates, meditation, mindfulness, smoothies, funny teas. She’d only managed to persuade me to go as far as the tea, but she was persistent.

‘Yoga next!’ she’d said chirpily, when she’d rung me before bed as usual to check that I was OK. ‘We can have a private lesson, just the two of us, and I’m paying, so no excuses. It will do you good, Thea. Especially now. I know everything is horrible, but you need to chill out a bit. You’re too tense, and it’s not helping. I’m going to book it, and you’re coming, and that’s that.’

I hadn’t argued, didn’t have the energy. And Isla knew me better than pretty much anybody; so maybe she was right, maybe it would do me good. I had so much to do, my work more important than ever now that I was a single parent. I didn’t even have an assistant anymore, not since November, not since Flora had left, and I hadn’t got round to trying to find a replacement, not yet. I doubted I’d find anyone who’d work for me anyway. So, I had to carry on, even if it was just me now and the workload was overwhelming.

I’d let things slide recently, there was no doubt about that, and I needed to get the business back on track. The orders had slowed drastically for a while, last autumn. But they’d picked up over Christmas, and I needed to get on top of things again. I had to keep going, no matter how shitty I felt. I needed to show everyone that I could still do something good, something positive, despite everything. That I was still me, no matter what I’d done. Still Thea. Still Theodora Alice Ashfield.

I stopped outside GAP as the bloody scarf started to unwind itself again, one end trailing perilously close to the pram wheels. Frustrated, I yanked it off and stuffed it under the plastic cover, catching a glimpse of myself in the shop window as I straightened up again. I paused for a moment, staring. I didn’t look good. My long dark hair, unwashed for days, was pulled up into a messy topknot, and even in the hazy reflection I could see the dark shadows under my eyes, my high cheekbones in sharp relief. I’d lost weight recently, and not intentionally.

I dragged my gaze away from the window and started moving again. As I crossed Montpellier Gardens the rain grew heavier, and I walked faster, almost jogging now, the pram bouncing over the uneven path. A park keeper in a luminous jacket, pulling up weeds around the bandstand, paused as I approached, watching me, and my chest tightened, my heart rate suddenly speeding up. Not again, please. Not today. But as I got nearer he smiled and waved a muddy hand skywards.

‘Nice mornin’ for ducks, eh love?’

‘Yes. It is, yes.’

I stopped for a moment, bending to adjust the pram cover and push my shopping bags further under it, and smiled back at him before moving off again, the momentary panic subsiding, my breathing steadying. Feeling almost dizzy with relief, I twisted my right wrist round as I walked, checking the time on my vintage Omega. Just after eleven. I had about four hours before Nell would be home from school. Four hours to do some work, drink tea. Eat something. Avoid the gin bottle. Or try to. Try hard to. Keep focused. I lowered my head against the now-torrential rain and headed for home.
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FLORA

I stretched luxuriously, wriggling my toes against the 400 thread count Egyptian cotton bedding, then reached for my phone, which was on the bedside table, tapping it to check the time. Just after eleven. For a moment, I felt a pang of guilt for still being in bed at such a late hour, then shrugged and pulled the duvet back over my head. Stuff it. It was Monday, my day off this week, after all. And the weekend had been hard work: a two-day fiftieth birthday event at a stately home near Oxford. Annabelle had been anxious, and even more needy than usual, and she’d run me ragged. I didn’t mind, not really – I enjoyed the job, loved it in fact. But today I was tired, and I deserved the lie-in, I thought.

I’d worked for Annabelle Garrington for nearly two months, as her personal assistant. Bit of an unusual PA job, compared with most – I lived in, like a nanny, and indeed part of my role was helping out with the kids, but it was much more than that. It was the second job I’d found through a specialized London agency, and my job was mainly helping Annabelle with her business. She ran an events management company, her clients mainly the Cotswolds set, the glitzy sort, numerous celebrities among them.

In the short time I’d worked with her, I’d helped her throw a flamingo-themed baby shower for a well-known catwalk model, a Christmas party for a flamboyant London hair stylist at his Gloucestershire hideaway, and a fortieth birthday lunch for a slightly neurotic daytime television presenter who, clearly in denial about her age, had banned the word ‘forty’ from her event entirely, even asking me to quietly destroy several birthday cards and a balloon bearing the dreaded number presented to her on the day by well-meaning friends. Yes, it was hard work, this job, but I was enjoying it thoroughly, and there were some exciting events coming up in the next few months.

The day, though, was all mine, and I planned to spend it doing very little indeed. A run first, obviously. Then a leisurely brunch, followed by a wander around nearby Cirencester to pick up a few bits and pieces, maybe. And then an evening chilling in my room, catching up on some TV or something on Netflix.

I pulled the duvet down so my head was free again and gazed with pleasure around my little home. It was a big, bright room on the top floor of the Garrington house, a rambling but lovingly – and expensively – decorated and modernized Victorian villa, set in three acres of manicured gardens. Two large sash windows gave me a stunning view of rolling countryside and Cotswold stone houses, a church spire visible in the distance. On Thursday and Sunday evenings the bell-ringers did their practising, the peals drifting across the fields as they had for centuries: a sound which had driven me mad at first, but which I’d gradually begun to find oddly soothing.

My room was flooded with light, even on a grey day like today, and the white walls, soft cream curtains and duck-egg blue cushions on the big, squishy sofa gave the space a calmness, a much-needed contrast to the frantic pace of life outside it. The ensuite bathroom was spacious too, with a separate shower and a glorious free-standing claw-foot bath, and Annabelle had made sure I had everything I needed to be self-sufficient up here, if I’d wanted to be. I had the run of the main kitchen downstairs, of course, but there was a little kitchenette in a corner alcove of my room, and she’d also installed a forty-inch television, so I could watch my favourite shows alone, away from the chaos of the family living room.

She was thoughtful like that, Annabelle. She seemed to really like me, and I liked her too, liked the whole family, in fact, and I knew I’d been lucky to land a new job so quickly. It helped that I’d known Annabelle for a while, although only vaguely. Before this job I’d worked in Cheltenham for Thea Ashfield, who ran Just Enfant, the children’s online clothing company. Thea’s daughter Nell and Annabelle’s Millie were the same age and went to the same school, so Thea and Annabelle were acquaintances, if not exactly close friends, and I used to chat to the tall, glamorous Mrs Garrington now and again when Thea put me on the school run. When I needed a new job – when I decided back in November that I just couldn’t work for Thea any longer – I was amazed when the agency told me about the vacancy at Annabelle’s, and she’d seemed equally delighted. Serendipity, we both said.

I never spoke about what happened at Thea’s, though, not to Annabelle – not to anyone, to be honest. I just couldn’t. It was too awful, too horrific. Annabelle hadn’t asked either, not even in the beginning. I supposed it was because she knew all about it already – everyone did really. You couldn’t escape it, at the time, and for weeks afterwards – the papers, the television news, and then all that horrible social media stuff – and Annabelle didn’t seem to need anymore details, for which I was grateful.

I had tried to stay on with Thea, afterwards, but it was never going to work. I just couldn’t do it. I managed nearly two months, but then I quit, took a holiday, then came back to start at Annabelle’s. I thought about Thea a lot though. I still saw Nell, via Millie, which was nice. Nell and I had been close, still were. But I often thought about Thea, and Rupert, her husband. And about Zander, of course. Zander, the beautiful baby with the bright blue eyes and the winning smile …

Their faces swam through my head and I shivered, even though the room was warm. Then I jumped as there was a gentle rap on my door.

‘Flora? Flora, are you up? I’ve drawn a picture of you. Flora?’

I smiled. I’d never have admitted it to Annabelle, but Sienna, the youngest, was my favourite of her brood. They weren’t supposed to bother me, the kids, not on my day off, but I didn’t mind. And it was time I was getting up, anyway.

‘Come in, Sienna, sweetie, come in and show me,’ I called, and threw back the duvet as she ran in, bright-eyed, clutching her drawing to her chest, and leapt onto my bed, giggling. She was three years old, blonde and adorable. I grabbed her, pretending to try to wrestle the picture from her, and she shrieked with delight. I grinned, and she grinned back, her tiny nose wrinkling, blue eyes squinting up at me. They were gorgeous, those eyes – sparkling, cornflower blue. Eyes that reminded me of Zander’s. I swallowed hard, my heart aching for a moment, then resolutely pushed the feeling away. Stop it, I told myself. You’re with a new family now. Move on.

‘Right, missy. Are you going to show me this picture or not?’ I demanded.

Sienna looked coyly at me for a moment, then beamed and pushed her drawing into my hands. I took it and frowned at the scrawl of red and yellow scribbles topped with a vaguely face-shaped blob, then raised my eyebrows at Sienna in mock shock.

‘Well, if I look like this, I need a makeover pronto,’ I said, then jumped out of bed, scooping the giggling little girl up into my arms. Today, I decided, was going to be a good day. No more thinking about Thea, or about any of them. What was the point? It was over, all of it.

‘All over. Done,’ I said out loud.

‘What?’ Sienna frowned, and I laughed and ruffled her fine, soft hair.

‘Nothing, sweetie. Come on, help me choose what to wear.’

I put her down gently and headed for my wardrobe.
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ANNABELLE

As I loaded the dishwasher, I hummed softly to myself. I had to admit, I felt rather content today, despite it being a damp, chilly Monday morning. The weekend house party that I’d been so anxious about had gone incredibly well – so well, in fact, that several guests had asked for my details for their own parties later in the year – and arrangements for the next few events in the diary were already coming together nicely. Business was, to use a cliché, booming, and I knew that this was thanks in no small part to Flora, my new PA, who was proving to be a bit of a godsend. Personable, efficient, hard-working, a fast learner, she had improved my life immeasurably in the short time she’d been here. I’d never had an assistant before, preferring to juggle everything myself, but at the end of last year my workload had finally got too much, the challenges of running a growing business alongside a home with three demanding children and an equally demanding husband finally beating me. I needed help, and I finally admitted it.

I’d met Flora ages before she worked for me, of course – she often did the school run with my middle child Millie’s close friend, Nell. Nell, Thea Ashfields’s daughter. I’d actually been a little wary at first about taking Flora on, after what had gone on at the Ashfields. I am anxious by nature, but I’d been silly, really, in retrospect. It had been a sort of superstitious thing, I suppose – the thought that maybe the terrible thing that had happened might cling to Flora somehow, like a fine dust, and that traces of it might end up here, in my beloved home. Stupid, I know.

And it really had been stupid, because Flora had fitted right in pretty much straight away. She’d been a bit reserved at first, still was a little quiet at times – not surprising, really, after what she’d been through at Thea’s – but it hadn’t taken long for her to come out of her shell. The children loved her, even Oliver, who at eleven was at the age where he didn’t much like anyone or anything, except his skateboard and games console.

Flora Applegate … the children even adore her surname, I thought, as I stacked plates neatly side by side and slotted knives and cereal spoons into their basket, then reached up to the shelf for a dishwasher tablet and turned the machine on. Cute name, cute face. A wellspoken Surrey girl, she’s twenty-five, but looks years younger, her dark brown hair cropped into a pixie cut with a wispy fringe sweeping across her forehead, green eyes sparkling with intelligence and humour. Not beautiful, but definitely very attractive, her petite frame strong and boyish, her skin smooth and blemish free, other than a little scar on her right wrist from some childhood accident.

I like the way she dresses too – sporty, but stylish. Sports-luxe, I think they call it. Completely the opposite to me – I am more of a maxi dress and florals kind of person – more than a decade older and half a foot taller than Flora, blonde hair falling in loose waves past my shoulders. Willowy, my husband Greg likes to call me. His ‘willowy blonde’ wife.

I smiled at the thought, then grinned widely as shrieks of laughter drifted down the stairs from Flora’s room, where I knew Sienna had sneaked off to a few minutes earlier. She was normally at nursery on a Monday morning, but it was closed today for urgent maintenance, and with the other two at school and Flora off duty today, I’d decided to take the day off too and spend some quality time with my baby. She’d be at school, too, come September, so I needed to make the most of these last few precious months.

Sienna is obsessed with animals, birds in particular, and once I’d tidied up I was planning to take her to Birdland, the wildlife park in Bourton-on-the-Water, about half an hour’s drive away. We’d look at the birds, grab some lunch in one of the picturesque village’s numerous cafés and be back in plenty of time for the afternoon school pick up, I thought.

I rinsed my hands under the tap, dried them on the towel on the hook by the sink, then wandered into the hallway.

‘Sienna!’ I called up the stairs. ‘Flora, can you send Sienna down? We need to go in a minute.’

There was a faint yell from three floors up, then the sound of a door opening and footsteps thundering down the stairs. Moments later Flora appeared, still in her red and white striped pyjamas, hair tousled, a laughing Sienna perched on her back, legs wrapped around Flora’s waist, her cheeks pink.

‘Sorry, Annabelle! This little monster wouldn’t come down unless I carried her. I’ll go and get dressed in a minute. Right, you, off you get.’

Flora smiled at me then twisted sideways so that Sienna slid gently to the floor, where she lay in a giggling heap, one hand still clutching onto Flora’s leg.

‘Gosh, that’s fine, thanks for putting up with her on your day off,’ I replied, and she shrugged.

‘I don’t mind. Have fun at Birdland. Now let go of me, trouble. I’ll see you later.’

She reached down and peeled Sienna’s fingers from her calf, and my daughter stuck out her bottom lip.

‘Awwww! Come with us, pleeeeeese!’

‘Sienna, leave Flora alone, it’s her day off,’ I said warningly.

‘Oh, it’s OK. I don’t mind,’ Flora said again. ‘Go with Mummy, Sienna. I’ll see you later. Maybe I can read you a story before bed; sound like a plan?’

Sienna nodded, her petulant expression turning into a beaming smile.

‘Yesssss!’

‘Good. Now get up, silly.’

Flora poked Sienna gently with a bare toe then turned and darted up the stairs again, and I bent and pulled my daughter to her feet, smoothing her soft hair back.

‘Good girl. Shall we go and see the birds then?’

‘YES!’ she shouted.

‘OK, go and get your boots on, and I’ll get the coats.’

She ran off into the kitchen, and as I turned to the heavily laden coatrack to find our warm jackets, I wondered for a moment if I should have asked Flora if she’d like to come too. So far, she’d appeared to have spent all her days off on her own, going for long runs or walks, shopping, watching TV. If she’d had friends when she’d worked in Cheltenham, she didn’t seem too interested in seeing them. I didn’t like to ask though, and she seemed happy enough. Maybe she was just one of those people who were happy with their own company. Or, more probably, maybe she just needed time alone to adjust, time to recover.

We’d never really talked about it – I didn’t dare ask, not yet – but I knew it must have been horrendous for her, going through what she did in her last job. But I watched her sometimes, noticed that now and again when we were at work, at an event, a sudden stillness would come over her, a look of sadness flashing across her face, just for a few seconds, as if a memory had briefly surfaced in her mind. It never lasted long though, and within moments she’d be smiling again, filling glasses, flitting between tables, wiping up spills and charming the guests. It hurt my heart, imagining her pain, and I hoped that one day she might feel able to talk to me about it. Or that one day I might be brave enough to ask her about it …

‘Ready, Mummy!’ Sienna had reappeared, boots on and clutching her favourite soft toy, an overstuffed penguin with an incongruously bright pink beak.

‘Is Percival coming too? Great idea. He can meet all his penguin cousins there, can’t he?’

I helped her with her coat, deciding not to issue Flora with a last-minute invitation after all. I didn’t want to put her in an awkward position – spending her day off with her boss and a toddler was probably the last thing she’d want to do, but she was so polite she might feel obliged to say yes. No, I’d leave her be. Maybe next time.

I closed the door behind us and headed to the car, an excited Sienna scampering ahead of me, and hoped Flora would enjoy a peaceful day. But as I strapped my daughter into her car seat, I found myself thinking about Thea Ashfield again, as I did so often – Thea, who one day not so long ago had been having a normal day, just like this, with her family, her children. Thea, who fell asleep, and woke up in hell.
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THEA

‘I don’t want to do it, Mummy. It’s stupid and boring and I don’t see the point.’

Nell scowled at me, then slammed her pen down onto the polished wood of the dining table, her dark curls bobbing with the ferocity of the action. At the opposite end of the table, I sighed and closed my laptop.

‘The point, Nell, is that you need good grades at school to make a success of yourself in life. And yes, homework can be boring. Lots of things in life are boring, but we still have to do them, OK?’

She scowled harder, her chocolate brown eyes narrowing to slits.

‘Well, help me then. Flora used to help me. You never do. You’re rubbish.’

I flinched slightly, trying to stay calm. Fighting back never worked with Nell – it only wound her up more.

‘Flora doesn’t live here anymore, does she, darling? I do help you, when I have time, but I’m trying to work right now. And please don’t talk to me like that. What would Daddy say? And what would your baby brother think? Come on, let’s—’

Nell stood up so suddenly that her chair tipped backwards and crashed to the floor behind her. Her eyes flicked to the pram in the corner of the room and back to mine, an expression on her face that I couldn’t read. Anger? Hatred? Something else?

‘Well, Daddy’s not here anymore either, is he? And who cares what my baby brother would think? Who cares what anybody thinks?’

She slapped the table hard with both hands, her face contorted with emotion, then turned and ran from the room. I heard her stomp up the stairs and then a door slammed. I sat motionless for a moment, then sank my head into my hands. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. It was getting to the point where I just didn’t know how to handle Nell anymore when she was like this. What was I supposed to do, how could I help her? Had I ruined her life, as well as my own? She was eight years old, still a baby really, and yet in the past few months she’d changed so much, often seeming more like a raging, hormonal teenager than a sweet little girl. It wasn’t all the time, thankfully – I had no idea how I’d cope if this was a daily occurrence. But these outbursts were regular, and becoming more frequent, and it frightened me that I didn’t seem to be able to reach her anymore.

I knew exactly what had caused today’s, too. I didn’t often do the school run these days, not since … well, not since. I’d tried to, at first, tried to keep everything as normal as possible for Nell. But I’d had to stop. Too many nasty comments, too many stares, especially in those early days. It upset Nell, frightened and confused her, and I couldn’t bear it. Now, some of the other parents took it in turns, had set up a sort of rota, to pick her up in the morning and drop her off at home again in the afternoon. I knew they were doing it for Nell, and not for me, but I was still deeply grateful. There was the odd day, though, where they couldn’t fit the detour into their schedules, and on those occasions, I’d have to do it myself. And sometimes, just like when I went shopping, it was fine. They always looked, of course they did, but I was used to that. I could cope with the sideways glances, with the mutterings – it was only really the shouts, the loud name-calling, the vile language, that made my heart pound and my head swim.

But today, one of the fathers, one who’d been particularly abusive in the past, the dad of a little boy in the year below Nell, spotted me. My breath caught in my throat as I spotted him at the same time. I’d grabbed Nell’s hand, trying to steer the pram quickly out of the school gate with the other, get her away before he started, but it was too late.

‘Oi! Fucking evil cow! Look at her, the fucking weirdo. Should be locked up. Fuck off out of here!’

I didn’t look at him, didn’t need to. I knew exactly what his expression would be like, his eyes narrowed with hate, his thin lips set in a sneer. I’d seen the same expression so many times, on so many faces, in the past few months.

But Nell had looked, her eyes wide, face reddening, tears beginning to roll as I dragged her down the road, out of earshot. I’d asked her if she was all right, told her not to listen, told her not to worry about it, all the things I’d said to her a hundred times before, and she’d nodded and wiped her eyes, and started telling me about the art class she’d had this afternoon where silly Charlie Wilson had spilled an entire jar of dirty water down his trousers, but I’d known then. I’d known by the set of her jaw and the stiffness of her smile that sooner or later today we’d have another outburst, that she would punish me for what had just happened.

I was making my daughter desperately unhappy, and the thought was almost unbearable. All I wanted to do was run upstairs after her, take her in my arms, tell her everything was going to be all right. But was it? Would everything ever be all right again? Or would that just be a lie, another lie to add to all the others I’d told her? I’m fine, Nell. I won’t drink today, Nell. It’s just water with lemon, Nell. People will soon forget, Nell. It’ll all be OK, Nell. Lies. All of it, lies.

So no, I couldn’t go upstairs to comfort my daughter, not yet. She wouldn’t let me anyway, would hold herself rigid now if I tried to wrap my arms round her. I knew that if I left her alone for a few minutes she’d calm down, but she’d still be cagey with me for the rest of the day, refusing to let me cuddle or console her, and it broke my heart. I swallowed hard, trying to put her out of my mind for a few minutes, and opened my laptop again.

I had to order some new stock, had to arrange a photo shoot, had to keep this business on track, had to concentrate. I’d been running Just Enfant for four years, setting it up after Nell started school, and I suddenly found myself with hours of spare time every weekday. I imported children’s clothing from all over the world, quirky, unusual pieces – mini kimonos from Japan, dresses with beautiful Masai beadwork from Kenya, little rhinestone-studded cowboy boots from Texas. I’d had some decent publicity when I launched – Isla had helped – and the business had taken off in a big way almost immediately. Within a year I’d needed to hire a small warehouse to house the stock and some casual help to pack the orders; by the end of year two I’d needed a full-time assistant, which was when Flora had come along. Those were the glory days – my life a whirl of work and motherhood and happiness. Not like now, when life was nothing but greyness and pain. Would I ever be happy again? And would Nell?

Before she was born I’d worked full-time in London as a fashion buyer for Normans, the department store chain. I adored it – the travel, the trade fairs, the designers, the shows. But motherhood and that sort of lifestyle really weren’t compatible, and so just before Nell was born we left London and moved to the edge of the Cotswolds, to Cheltenham. Rupert’s company had offices in the town, and were happy to transfer him, and we thought it a reasonable place to live, a pretty Regency spa town with decent shops and restaurants and a seemingly never-ending stream of festivals – literature, jazz, food, science, horse racing. More importantly for me it was just two hours from London, my friends and social life a short train ride away. Of course, by the time Nell was born, I had new friends, mummy pals acquired during antenatal classes, coffee mornings, parenting groups. I’d grown to love it here, the town, my social network, the beautiful countryside just minutes away.

But everything was different now. Most of my friends had drifted away, the stream of invitations to dinners and parties fading to a trickle and then stopping altogether.

I stared at my screen for a moment then pushed back my chair, stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the street was quiet, the sky already darkening. A man bundled up in a padded jacket, a woolly hat pulled down low over his eyes, was half-walking, half-jogging on the other side of the road, a large black Labrador tugging at the lead he held in his outstretched hand. Even from this distance, I could see that he was smiling, saying something to his eager pet, and I felt a sudden pang of envy.

Everywhere around me, people were going about their lives, feeling happy, enjoying the little things. The normal things. I wondered, would I ever be able to feel like that again? To take pleasure in simple, everyday tasks, without this gnawing pain, this overwhelming guilt, this grief that paralyzed me? Would I ever stop feeling this self-loathing, this disgust every time I looked at myself in the mirror? And what about Nell? How was I going to fix Nell?

I turned from the window, wondering, not for the first time, if I should get her some professional help, a counsellor or something. I was seeing Isla later in the week, as usual – she’d probably know somebody. Isla knows everyone. But what if Nell refused to go? Could I make her? I sighed, my eyes drifting to the drinks cabinet under the mirror, the big one with the elaborate metal scrollwork that I’d loved so much when Rupert and I had spotted it in a junk shop when I was pregnant with Zander, just after the scan where we found out we were having a little boy. Rupert had bought the mirror for me straight away when I said how much I loved it, so excited about the new baby, so thrilled he was getting a son. If only he’d known then, how things were going to turn out. If only I’d known.

My eyes flicked again to the drinks cabinet, then I resolutely looked away. I’d been doing so well, hadn’t had a drink for two days now. Well, this was day three, so nearly three really, if anyone was counting. I took a deep breath. No, no drinking today. I could do this sober. I had to. I inhaled again, slowly, deeply, blew the air out forcefully, then walked out into the hallway and headed upstairs to Nell’s room.


5 

ANNABELLE

‘Oh, that garden will be perfect for photos! Look Annabelle, how lovely it is!’

Flora, who was standing at one of the three windows of the large drawing room, turned to me, her eyes bright with excitement. I put my notebook down on the arm of the sofa and went to join her. She was right.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘It really will, won’t it?’

We stood there for a moment, shoulder to shoulder, taking in the view. It was Wednesday morning, and we were on a site visit to a house near Wotton-under-Edge. It was owned by Elaine Gorton, a criminal barrister who worked in London during the week and spent her weekends in the Cotswolds, but she’d given me keys this week so I could come and check the place out, put a plan together for our next meeting.

She was getting married in May, at nearby St Mary the Virgin church, and I was in charge of the reception, a relatively small affair for around sixty people, which would be held here at her home, an elegant, Grade II listed, Queen Anne-style villa set in an acre of beautifully landscaped gardens. From a paved patio area outside the window, steps led down to an expanse of lawn, ideal for the marquee I intended to set up, and bordered with shrubs, roses and fruit trees. A curved path led, via an archway covered in some sort of evergreen climber – I’m not bad on trees, but not great on recognizing plants – to a large, white, painted summer house, and behind that a walled ‘secret’ garden. It had been too wet to venture out yet this morning, but I knew from the photos Elaine had sent me that that would be the perfect spot for pre-lunch drinks, with wooden benches dotted around under magnolia trees, beautifully colour-coordinated beds of herbs and flowers, and a gently bubbling fountain.

‘You’ve got a good eye, you know.’ I turned to Flora and she looked at me and grinned.

‘Thanks, Annabelle! I’m not much of a photographer myself, but it does look like a garden from a wedding magazine, doesn’t it? I can just picture Elaine out there, all slinky in her dress, the sun shining, the roses in bloom … it’s going to be fabulous, isn’t it?’

Her green eyes shone, and her enthusiasm was infectious. My first thoughts when planning an event like this, which would rely so heavily on good weather, were anxious ones about rain and wind, flyaway marquees and soggy food. But Flora was definitely better at looking on the bright side, and although I still needed to have a wet weather contingency plan, I suddenly felt inspired.

‘It is,’ I said. ‘Maybe we could drape that archway halfway down the garden with some little fairy lights, and do a few more photos out there later on, when it gets dark? And … random thing to say, and tell me if you think I’m bonkers … what do you think about trying to use that horse? The one we saw as we drove in?’

‘Oooh yes!’ Flora squealed, clapping her hands, and I could see that she’d immediately understood my idea. ‘We could make a flower garland for its neck. It would look wonderful! I wonder if it’s tame enough though?’ She wrinkled up her small nose, pondering.

‘Hmm, yes, maybe we should check that out before we suggest it to Elaine – could go horribly wrong otherwise!’

We both laughed. We’d spotted a white horse in the field adjoining Elaine’s garden as we drove in, the animal almost fairy tale in appearance with a long flowing mane and graceful swishing tail, and a haughty, regal stare. I wasn’t sure who owned it, but if they were willing, and the horse was a well-behaved one …

‘Oh, Flora, I almost forgot.’ I turned from the window as something else from my never-ending to-do list suddenly came to mind. She turned too, grabbing her own notepad and pen from the windowsill.

‘Yes? Shoot.’

I flicked through my notes.

‘Here it is. Isla Laird’s been in touch. You know her, don’t you? Oh, of course you do, she’s a friend of Thea’s, isn’t she? She’s a producer on that late-night chat show, Yak Yak Yak? Anyway, Ailsa Levi is appearing on the show in a couple of weeks’ time, and as we’re doing her book launch on Friday Isla was wondering if we could get a bit of footage for her to use on the show – you know, Ailsa signing books and that sort of stuff? She said the show will pay for it – we just need to sort someone who can shoot broadcast-quality video as well as the stills photographer we’ve already booked. Can you organize that?’

‘Sure, no problem.’

Flora nodded, scribbling away in her book. I watched her for a moment. Was it my imagination, or had she suddenly turned a little pale?

‘Are you OK, Flora?’ I asked hesitantly.

She looked up, a slightly haunted expression in her eyes, then smiled.

‘Fine! I’ll get onto that this afternoon. Oh look, it’s stopped raining. Do you want to make a run for it now, zoom down and have a peek at the secret garden while the going’s good?’

I nodded.

‘Great idea. We can roughly measure the lawn too, see how big we can go with the marquee. She wants a dancefloor as well as dining space. Should be fine, but let’s just check.’

As I followed Flora out through the hallway and down into the kitchen to the back door, I mentally kicked myself. I should have dealt with Isla Laird myself, damn and blast it. Why had I passed the job on to Flora? She’d definitely looked a little shaken there for a moment. I should have thought, should have realized that as one of Thea’s best friends, Isla was very much a part of what had happened, and that being forced to deal with her now was bound to be very difficult for poor Flora. That had been thoughtless of me.

I knew Isla myself a bit, too, of course – as a showbiz type, who flitted between London and Gloucestershire, she often attended events I’d organized, launches and celebrations and parties thrown by writers, actors, local celebrities. She’d even been to a do at my own house once, a couple of years back, I remembered now – probably the garden party I’d held to mark three years of Big Day Event Planning.

She was quite loud, the sort of person who some would describe as ‘fun’, I suppose. A bit over the top for me, and I’d sensed that Rupert – he and Thea had been at the same party – found her slightly irritating too. But, by all accounts, she’d stuck by Thea, after what had happened, and that had to be admired, I supposed. I was pretty sure I couldn’t have done it. My chest tightened slightly, as it always did when I thought about Thea, and what she’d done, but I swallowed hard, pushing the thoughts away, pulled on my wellies and followed Flora out into the damp garden.
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THEA

‘What time is Daddy coming, Mummy?’

I looked up from my laptop – I’d just been ordering some stunning little brocade jackets from a designer in Iran, which I intended to team on the website with a recently arrived selection of embroidered dresses from Moscow, a modern twist on the traditional sarafan style – and glanced at my watch.

‘He said he’d be here about five thirty, darling. So any minute now.’

It was Wednesday, one of Rupert’s nights to have Nell. The days varied every week, depending on his work schedule – Rupert worked in field support for an IT company, and often had to travel to repair or install systems – but we aimed for Wednesdays if we could, hoping a regular routine would be better for our daughter. He had her every weekend too, picking her up from school each Friday and returning her on Monday evening, so he had four nights a week with her and I got three. It didn’t sound like a lot, but it was more than I deserved, way more, and I was deeply grateful for it.

‘Have you got everything? Did you remember your PE gear for school tomorrow as well as your other stuff?’

I got slowly up from the table, trying not to jar my throbbing head. I’d fallen off the wagon again the night before, despite my good intentions for the week, opening a bottle of red, and then another, waking stiff and cold on the sofa at 2 a.m. before dragging myself to bed to toss and turn restlessly until dawn. The nausea had eased now but the headache remained, a dull pounding in my skull. Trying to act normally, I crossed the room to check Nell’s overnight bag, rummaging through it. She had a spare toothbrush, other toiletries, books and toys at Rupert’s place, so it was really only clothes and school things she needed to bring, and she seemed to have everything she needed. Plenty of packing practice by now, I supposed.

‘All present and correct by the look of it, well done!’

I kept my voice bright, but I was already missing her, already dreading the quiet when the front door closed behind her and she was gone from me for another twenty-four hours.

‘Of course, what do you expect?’ she replied, with a cheeky grin. She was in a good mood today, and I smiled back and reached out a hand to stroke her dark curls.

‘Oi, stop it, mum! I’ve just brushed it!’

She batted my hand away, then squealed as the doorbell rang.

‘Daddy! I’ll get it!’

She turned and ran out into the hallway. Moments later Rupert was in the doorway of the dining room, tall and broad-shouldered, his head freshly shaven, a hint of dark stubble at his jawline. He was wearing a dark suit with a pale pink shirt, tie loosened at the neck.

‘Thea.’ His voice was cool, polite.

‘Hi Rupert.’

He glanced around the room, eyes resting for a few seconds on Zander’s pram, which was sitting next to the window. He shook his head slightly, then looked down at Nell who was bouncing up and down on her heels.

‘Ready to go, sweetheart? Thought we could stop for a takeaway pizza on the way home, eat it in front of the telly, that sound OK?’

‘Awesome!’ she said.

‘Great. Well, say goodbye to your mum and we’ll be off.’

Nell launched herself at me, wrapping her arms around my waist and tilting her head back for a kiss. I dropped one onto her forehead then held on tightly, making ‘grrrrr’ noises until she yelled at me to get off her and wriggled free.

‘Bye, Mummy! See you tomorrow evening!’

She skipped out into the hall, and I turned to Rupert.

‘You’ll pick her up from school tomorrow, as usual? Or arrange to have her picked up, I should say?’ he said.

The hint of ice was there in his voice, as always, but I had become immune to it.

‘Of course. Oh, and don’t let her forget her PE stuff in the morning. It’s in a separate bag and you know what she’s like.’

He nodded.

‘I know. OK, well, see you Friday then.’

He turned and left the room, and moments later I heard the front door slam. He hadn’t mentioned Zander, of course. He never did. It had upset me terribly at first, in the early days after he’d left me. Now, I was used to it – his coldness, his lack of emotion. The revulsion in his eyes when he looked at me. My husband, this man who’d been by my side for over a decade, the man I’d married in a beautiful country church on a glorious spring day in Oxfordshire, and thought I’d love and be loved by forever. The man I’d built a home with, a life with, raised children with.

Our marriage wasn’t perfect – how many were? – but it had been good, great even, for so many years. And … well, he despised me these days, I knew that. I was even getting used to it, knowing it was only what I deserved. I never got used to Nell being away, though, hated the house without her in it at night, and although I tried to settle back down to some work I couldn’t concentrate.

Restless, I pushed my laptop to one side, wishing it was Friday when Isla would be here, when the house would be filled with her, her loud voice, her gorgeous if ridiculously high shoes, her expensive perfume. And, more importantly, her friendship, her love, her hugs. The lights seemed brighter, my home actually physically warmer, when Isla was around, especially now, in these dark cold days.

Rupert had never really understood it, the bond between us – ‘obsessive, you two. It’s a bit weird, Thea,’ he’d said once, in the early days – and he’d been right when he complained too, back then, that Isla resented him, that she’d been reluctant for me to get serious about him. She’d cried, actually cried, when he proposed. She didn’t really have many other friends, not in those days, not now really either, if I thought about it. Work colleagues, people she socialized with, had fun with, but not friend friends, nobody she was as close to as me. I’d never really been able to work out why, but I supposed some people were just like that, weren’t they? After all, how many close friends do you need? And although I’d made other friends over the years, many of whom I’d grown really fond of, it was never like it was with Isla. We were Thea and Isla, Isla and Thea. Thila, we’d joked once, at the height of the Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes ‘Tomcat’ thing. It was just the way it was.

The nausea was back, and realizing I’d barely eaten today I wandered through to the kitchen and opened the fridge, wondering what to cook for dinner. I had some pasta in the cupboard, but nothing to make a sauce with. Deciding the fresh air would do me good, I manoeuvred the pram out into the hallway, pulled on my coat and walked briskly up to Bath Road, past the bank on the corner and the wine bar with the little front courtyard where, even now, in the dark and the chill of the January evening, people were sitting outside, smoking and nursing pints of beer, huddling under the patio heaters that warmed the space.

At the little Sainsbury’s I headed straight for the aisle where the ready-made sauces were, suddenly lacking the energy to make my own. Arrabbiata or carbonara? My hand wavered in front of the shelf, then I picked up the jar of carbonara and put it in the basket I’d rested on top of the pram. Maybe I’d get another couple of jars for the weekend, make life easy for myself, I thought.

As I added a four-cheese sauce and a jar of pesto to the basket, a small girl sidled up alongside me, long red plaits swinging. She peered into the pram, clearly keen, as so many children were, to see the baby within, and my breath quickened. I grabbed the handle and tried to move the pram away, but it was too late. Her eager expression faded, replaced by a frown that crinkled her smooth, pale brow, and she looked up at me quizzically for a moment, then ran down to the end of the aisle to where a petite woman, also with red hair and bundled up in a navy puffer jacket, was leaning on her trolley, scanning a list in her hand.

‘Mummy! That lady’s got an empty pram. It hasn’t got a baby in it. Why hasn’t it got a baby in it?’ the child hissed.

The woman glanced down the aisle to where I stood, frozen, then back at her daughter. She shrugged and started to walk away.

‘No idea, love. Come on, help me choose some soup for dinner.’

The little girl stared back curiously at me for a moment, then followed her mother around the corner.

I stood stock-still, staring into the pram. She was right, of course. It was, as it had been for months, empty. Zander’s blanket was still there, soft and white, still smelling of him, very faintly now, the brightly coloured chain of little teddy bears holding hands still strung across the front of the hood. But yes, the little girl had been absolutely right. I was pushing an empty pram. Pushing an empty pram around like the crazy, sick woman I now was. Because, of course, there was no baby, was there? Not anymore.
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FLORA

‘Right. Chairs laid out, wine chilled, glasses polished, food all plated up … what time is it, Flora?’

Annabelle looked up from the tick-list on her clipboard, tucking a blonde curl behind her ear. I pulled my phone from my pocket and tapped the screen.

‘It’s 6.20. Doors will open in ten minutes. We’re fine, Annabelle, don’t worry. I’ve had a peek out the window and there’s already a queue building. Jenny, the manager, is going to nip downstairs in a minute to man the door. Or woman the door, I suppose I should say …’

I smiled at her and she smiled back, although somewhat distractedly. She was always pretty tense just before an event – probably not the best time for my silly jokes.

‘And Ailsa’s just nipped to the loo but then she’s going to stand at the top of the stairs and greet her guests as they come up,’ I continued hurriedly. ‘Then there’ll be forty-five minutes of milling around with wine and nibbles before we start at bang on 7.15. The two waitresses are here and ready to circulate with nibble trays and top up the drinks, and the photographer and cameraman are just over there checking their equipment. All sorted, I think.’

‘Brilliant. Thanks, Flora. OK, well I’m going to go and make sure Jenny is all right and just check everything’s looking good downstairs. Back in a mo. Oh – could you just make sure there’s a glass of water for Ailsa on her table? And one for the interviewer?’

‘Sure, no problem.’

She headed for the stairs and vanished, and I crossed the room, manoeuvring between the long rows of chairs, heading for the drinks table. We were on the first floor of Waterstones in Cheltenham, where the stage was now set for Ailsa Levi’s book launch party.

The glamorous, Gloucestershire-born author had topped the Sunday Times bestseller list with both of her previous gory crime novels, and tonight’s event would launch her third book, a thriller set in 1940’s London.

We were expecting about a hundred people, and Annabelle had been on edge all week, knowing there’d be extensive coverage of the evening not only in the trade press but also in a number of celebrity magazines – the photographer hired for the evening was providing stills to Hello and Heat, among others. Ailsa, unusually for a crime writer, was also a bit of a party girl and tabloid darling, and the gossip mags loved her.

I didn’t think Annabelle had anything to worry about though. We’d worked hard on this event, and the place looked fantastic, with piles of Ailsa’s novel artfully arranged on side tables, ready for signing later, and delicious looking canapés and cupcakes decorated with edible, miniature replicas of the new book’s cover ready to be served. Even the two waitresses looked great, dressed in forties-style uniforms of simple black dresses with neat white collars and cuffs, finished with crisp, snowy aprons and little frilly caps.

There had been a slight blip earlier on – one of the waitresses had called me in a panic at five o’clock, saying that her childcare had let her down and that she would have to pull out of the job unless she could bring her young baby with her. Unwilling to add to Annabelle’s stress by asking her if it would be possible to find somebody else to step in at such short notice, I’d taken a gamble and told the woman to bring the child with her and that we would find a quiet spot to put it in, promising that I’d personally go and check on the baby every ten minutes or so while her mum was working. As I filled two crystal tumblers with mineral water, I wondered where exactly Jenny, the bookshop manager, had hidden the child, whose mum was now poised by the food table, ready to begin serving. I needed to start baby watch, so I put the drinks on the table at the front of the room where Ailsa would soon be interviewed and host a Q and A session for her guests, and did a quick tour of the first floor, peering behind bookcases.

‘Seen a baby anywhere, Gerry?’ I grinned at the photographer, who was snapping a few shots of a poster of Ailsa. He was a short, stocky man of about fifty, dressed in a black leather bomber jacket. He nodded and smiled back at me, showing nicotine-stained teeth.

‘Over there. Behind Sci-Fi,’ he said. ‘It’s fine, don’t worry – Mark just popped it out of sight for a minute, don’t want it in the shots. It’s sound asleep, for now … hope it stays that way, eh?’

‘Hope so!’

Mark was the videographer I’d hired for the evening, to get footage for the TV chat show at Isla Laird’s request. Thankfully, I hadn’t needed to speak to her to sort it out – her instructions to Annabelle about what she needed and how to get the footage to her afterwards had been pretty clear, which had been a relief, so all I’d had to do was drop her an email to confirm that all was fine. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Isla or anything – actually, I liked her quite a lot. She was a good laugh, interesting to talk to, and had always been a great friend to Thea, and after a bit of a shaky start, we’d ended up getting on really well. It was just that, at the moment certainly, I really couldn’t face talking to her, or to anyone who reminded me of last year. It was just too recent, too raw …

‘Oh God! Oh God!’

As I peered round the science-fiction bookshelf I gasped, my heart suddenly pounding, my legs wobbly. I grabbed onto a shelf for support and stared at the pram for a moment, then looked away and took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. For goodness’ sake, Flora, get a grip. It was only a pram. And, now that I’d seen it properly, I could see that it wasn’t even the same pram. It looked a bit like Thea’s though. Same make, Silver Cross. It had the same chrome chassis and herringbone fabric, but this one was in a deep berry shade, and Zander’s had been grey. Zander. I leaned forward and peered into the pram, gently pulling the soft fleece blanket back to get a better view. The baby, clearly a little girl in a pink dress with a polka dot collar, was indeed sound asleep, making a tiny snuffling noise with each breath. I tucked the blanket back into place and edged away slowly, back into the brightly lit central area of the bookshop, but suddenly in my head I was back at Thea’s, in her lovely Regency townhouse on Montpellier Terrace.

She’d started taking the empty pram out about two weeks after Zander died, back in September. I’d been on the phone in the dining room, where we often sat and worked, a gorgeous space with huge windows, Montpellier Gardens just across the road, the sound of children’s shrieks and laughter drifting in through the open window from the park’s play area. I’d just finished checking that a big delivery had been sent out, when I suddenly saw her, wheeling the pram past the door and down the hallway, leaning over it as she walked, talking quietly. I’d dropped the phone, run out into the hall and grabbed her arm.

‘Thea! Thea, what are you doing? Where are you going?’

She’d straightened up and looked at me for a moment, a peculiar expression on her face, the face that was still so beautiful, but so pale today, dark circles like painful bruises under her eyes. Then she dropped her gaze again, back down to the empty pram.

‘I’m just going for a walk. To the park. I need some fresh air. I’ve been in this house almost twenty-four hours a day for the past two weeks, Flora, and it’s driving me mad.’

Her voice was flat and expressionless, her soft Somerset accent barely discernible. She’d begun to move away but I grabbed her again, my hand moving down her arm to cover her hand as it gripped the pram handle.

‘I get that but … but why are you taking the pram, Thea? He’s … he’s gone. Zander’s gone, you know that, don’t you? Why … why are you pushing an empty pram?’

She took a little gasping breath, her eyes fixed on the vacant space under the pram cover.

‘I don’t know. I don’t know, Flora. I know it looks a bit mental but … I just … I just need to feel close to him, and … well … it sort of brings me comfort, I don’t know why. I did it yesterday too, when you were off? Just for a few minutes, down the road and back. It’s something to hold onto, and when I’m walking with the pram I don’t feel … I don’t feel so alone, I suppose.’

Tears had started to roll down her cheeks. She’d been drinking, I suddenly realized, a whiff of alcohol on her breath, even though it was barely midday. I stared at her for a moment, my heart twisting, unsure what to do, then I reached into my pocket and pulled out a tissue, pushing it into her hand.

‘OK. I’m sorry, Thea, I understand. If that’s what you need to do …’

She nodded, dabbed at her cheeks with the tissue and smiled a small, wobbly smile.

‘I’ll see you later. Thanks, Flora, I don’t know how I’d have got through the last couple of weeks without you.’

And so it had continued. She’d carried on taking that pram, that unbearably sad, empty pram, out with her, time after time. It was as if she’d lost the ability to walk without it, as if it supported her, as if the day she left it at home she would simply crumble. We were all horrified, mortified for her – me, Isla, Rupert, even Nell – but no matter what anyone said, whether we cajoled or shouted or begged, she would simply nod, tell us quietly that yes, she understood, and she knew it was weird and mad, but that she couldn’t stop, she couldn’t leave it at home, she needed that pram, that comfort. She didn’t even stop when somebody put a picture of her with the damn empty thing on Twitter, sneering at her, calling her all sorts of names, and it got retweeted and retweeted and practically went viral …

‘Flora! Everything all right?’

Annabelle had returned from downstairs, waving at me from across the floor. I waved back.

‘Fine! Just checking everything’s shipshape!’

I took a deep breath. It was, wasn’t it? Everything was shipshape. The past was the past. No looking back, I told myself. Onwards. Let’s get this party started.
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THEA

I opened my eyes and instantly closed them again, wincing as even that tiny movement, just that miniscule eyelid flutter, caused a fresh wave of pain inside my skull. Why the hell was the room so bright? What time was it? My clock was right there on the bedside table, inches from my face. Could I risk it? Oh, for God’s sake, Thea. I opened just one eye this time, squinting to minimize the damage. Twenty past eleven. Eleven in the morning? It must be, yes, and I clearly hadn’t managed to close the curtains when I’d passed out last night, the sun flooding in as if it were June and not January. I winced again as a passing car honked its horn on the road outside, sending a spasm of pain through my head, then moved my right hand slowly under the duvet, running it cautiously down my body. I was wearing a jumper, jeans … and oh, great. Shoes. Yes, definitely trainers, still on my feet.

My stomach lurched suddenly, and I knew I was going to be sick. Moaning, I pushed the duvet aside and stumbled to the ensuite, the room swaying and swirling around me, and crashed painfully to my knees beside the toilet, my hands shaking uncontrollably as I pushed the lid up and leaned over the bowl.

When I’d finished, I slumped to the floor, the tiles cool against my burning forehead, traces of vomit still on my cracked lips. Why did I do this to myself? Why? What was the point? Because I hated myself, that’s why. Because I was constantly filled with shame and self-disgust and pain, and alcohol helped to numb it, to sedate me, just for a while. But I’d clearly gone too far, yet again. Did I really think that drinking myself into oblivion would help? I must have yet again last night, mustn’t I? I didn’t even remember what I’d drunk, or what I’d done … and what about Nell? Oh shit, where was Nell?

I sat up so suddenly that the room started spinning again, my head throbbing violently, black flashes strobing in front of my eyes. I took a few gasping breaths, trying to calm myself, trying to stop the nausea taking a grip again. Then slowly, I remembered. Isla. Isla had been here last night, hadn’t she? And Nell wasn’t here. Yesterday had been Friday, and she was with her father. With him until Monday, after school. With him for two more days. That was assuming that today was still Saturday, and that I hadn’t been so wasted I’d actually lost a whole day …

I crawled, like a baby, on hands and knees, off the tiles and back onto the soft bedroom carpet, then collapsed again, my eyes shut tightly against the burning sunlight. A few minutes later, thirst and self-loathing taking over, I dragged myself up into a standing position and slowly peeled my clothes off, leaving them on the floor where they fell. I could tidy up later, when I felt more human, I thought, my hand still trembling as I reached for the bottle of water that somehow, miraculously, was sitting on my bedside table. I drank the entire thing down, then staggered back to the bathroom and stood under a hot shower for a long time.

It was nearly twelve thirty by the time I made it downstairs, wearing a clean pair of navy leggings and an oversized, soft blue sweatshirt, my hair still damp. I suddenly felt ravenous, cramming bread into the toaster and cutting chunks from a block of Cheddar I found in the fridge, ramming it into my mouth, the events of last night slowly coming back to me.

Isla had arrived not long after seven, escaping London for the weekend as she almost always did. She was based there during the week, working as a producer on the Thursday night chat show Yak Yak Yak, the one which interviewed all the most controversial guests – the ex-cons, the kiss and tellers, the unapologetic racists who wanted to close Britain’s doors to immigrants. Isla worked long hours during the week, but once the live show had gone out on Thursday night and the Friday debrief was over, she liked to leave the city for a day or two before the madness started again on Monday. And to see me, of course. We talked on the phone pretty much every day, but it wasn’t the same as being together in the same room.

We’d met in a backstreet pub in Soho about fifteen years before, not long after I’d left university and moved to London; me, a skinny, quiet country girl from Somerset, trying to make my way in the big city’s fashion industry, her a loud, funny Edinburgh lass, all spiky red hair and dark lipstick, already a runner for a daytime TV show and determined to hustle her way to the top.

I’d been in the pub with a couple of people from work, and had only started talking to Isla because I’d somehow managed to trip and spill my cider all down her black T-shirt on my way back from the bar. When I, mortified, had offered this now very damp stranger a tissue to clean up the mess, she’d simply laughed, slapped away the hand that was ineffectually dabbing at her, and told me not to worry about it, and just to buy her a drink instead. And then I’d admired her necklace, a chunky gold lizard on a long shimmering chain, and that had been that. We’d ended up chatting for hours, two young women at the beginning of our careers, our London adventure, sharing our hopes and dreams and realizing that despite our very obvious personality differences, we were both so similar, deep down. Not just the lonely only child thing, but our hopes and desires for the future too, both fiercely ambitious, determined to succeed, both wanting many of the same things out of life.

When Rupert and I had moved to Cheltenham, Isla had come to visit and fallen in love with the place. Three weeks later, she’d rented a cute little bedsit near the hospital, just a few minutes’ walk away from our house.

‘My Cotswold retreat!’ she’d announced. And so Isla had remained an important part of my life, to my joy and delight, although Rupert wasn’t quite so keen sometimes. He’d grown to tolerate her, even enjoy her company at times, over the years, despite his initial concerns about our ‘obsessive’ relationship. But … well, Isla was Isla. You either got her, or you didn’t, and Rupert never did, not entirely. For me, though, he put up with her frequent presence, and she in turn gradually thawed towards him too, grudgingly accepting that, for me, my husband was a non-negotiable extra now.

‘He’s OK, your Rupert,’ she’d finally admitted, about a year after we got married. Not exactly gushing, but I’d hugged her anyway.

And so they rubbed along all right, the two of them. Most of the time, anyway. Rupert’s biggest issue with Isla was … well, her perennial singleness, really. She had boyfriends, of course she did, but few of them lasted more than a few dates, many – the frequent married ones – just one-night flings. While I enjoyed living the wild single life vicariously through my friend, Rupert disapproved.

‘She’s just so … well, she acts like a twenty-year-old,’ he would say. ‘She leads you astray. She drinks too much, way too much, and so do you, when she’s around. And she hates kids. How can you be friends with someone who hates kids?’

She didn’t hate kids though, not exactly. She’d been brought up in a tough part of Edinburgh by an abusive, single mother, walked out on by a violent father when she’d been just five years old. And she’d vowed, vowed from a very young age, she’d always told me, that motherhood was not for her. She didn’t have a strong maternal instinct anyway (‘Kids are just so boring, Thea’), but her big fear was, she said, that she might cause another child to be hurt the way she’d been hurt. Not because she herself had any violent tendencies, far from it. But she was scared that she’d pick the wrong man, and that the child would suffer because of that.

‘You know me, I always go for the bad boys, Thea. I’d get it wrong, I know I would. It’s not worth the risk. And it’s not for me, anyway, being a mum. I really don’t like them very much, which isn’t exactly ideal. And Christ, I’d be terrible at the whole caring thing. I can barely remember to feed myself most of the time … can you imagine? I can’t even keep a house plant alive.’

And so her decision had been made. As a result, she wished that, like her, I’d chosen to stay child-free, as she put it, too – she didn’t like how they ‘cramped my style’. The children took up so much of my time, time that I would have normally spent with her, and she definitely hated that, hated that I was often tired and distracted, hated my lack of energy when I was pregnant, and my inability to be spontaneous once I became a mother. She couldn’t just whisk me off for an impromptu drunken night on the town anymore, not after Nell arrived, and she’d been pretty horrified when I’d told her I was pregnant again with Zander.

‘Christ, Thea, two? Wasn’t one enough? Are you seriously going to have it?’ she’d said, clearly exasperated. It sounded horribly selfish, when I thought back to it now, the way she behaved, the things she said – it sounded like it was all about her, that my wants and needs and feelings didn’t enter into it at all. But I knew she wasn’t selfish, not really. She was, on the contrary, one of the most generous women I knew, always turning up with gifts for Nell and, later, Zander, even though she didn’t have much interest in them, not really; always there on the end of the phone when I’d had a bad day and needed to talk, always ready to drop everything for me.

So no, not selfish. She was just … insecure, I supposed. Desperately insecure, despite her brash, confident exterior, and terrified that she was going to lose me, her best friend, her surrogate sister, to these tiny, new, needy humans, despite my constant reassurances that that would never happen.

And it didn’t. I made sure of that, made sure that, despite Isla’s fears, my children didn’t really affect our friendship at all. We were too strong for that by then anyway, had too much shared history. When she arrived in Cheltenham after her week in London we’d stay in instead of going out, downing bottles of wine and Prosecco or, on sunny Saturdays, taking Nell and later Zander, too, out with us for long boozy lunches in beer gardens and bistros with pretty outdoor seating areas.

It wasn’t perfect – Isla was sometimes irritated on those days, the days I needed to bring the children with me and, if I was really honest, she basically ignored them most of the time, although I thought she’d warmed to Nell in recent months, just a little, as my daughter had grown and developed into the feisty, intelligent little girl she now was.

But in general, I supposed that Rupert was right about her attitude to kids, even mine. They just weren’t her thing. It was always OK though, once she’d had a few drinks. A glass of bubbly fixed everything, she always said. Rupert was right about that too, although I hated to admit it – Isla did lead me astray, certainly when it came to alcohol. I didn’t drink much at all when she wasn’t around – not in recent years, not since becoming a mum (although that has rather obviously changed somewhat drastically recently) – but when she was, all bets were off. She’d always denied having a drink problem, as such, although I was fairly sure she’d struggle to give it up for any length of time. But if I ever asked her about it, she’d dismiss my concerns with an airy wave.

‘I’m Scottish, Thea. Drinking’s in our blood. And when have you ever seen me with a hangover? It’s stress relief, that’s all. Hush. Here, pass me your glass.’

Oh yes, that girl could drink, and for some reason when she did, I always joined in. The problem was, as she liked to point out, she could down it by the gallon with, seemingly, no major repercussions, whereas I …

I rubbed my eyes, waiting for the toast to pop up, my head beginning to throb again, and hoped the paracetamol I’d just washed down with half a carton of orange juice would kick in quickly. I’d been able to handle the booze when I was younger, no problem at all, but since having the kids … serious lightweight. I’d often offer to be designated driver or, if Rupert and I were walking to one of our numerous haunts nearby, stick to two or three small glasses of wine.

Things had changed, though, over the past few months. Everything had changed. I didn’t need Isla to make me drink too much these days. I was quite capable of doing that all by myself.

The toaster finally spat out its browned offerings, making me jump. I slathered on some butter and layered on the cheese, then turned the grill on, put the toast on a tray underneath it and waited again, listlessly wiping surfaces and stacking empty bottles in the recycling box, my stomach growling. As I put the bottle opener back in its drawer I smiled suddenly as I remembered the conversation Isla and I had had last night as I’d wrangled a stubborn cork out of a crisp Sauvignon Blanc.

‘So, next week we’re interviewing the guy who owns that kids’ play park – you know, the one in Leicester where three kids were seriously injured because the equipment was faulty? And he’s blaming the parents for not keeping an eye on their offspring, and it’s sparked a big debate? Thea?’

Isla had been sitting at the kitchen table, nibbling crisps, filling me in on her week, trying as always to distract me from my thoughts, cheer me up, make me laugh. I’d nodded, struggling with the cork.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know. And?’

‘Well, I suggested we do it outside in the garden set, stick a bouncy castle behind him, have some kids on it, you know, for atmosphere? Light it up all spooky. It’ll look good, I think. Except, of course, the show goes out live, and at eleven o’clock at night legal won’t let us use kids, child employment laws, can’t allow them to work after 7 p.m., blah blah …’

I’d turned and raised an eyebrow at her.

‘I’m not surprised, Isla! Did you have to scrap the idea, then? Pity …’

‘Och, no!’ She’d slapped a hand on the table, a triumphant look on her face. ‘Because I, my dear, am a genius. I’ve hired a load of midgets instead. They’ll just be in the background, dim lighting, so nobody will notice the difference – brilliant, eh?’

I’d stared at her, aghast.

‘A load of … do you mean dwarves? Little people? Seriously?’

She’d nodded, eyes bright, and held out her glass for a refill.

‘Aye. Dressing them up in kids’ clothes. Hey – you don’t have any spares knocking around I can borrow, do you?’

I’d laughed out loud then, long and hard, laughed so much I’d first doubled over then slid slowly to the kitchen floor, tears running down my cheeks. Isla had watched me, slightly bemused, for a minute, then joined in, the two of us shrieking like hysterical banshees. She could do it, even now, in these days of such dark despair – make me laugh until I cried, and last night I had needed to laugh, needed it so desperately. Needed it to numb the pain, if only for a few moments. And I needed to do it with Isla, with the friend with whom I had shared so much. So much laughter over the years, so much happiness.

And now, so many tears, so much pain. So much guilt. Oceans of it, guilt so vast and deep and choking that sometimes I could barely breathe. Guilt that I know Isla felt too, just a little. It wasn’t her fault – it was me, all me. But she was with me, you see, that day. The day it happened. And we were drinking that day too. The day Zander died. Or, I should say, in the interests of accuracy, the day I killed my baby.
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The sound of pounding feet on the stairs, accompanied by shrieks and giggles, made me look up from my laptop and smile. I usually tried not to work on the rare Saturdays when I didn’t have any events to worry about, but I was just finishing a quote for a short-notice Valentine’s Day party at the home of a young footballer and his wife in Winchcombe. Dan Foster plays for league two Cheltenham Town – or The Robins, as they are known, due to their red strip – but his wife, Lara, clearly has her eyes fixed on a premier league lifestyle. It was the third event she’d asked me to organize for her in as many months, and with less than four weeks to go, I needed to get started on planning the evening as soon as possible.

‘You two OK?’

I smiled again as Millie skidded into the kitchen, Nell Ashfield close behind her.

‘Fine. Nearly finished. We just need a drink. Can we have some apple juice?’

Millie was already heading to the fridge.

‘Of course. I made some of those crumbly cookies you like too, look, in that tin on the side, if you want a couple? Take a plate though, Millie. I don’t want crumbs everywhere.’

‘Thanks, Mum!’

Nell smiled shyly at me and followed Millie across the room. Rupert, who always had her at weekends now, had dropped her off just after lunch, Millie and Nell needing a couple of hours together to finish a school photography project. Between them they had managed to take some rather lovely photos for the ‘winter scenes’ themed assignment, and today were arranging all their pictures on a large display board, ready to take to school on Monday.

I watched as the two girls poured juice and selected biscuits, chatting happily, Nell’s dark curls in stark contrast to Millie’s golden blonde bob. It was nice to see Nell smiling, especially as Millie had told me she’d been horribly upset earlier in the week, after another episode of verbal abuse at the school gates.

‘It was awful, Mum,’ Millie had said, her dark blue eyes narrowing. ‘Mrs Ashfield just shouldn’t pick Nell up from school, especially when she’s doing that weird thing with the pram. It’s not fair. It’s so embarrassing for her.’

I’d nodded, agreeing with her. I knew Thea didn’t often do the school run now, not unless she had to, but Millie was right. Nell was a sweet little thing, but she clearly wasn’t the same child now as she had been before her baby brother died. I’d watch her sometimes, when she was here with Millie, and it chilled me to think about what she had been through, and how it was affecting her. She was quieter now, less raucous than she had been before, although I wasn’t sure Millie had noticed. Nell still put on a good act, still played the part of the fun best friend, but I could see it. I’d seen it last weekend when the two of them were sprawled on the sofa watching a DVD, a cartoon baby cooing on the TV screen, and I’d felt an ache in my throat as I saw a shadow suddenly cross Nell’s face, pain flashing in her eyes, as if a memory had just surfaced. I wanted to wrap her in my arms, tell her everything would be OK, but I never did, knowing instinctively that what this damaged child needed was what I tried to make sure she got here – normality, ordinary, dull, family time, with no mention of her mother or her brother whatsoever.

I wondered, sometimes, if they still talked about what had happened – Millie and Nell, I mean. Because Millie had been there that day too. She hadn’t seen much, though – Greg, who’d been there too, had whisked her away as soon as it had happened, although that hadn’t stopped Millie crying for days afterwards. It had been her first experience of death, and it had hit her hard. She hadn’t even wanted to see Nell for weeks, told me she couldn’t face her, but I made her eventually. Her friend needed her, I insisted. It’s not about you, Millie. Harsh maybe, but then life can be, can’t it? And she was glad, when I finally insisted and made her invite Nell round. They locked themselves in Millie’s room, and came out an hour later all smiles, back to normal. Well, as normal as anyone could be, after that …

‘Where are Olly and Sienna, Mum?’

Millie turned to look at me, and I blinked at her, slightly startled, then tapped save on my keyboard, not wanting to lose the email I’d started to compose.

‘Ermm … Daddy’s taken them into town – Olly needed new school shoes and Sienna went along for the ride,’ I said. ‘They should be back soon though. Why?’

‘No reason,’ she said breezily. ‘It’s just nice and quiet without them. Nell and I have actually had peace to do our project …’

‘FLORA!’ There was a sudden yelp from Nell as the door opened and Flora wandered in, wearing orange patterned leggings and bright coral trainers, a black fleece zipped high under her chin and her nose pink with cold. Nell barrelled across the kitchen and flung her arms around Flora’s waist.

‘Hey, Nellie-bells! Didn’t know you’d be here today. I was out running, I’m freezing, feel!’

Flora flattened her palms against Nell’s cheeks and the child squawked.

‘Urrrgh, get off!’

Flora laughed, and Nell laughed with her. She stepped back, brushing an errant curl from her forehead, and looked Flora up and down.

‘I like your leggings. And your trainers,’ she announced.

‘Well, thank you very much. Ooh, I’ve missed your little face.’

Flora reached out both hands as if to squeeze Nell’s cheeks, and the little girl ducked.

‘Get off!’ she said again, but her eyes were shining. They definitely had a special bond, Flora and Nell, and it made me happy to see it, to know that Nell had Flora here in my home as well as Millie. Millie and Flora got on well too – once or twice when Millie had seemed a little down, I’d seen Flora take her to one side, for a stroll around the garden or a chat upstairs, and soon Millie would be smiling and bouncing around again. I felt a little guilty sometimes – it wasn’t Flora’s job, after all, was it, to counsel my children – but when I was so busy, and she was so good at it …

‘We’re back!’

I started slightly again as the front door slammed and Greg’s voice drifted down the hallway.

‘In here!’ I replied and shut my laptop with a sigh. I clearly wasn’t going to get this finished now, and I needed to start thinking about dinner. There were some nice steaks in the freezer – maybe those with some baked potatoes? Or possibly a moussaka?

‘Mummy! Daddy bought me a new colouring book!’

Greg appeared in the doorway, rubbing his hands together, and Sienna pushed her way past him and leapt onto my knee, waving a brown paper bag, her pink woolly hat askew on her head.

‘Lovely, darling. Did you get Olly’s shoes, Greg?’

I pulled my daughter’s hat off, smoothing her hair down, and looked at my husband, who was glancing round the room. His eyes rested on Flora for a moment, then he spotted Nell and winked, and she grinned back at him. He was dressed in a tight blue sweater under a navy quilted gilet, and he looked fit and toned.

Greg is a few years older than me, in his early forties, but he still has a full head of hair, flecked with silver now at the temples and swept back off his smooth forehead. He has a strong jawline, with a hint of stubble, his weekend look.

He looked good, healthy, handsome, and I smiled.

Greg is the only man I’ve ever loved – the only man I’ve ever slept with too, something I’m not sure if I should be proud of or slightly embarrassed by. We met at university, and I knew I certainly wasn’t the only woman he’d slept with. It hadn’t bothered me back then, his obvious popularity, the envious looks from other girls when they’d see us out together, arm in arm. I’d enjoyed it, if I was honest – enjoyed the fact that he’d picked me, over everyone else, when he could have had anyone. But as the years had passed it had begun to worry me more. It made my anxiety go into overdrive sometimes, having a husband who looked like this, who was attractive and clever and nice and successful, crazy as that sounded.

I worried, frequently, about the women who might want to steal him from me, and I wondered sometimes if my fears were justified. There’d never been anything concrete – a hint of perfume, maybe, on a sweater, a musky scent wafting from the laundry basket as I crouched in front of the washing machine, stuffing the clothes in, trying to pretend I couldn’t smell anything. Or the occasional boys’ night out which ended in the early hours of the morning, Greg stumbling in through the front door, crashing out on the sofa downstairs instead of coming to bed, a vagueness the next morning about where he’d been until so late when all the bars closed at eleven.

I never pushed it, though, never asked. Greg worked hard, very hard, and he needed a release sometimes, just as we all did. He was moody sometimes, distracted, distant, but that was just how he was.

Recently though, things had been good. Great, in fact. And it was another good day. Today he’s here with me and the children and life is good and there’s nothing to worry about. I chanted the phrase in my head like a mantra, supressing a tiny tremor of anxiety, and smiled at my husband again. Me and my bloody insecurities.

‘Got them, yes. And he’s actually happy with them, amazingly.’

‘They’re cool, Mum! I put them upstairs, I’ll show you later. Is there anything to eat? Oh, hi, Flora.’

Oliver appeared, stomping across the room, heading for the biscuit tin, the laces of his high-top trainers trailing, jeans so baggy half of his bright purple underpants were on full view. Flora glanced at me and grinned, knowing what I was thinking. I’d moaned to her more than once about my son’s scruffy dress sense.

‘Hi Olly,’ she replied. ‘You’re seriously going to trip over one of these days you know. Ever think of actually tying your laces?’

He looked down at his feet with a puzzled expression, then back at Flora.

‘I forgot. Sorry.’ He crouched down, fumbling at the laces, tying them, and I looked at my assistant in amazement.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Now that’s a first. Look, Greg. Or even better, take a photo, go on. Our son, Olly, tying his shoelaces, live right now in our kitchen. It’s a miracle.’

‘It is. Good grief. Are you feeling OK, son?’ Greg’s voice was full of mock concern.

‘Oh shut up, parents.’ Oliver straightened up again, cheeks a little pink, and everyone laughed. Flora beamed and poked him teasingly on the shoulder, and he shrugged her off, his face growing even redder. Sienna wriggled on my knee then buried her face in my chest, joining in with the laughter even though she clearly didn’t understand what was so funny.

‘And you shut up too, brat.’

Oliver had directed the comment at Sienna, but she ignored him, as usual. My son and Millie had always rubbed along all right – well, as all right as a brother and sister three years apart in age generally could be expected to – but it was a different story with him and Sienna. It wasn’t even just that he had little interest in her: he seemed to actively dislike her, and it bothered me, my concern about it only slightly lessened by the fact that she in return cheerfully disregarded his presence, his verbal hostility towards her mostly going unnoticed.

‘Oliver, don’t talk to your sister like that,’ I said wearily. ‘Go on, help yourself to some biccies, if Millie and Nell haven’t scoffed them all. And stick the kettle on, will you? I’m sure Daddy and Flora would like a coffee.’

‘Oh, thanks, Annabelle, but I’m OK. I’m going for a shower. I’ll grab one later.’

Flora smiled at me, waved a hand vaguely at everyone else in the room and left. Millie waited until she’d gone then bounded over to Oliver, a cheeky grin on her face.

‘You like Flora! You like Flora!’ she chanted.

‘Shut up, Millie. I do not. You’re an idiot.’ Hands full of biscuits, he pushed roughly past her and she giggled, Nell grinning broadly by her side.

‘Geez. What is it with you kids?’

Greg rolled his eyes.

‘Leave him alone, Millie. Go on, thought you and Nell had schoolwork to do? Get out of here.’

He clapped his hands then gestured towards the door with his thumb and, clutching their drinks and balancing biscuit plates, the two girls followed Oliver to the door, still sniggering. I raised an eyebrow at Greg, shifting Sienna into a more comfortable position on my knee, and he winked, then left the room too, taking his gilet off as he went.

I sat for a moment, arms wrapped around Sienna, thinking. Olly probably did have a bit of a crush on Flora, but that was pretty normal, at his age, and she seemed to take it in her stride, if she’d even noticed. We’d been so busy recently there was every chance she hadn’t though, and I suddenly decided I needed to do something to thank her for all her hard work. I’d take her out for dinner, one night this week, somewhere nice in town. Our midweek schedule wasn’t looking too bad, so a night out would be nice, and Greg would be happy to stay in with the children.

I might finally ask her, too, I thought. I might ask her if she minded telling me about what happened at Thea’s – what happened the day Zander died. I knew a bit, of course, the basics. Millie and Greg had been there, after all, and then there had been all the stuff in the papers. But to hear about it from somebody who was there all the time, living with Rupert and Thea when it happened … oh gosh, was that really horrible of me? Why did I want to know so much? Why did I have such a morbid fascination with Thea, think about her so often? OK, so I’d think carefully about it first, that’s what I’d do. I’d only ask Flora if it felt right, if I could find the right moment …

‘Mummy? I want to colour a picture. Where are my pens?’

Sienna was sitting up straight again, face upturned to mine. I kissed her forehead and gently lifted her off my knee and onto the floor.

‘They’re in the living room, darling. You go and get them and start, and I’ll be in in a few minutes. Daddy will help if you can’t find them, OK?’

‘OK.’ She scampered off, and with a sigh I stood up and started thinking about dinner.
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The closing titles of Made in Chelsea rolled and I yawned and picked up my phone to check the time. Just after nine o’clock. I could definitely fit in another couple of episodes before bed, I decided. The show was my guilty pleasure – the antics of rich kids in the wealthy west London borough made me laugh, but it was also aspirational. I wanted that sort of life one day – the carefree existence that money seemed to bring, the endless travel, the designer clothing, the casual sipping of champagne in exclusive clubs.

I picked up the glass of sparkling water from the table in front of me and took a sip of that, instead, for now, wondering how long it would take before I could work my way up into the sort of income bracket that would allow me to afford the Chelsea lifestyle. Or even the Cotswold lifestyle, come to think of it. Houses like the one I was currently sitting in didn’t come cheap. Six bedrooms, acres of gardens … I’d checked online on one of those property search websites, just out of interest, shortly after I’d moved in with the Garringtons, and guessed that this place was worth at least a million and a half. Maybe more.

Still, Annabelle and Greg deserved it. They were both locals, from modest backgrounds as far as I could gather, and they’d worked hard – she with her business, him advertising director for a major London agency, running their Gloucestershire branch – and I had no problem with doing the same. I’d get to where they were, one day, and in the meantime Annabelle paid me well, and this room was all I needed, for now at least.

It was at its nicest tonight, curtains snugly drawn against the January cold, a couple of fragrant candles – lime and vanilla, my favourites – flickering on the little side table, and me cuddled up on the sofa with a faux fur throw across my legs and trashy telly to watch, my belly full from the luscious moussaka Annabelle had insisted I share with the family downstairs earlier, the taste of the cinnamon-spiced lamb, aubergine and creamy white sauce still lingering on my tongue.

Yes, I was twenty-five years old and probably should have been out partying somewhere, on the pull like most young single women, but I was content to be right here tonight, safe and cosy in my room, tired after another busy week. I didn’t have many friends, not around here – I’d always found it hard to relate to people of my own age, and the sort of stuff they liked to do, which seemed to revolve around shopping, taking selfies and partying. I wasn’t much of a drinker anyway, and the kind of men you met in pubs and clubs did nothing for me – young, immature, boozed up, slobbery, wanting only one thing and doing it badly when they got it.

I’d always preferred older men myself, and for a moment I let my mind drift back to earlier in the kitchen, to the look Greg had given me when he’d arrived back from shopping with the kids. It had only been a glance, a quick up and down, but a little shiver had gone through me. He is nearly twenty years older than me, but he is … well, hot, quite frankly. And there was something, sometimes, when we were in the same room … was frisson the word? An exchange of looks, eyes meeting for just a fraction too long. It made my stomach flip, my hands shake a little, my mouth go dry. I blew out hard through my mouth, dispelling the thoughts. I was definitely not going to go near Greg, not in that way. No, I wasn’t even going to think about it. I’d made that mistake before, elsewhere, and I wasn’t going to do it again.

Maybe he had some friends though? Someone he could introduce me to? I leaned back on my cushions, pulling my throw up to my chest, running my fingers across the soft fibres, and idly wondered if I could ask Annabelle if she knew of any attractive, single older men when she took me out for dinner this week. It had been nice of her to offer, and I’d been happy to accept, but I already knew the meal would come at a price. I’d noticed it for a while, every time Nell was around or Thea’s name cropped up – the way Annabelle almost seemed to be holding herself back, clamping her lips together, desperate to ask me for the full story but not quite able to bring herself to form the words. She’d do it on Wednesday, though, I knew she would, and I’d resigned myself to it. It would do no harm to talk about it, not now. And there were too many secrets in life, too many things not talked about. So I would tell her, I decided, on Wednesday, if she asked me. When she asked me. I’d tell her what she wanted to know, finally. I’d tell her what happened to Zander.
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‘Marvellous, my dear. Simply marvellous. Do you have a card? I may need you one day myself. I’d love to throw a little party, but never have the time to organize them.’

‘Of course. And it was lovely to meet you. I’m glad you enjoyed it.’

I reached into the back pocket of my jeans where I always kept a few business cards when I was working, pulled one out and handed it to the small woman in front of me with the elaborate hairstyle and the rather freakishly smooth face. She must have been at least sixty, judging by the appearance of her hands and neck, but from the chin upwards her skin was tight and shiny, the lips smeared with bright red gloss plump and pouting.

‘Not a good advert for this place,’ Flora had hissed at me as we’d passed in the crowd earlier, and I’d suppressed a giggle, raising my eyebrows at her in agreement. I was, it seemed, one of the few women in the room who was over thirty-five and still had the ability to raise an eyebrow. It was Thursday afternoon, and we were just finishing a relocation party for what the owner Sylvia described as a ‘cosmetic enhancement clinic’ in the centre of Cheltenham. With business on the up, she’d left her small premises on the outskirts of town and taken over two floors of a stately Georgian building on Regent Street. The reopening event was taking place in the reception area, a grand room with enormous windows, beautifully polished floorboards and white leather sofas, framed ‘before and after’ shots of people – mostly women, I noted – who’d been treated with Botox, fillers and various other injectables and procedures dotted around the walls. The changes were impressive, and when Flora and I were setting up, laying out rows of champagne glasses and trays of dim sum, I’d found myself squinting into one of the large, gilt-framed mirrors that also decorated the space.

‘What do you think, Flora? Bit of filler here? Botox here?’

I poked at the fine lines across my forehead and the little creases – did they call them marionette lines? – that ran downwards from the corners of my mouth, frowning. I was thirty-eight. Nearly forty. Was it time to start a little – well, maintenance? It was OK for men … Greg looked better and better as he aged, but …

‘Oh shut up, Annabelle! You’re drop-dead gorgeous! Don’t even think about putting that stuff in your face, you don’t need it!’

The horror on Flora’s face made me snort with laughter. I turned away from the mirror and grabbed her free hand – the other was balancing a wine bucket – and squeezed it.

‘Oh Flora, you do make me feel better about myself. Thank you.’

She reddened slightly, pulling her hand free, but she looked pleased.

‘Only speaking the truth, boss. Now stop looking at yourself and come and help me with the ice; we have six buckets to fill yet.’

She headed towards the little kitchen area off the main reception and I followed, smiling. I loved it that she clearly now felt comfortable enough to speak to me like that – at first, she’d been quieter, more deferential, but I could see her confidence growing daily and I was enjoying the gentle banter that went on between us when we were working.

‘OK, OK, slave driver,’ I groaned, and she laughed. I thought how good it was to see her happy today – I’d been worried, after last night, she would be low, but she’d bounced downstairs this morning with a cheery greeting and a wide grin.

We’d spent the evening before together in a restaurant – as planned, I’d left Greg with the kids, and Flora and I had gone for dinner in Cirencester, taking a taxi so we could both have a couple of glasses of wine. It was a little Italian place I liked, family-run, producing delicious meat and fish dishes along with perfect pizza and pasta from a tiny kitchen out back.

At a little corner table near the open fire we’d sipped Pinot Grigio and chatted about work for a while, giggling about an incident the day before when an extremely grumpy man had managed to get stuck in a toilet cubicle at the opening of a new fashion boutique in Chipping Norton.

But once our starters – bruschetta and a fresh insalata tricolore – had been devoured, and the mains of penne arrabbiata for Flora and some salmone con spinaci for me had arrived, I took a deep breath.

‘Flora … look, I haven’t asked you about this, not really … I didn’t want to upset you, not when it was all so fresh. But now … well, it’s been a few months, so I wondered … do you feel able to talk about it? That day at Thea’s, when … when the baby died?’

Flora, who had just speared a piece of penne with her fork, moved it slowly to her mouth, chewed and swallowed, then put the fork back on her plate.

‘I … I suppose so. Yes. What do you want to know?’

‘I’d just like to know how … well, how it actually happened, I suppose. How things unfolded that day. It’s a while to the trial yet, when it will all come out, and it’s just that there’ve been so many rumours, you know? So many different stories flying around, for months. And all the abuse Thea gets … I mean, I know Greg and Millie were there, but they aren’t even sure exactly how it happened – Millie was upstairs playing with Nell, and Greg was out in the garden with Rupert, so they were never able to tell me much, just how horrible and sad and scary it all was. I’d like to know the truth, Flora, so at least then maybe I can put people right if I hear them talking rubbish about it …’

I was looking at her warily, nervous that I’d overstepped the mark, that she’d close up and retreat back into the shell she’d often seemed to be in when she first joined us. But to my relief, she looked back at me, nodding slowly.

‘I get that. That’s nice of you, Annabelle. And no, I don’t mind talking about it, not really.’

And so, she told me. In a low voice, conscious of the other diners, even though the restaurant was half empty and there was really nobody within earshot, she told me the whole, horrible story. Told me how, that day, the fourth of September last year, the weather had been hot, really hot, one of the hottest days of the summer, and unusually hot for the time of year. I remembered it – the fourth had been a Monday, and I’d been rushing around town in the heat, buying pencil cases and lunch boxes, white ankle socks and navy PE shorts, sweating over the last-minute back-to-school buys before term started for Millie and Oliver on the Wednesday.

Thea had been out for lunch in Charlton Kings with Isla Laird, and they’d taken Nell and Zander with them, Flora said – an end of summer holidays treat for Nell, who liked doing grown-up things, a lovely long lunch in the sunshine outside that restaurant out on the London Road, the one with the big garden out back, a nice place to sit in the sun, and enjoy good food and an excellent wine list.

They’d sat there for a couple of hours, Isla and Thea knocking back champagne, celebrating some big interview Isla had landed for her chat show.

‘Thea wasn’t a big drinker normally, unless Isla was around … well, not back then anyway. She drank a lot more afterwards, to forget, I suppose,’ Flora said. ‘But Isla … well, I like her, you know? I’m not saying I don’t. But she … well, she wasn’t a great influence on Thea sometimes, not when they were out together. Isla loves to drink, and she can really put it away, and Thea sometimes just got carried away with it. And well, it’s nice, isn’t it, sitting in the sun, drinking champagne … I suppose you can understand why she might have had a bit too much?’

I nodded, reaching for my glass of wine and taking a sip, but secretly thinking: No. No, not really, Flora. And I don’t think you think it’s understandable either, you’re just being diplomatic. Because it’s not OK, is it? Not when you have a young daughter and a baby son with you. Getting drunk in the sunshine, when your kids are there? I can’t understand that at all.

She ate another piece of pasta then continued, telling me how Thea, Isla and the children arrived home around three o’clock, Thea driving, despite having been drinking heavily.

‘I didn’t know that, of course, at the time – that she’d driven, or even that she’d been drinking so much. I only realized that later, when Isla told me, after … after … Anyway, I didn’t actually see them come in – I was upstairs, in my room where it was a bit cooler, because I’d kept the curtains drawn. I was sending some emails and sorting some deliveries that had arrived that morning, and I wanted to get it finished so I could go out for a run a bit later on, when the temperature had dropped. But I heard them get back – Isla and Nell came in first. They were both shrieking and giggling, yelling that they were desperate for the loo and racing each other. It made me laugh … Isla isn’t that fond of kids, she sort of tolerated Nell as opposed to really getting on with her, you know? Didn’t normally pay her much attention. But they seemed to be having fun that day.’

Flora stopped talking, a little sigh escaping her lips. She gazed down at her plate for a moment, then lifted a corner of the white linen napkin that lay on her lap, twisting it around her fingers. Then she took a deep breath and carried on.

‘I heard the door slam a minute or so later and assumed that was Thea, bringing Zander in. I didn’t come downstairs for about another half an hour, and by then Thea and Isla were crashed out in the sitting room. They’d opened a bottle of wine, and it looked like they’d already downed most of it. Isla was nodding off, just barely awake, and Thea was already sound asleep, all sprawled out on the sofa. I popped my head in, but Isla just opened her eyes for a minute and hissed at me to sssssh. So I took Nell out of the room and told her to go and play quietly upstairs, leave them to it. It didn’t seem right, her sitting there with two drunk women.’

Flora stopped speaking again, her fingers plucking at the napkin. My insides had begun churning as I listened, my appetite for the delicious meal in front of me rapidly waning. I knew the outcome of this story, but hearing it unfold like this, step by step, was proving to be harder than I had expected. I suddenly wanted her to get to the end, for this to be over, but I stayed silent, not wanting to interrupt as she relived the nightmare.

‘Rupert came home a while later, just before five, and I told him not to disturb them – Isla had totally conked out by then as well, and I thought it might be best to let them sleep it off. The kids seemed fine – Nell was up in her room and … well there was no sound from Zander, so I assumed he was asleep in his pram … I … well, I just did. Isla had gestured towards the pram when she was sssshing me, so I just assumed …’

She swallowed hard, even though there was no food in her mouth, her eyes fixed on her plate, then she dropped the crumpled napkin, her left hand moving to her right wrist, rubbing the small scar she had there as if it had begun to ache.

‘Flora, honestly …’ I started to speak, wanting to say something, to reassure her, to tell her she didn’t have to go on if this was too difficult, but she held up a hand, silencing me. My mouth was dry, my fingernails digging into my palms now, my heart pounding, and suddenly I desperately wanted this story to have a different ending to the one I knew was coming, a horror movie with the inevitable imminent shock playing out in front of me.

‘Then Greg and Millie arrived. That must have been about five thirty, I reckon. I think Millie and Nell just wanted a quick catch-up before they went back to school – see each other’s new shoes and school bags, something like that?’

‘Yes, they did,’ I said, remembering.

Millie had begged Greg, who was on a half day from work, to take her round to Nell’s that day, and he hadn’t minded.

‘I haven’t seen much of her recently,’ he’d said. ‘We can have a catch-up in the car, and then I can wait for her out in their garden. It’s nice and cool out there on a day like this.’

I repeated this to Flora now, and she nodded.

‘That’s what happened. I’d come down to get some papers from the dining room, so I said hi, and I think Millie ran up to join Nell in her room, and then Rupert took Greg straight out into the back garden. It was still really hot, and it was always cooler out there under the big oak tree than it was in the house. They took a couple of beers from the fridge and went out … they shouted out to me to join them, but as I said I wanted to get my work finished and then go for a run, so I said no …’

Her voice tailed off and she took a deep breath, her fingers still massaging the scar on her wrist, eyes flitting around the room, looking from one occupied table to the next. I followed her gaze, but nobody seemed to be listening. At a window table, an elderly couple were having a semi-heated discussion in hushed voices – a mild dispute over something in their garden, I had gathered, from the odd audible phrase – and a few tables away, a group of six middle-aged women were chatting and giggling over bottles of red wine, engrossed in their gossip. The only other diners were a young couple in the far corner, holding hands over a shared, extra-large pizza.

‘It’s OK. I’m pretty sure nobody can hear us,’ I said quietly.

Flora looked back at me and nodded.

‘Well, anyway, that was it, for a while. I finished off what I had to do, then came down to the kitchen to get a cold drink. It was after six by now, but still ridiculously hot. I remember hearing raised voices and looking out into the garden – Greg and Rupert seemed to be having a fairly intense discussion about something, but I couldn’t hear what. Probably just football or something, knowing them.’

She gave me a slight smile, and I tried to smile back. Gosh, this was torture. Come on Flora …

‘Anyway, I went back to the dining room to file away the papers I’d been using, and that’s when I heard somebody shouting out on the street. I went to the window, just being nosey really, and there was a couple … well, I don’t know if they were actually a couple, but a man and a woman, standing next to Thea’s car – she’d managed to find a space right outside the house for once. Doesn’t always happen. Anyway, they were sort of peering into the car, into the back window. And the man kept looking round, and shouting “Whose is this car? Who owns this car?”, all frantic and kind of scared sounding, you know? And he was waving his arms around …’

She waved her own arms in the air, eyes wide now, as if she was replaying the scene in her head, then continued, her voice low and urgent.

‘I had a sudden sick feeling in my stomach. All I could think was, why are they looking in the back of the car? And I sort of knew then, you know? I just knew that it wasn’t going to be good, when I went out there. I started running … I grabbed the car keys from the hall table as I went … and then I got to the car, and I just pushed past them, the couple – I was shouting something, I don’t know what, but I think I was just screaming at them to get out of the way probably – and then I saw it too. I saw what they were looking at. I don’t even remember opening the car door, but somehow I did it, and then I was fumbling, my hands wouldn’t work properly, fumbling with the seat belt, trying to get him out … and I knew. I knew straight away. It was obvious …’

There were tears in her eyes now, and I suddenly felt dizzy, my chest tightening. I gripped onto the edge of the table, wanting to stop her, not wanting to hear the end of this, the horrific outcome of Thea’s day out, but I couldn’t speak, and anyway she was still talking, the words pouring out of her, as if it was a relief, as if she’d been holding all of this inside her for too long, and now the dam had finally broken and the torrent of pain and anguish and emotion was unstoppable.

‘I pulled him out, and I shook him and called his name over and over, but he was completely limp, Annabelle. His eyes were wide open, his little face was bright red, and he looked like a doll, a little floppy doll, not like a baby at all. And he was … he was so hot. His skin was hot to the touch.’

The tears were rolling freely down her cheeks, her voice now barely a whisper.

‘And that’s when I knew for definite. He was dead. Zander was dead.’
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THEA

‘No, that’s all right, I understand. Thank you so much anyway.’

I put the phone down and sighed, raking my fingers through my unwashed hair, wiping a bead of perspiration from my forehead, suddenly feeling sweaty even though the room was chilly. Another child modelling agency, another polite refusal to help me. I desperately needed to organize a photo shoot, needed pictures of my new spring stock for the website, but since Zander died, since all the publicity, it was proving nigh on impossible to hire any models at all. The refusals from the places I’d used previously were always gentle, always diplomatic, but the meaning was clear.

‘It’s just, Mrs Ashfield, in the light of events, you know …’, and ‘It’s a little tricky, you see, Thea, to persuade parents to allow it, you understand, after …’

That kind of thing. Parents didn’t trust me around their children anymore, and why on earth would they? I asked myself for the hundredth time why I was so determined to keep doing this, why I didn’t just close the company, questions that so many people, some I knew, many I didn’t, had asked in recent months.

‘Who’s going to buy clothes for their kids from a woman who killed her baby?’

‘You’re probably going to be in prison soon anyway. Why bother? Give it up, Thea.’

‘Don’t you have enough to worry about with the trial coming up? You need time to prepare your defence. You don’t have to close it down for ever, just take a break.’

This last comment was from Isla, and I knew she was probably right, but something in me just didn’t want to let it go, not now, not unless I really had to. I needed my work, needed the distraction, something other than alcohol to fill the long days when Nell was with Rupert. Something to make me feel that I wasn’t just a sick woman who had done something unspeakably evil, that I could still do something good, support myself and my child. And maybe, in some small way, forcing myself to keep the business afloat was another way of punishing myself. I deserved the abuse I got, understood it completely. I wouldn’t let someone like me, someone who’d done what I’d done, near my child.

I was disgusting, a monster. A child killer. A vile excuse for a mother. A woman who was on police bail, awaiting trial, after being charged with the manslaughter of her own baby. I mean, who the hell would want to even talk to me, never mind work with me? I was amazed the modelling agencies were so civil. I doubt I would have been, in their position.

I ran my fingers over the soft alpaca wool of the poncho that was folded on the table in front of me, a sample just in from Bolivia, trying to calm myself down, then pushed my chair back from the table and walked to the window, staring out at the wet, dull morning. On the pavement outside my front gate, two elderly ladies, one clutching a red umbrella, the other wearing one of those transparent, plastic headscarves, were chatting animatedly. I wondered if they were talking about me, if they realized whose home they were standing outside. The worst mother in Britain. The woman who drank so much champagne she forgot about her baby and left him to die in a hot car.

It had happened in the UK before, but not often, and never like this. People who were rushing to work, stressed and harassed, forgetting to drop their children off at nursery. People popping into a shop on a scorching day, not wanting to disturb their sleeping baby, intending only to be a few minutes, not realizing that that could sometimes be all it took. But never a case as reprehensible, as abominable as mine. Nobody else had done what I’d done, not here, not like that. I’d spent hours trawling the Internet, for reasons I didn’t really understand, looking for similar cases. Trying, maybe, to make myself feel less alone. And then, as I read the details of others, of other lost children, I wished desperately that I’d never started looking. So many people, so much pain. I wasn’t alone, but knowing that didn’t help. Nothing did.

I watched the two old ladies, but they weren’t looking my way, not casting their eyes sneakily towards the house. I’d seen people do that, so many times since September. The stand-and-starers, the pointers. Not for a while though – Isla had been right.

‘People have short memories,’ she’d said. ‘It’ll pass. Just wait it out.’

She’d said it again when I’d told her how weird it was, just before Christmas, to see business slowly picking up again, after virtually coming to a halt for the three months before that, those dark, terrifying early days, when I thought my life was over.

I’d almost given up then, and not just on the business, my horror at what I had done overwhelming me, making me question whether I deserved to even go on living. But when my legal team urged me to plead not guilty, told me they were planning to mount a defence, that there were mitigating factors they could use, told me there was a chance that if I flung myself on the mercy of the jury I may get a suspended sentence, however unlikely many others around me thought that was, it was as if somebody had turned on a faint, flickering light. I threw myself back into work. It was either that, or throw myself entirely down the neck of the gin bottle.

First, I removed my name and other personal details from the website, then invested some time and money in foreign advertising, where I hoped people were less likely to have heard about the case. And, to my astonishment, it worked. It took some time, but things slowly started to improve, mainly overseas orders at first, and then a steady trickle of orders from the UK again, mostly new customers. They would probably all dry up again, when the trial started, when the name of my company would be bandied around once more, but for now, at least I had a chance to get some money in the bank. Rupert was paying a decent chunk into my account every month, for Nell, but I couldn’t rely on that. I needed to prove to him, to myself, to everyone, that I was still self-sufficient, a competent, successful business woman, and not just a-a whatever I was now. A monster.

I stared blindly out of the window, suddenly feeling nauseous, and tried to drag my thoughts back to the photo shoot. I’d have to use Nell again, for the older girls’ clothes, and maybe Millie would like to take part too, I thought. But that would mean approaching Greg and Annabelle, and while they seemed happy enough for now to allow Nell and Millie to continue their friendship – Annabelle had been very, very kind to Nell in fact – I felt certain it would be a step too far to allow their daughter to appear on the Just Enfant website.

What I’d do about the boys’ and baby clothes I had no idea. I’d done a few shoots recently of just the clothes, laid out artily Instagram-style on white backgrounds, pegged up on clothes lines, hanging from wooden ladders. They were nice photos, but they didn’t really show off the clothes to their best advantage. It seemed I had little choice for now, though, and I rested my forehead against the cool glass of the window, thinking.

What else could I do? Maybe my photographer friend, Melissa, who often worked with me on shoots, could help? She had a little boy, a toddler. I’d make some calls later, but it was Friday morning and that meant I needed to go into town, two appointments beckoning.

I glanced in the mirror and decided that today I didn’t care that my hair was greasy and that the dark rings under my eyes spread halfway down my cheeks. There had been a time that I wouldn’t even have considered going out looking like this, but recently I no longer cared. What did it matter, in the grand scheme of things? And I had so much on my mind today, the anxiety prickling now at the edges of my brain, pinpricking my skin. I headed into the hall, pulled my long black coat off its peg, picked my handbag up off the floor where I must have dropped it last time I came in and grabbed a pair of sunglasses from the drawer in the side table. They would do, in lieu of make-up, I decided, as I slammed the front door behind me and headed for the police station.

It was one of a list of bail conditions that had been imposed when I’d been charged – a weekly trip to report to the police, to prove I hadn’t done a runner. Not that I could drive myself anyway, even if I was thinking about it – I’d also been charged with drink-driving, of course – and I’d had to surrender my passport until the Crown Court trial, which had been set for the twelfth of March, just over six weeks away.

I’d been terrified, in the beginning, that I’d be jailed until the trial, almost collapsing with relief at what they called my plea and case management hearing, when I’d been told that I could go home.

Rupert left me soon after that, but the joint custody order was swiftly put in place too. At that hearing, I’d agreed to everything he wanted immediately, shaky with fear, incredulous that I was still going to be allowed to share the care of my daughter after what I’d done.

Soon, there’d be another court room, and in the coming weeks I’d have to sit down with my legal team to plan my defence for what I’d done to Zander. And that made me feel sick to the stomach, for what defence did I have?

‘We’ll go with postnatal depression and issues with alcohol,’ they had said. ‘That’s a good defence, Thea. You weren’t yourself, you were ill. It will go in your favour, especially if there are women on the jury. Trust us.’

Desperate to stay out of jail, I’d weakly agreed. But had I had postnatal depression, really? When I, under duress, finally went to see my doctor after Zander died, I’d been able to tick almost every box on the checklist – persistent low mood, feeling tired all the time, trouble sleeping at night, problems concentrating and making decisions.

But I’d been going through some stuff, back then, struggling with a few things that had been going on, and I’d put how I’d been feeling down to stress, anxiety.

In any case, postnatal depression or not, was that really an excuse? I mean, the facts were horribly simple. I got drunk. I got drunk, and I drove home in that state, and then I forgot about my baby, and left him alone in a car on the hottest day of the year. The most terrible, most horrific crime a mother could commit, and I’d done it. I’d killed my own baby. Not with my bare hands, but as good as.

The Crown Prosecution Service rarely decided to prosecute in cases like mine, apparently, normally deciding the loss of a child was punishment enough and that prosecution wasn’t in the public interest. Not in my case though.

I shuddered violently as I walked, a fresh wave of nausea washing over me, the words that haunted me flashing through my head: Involuntary manslaughter due to gross negligence – a breach of duty of care to the deceased, which caused the death of the victim.

That was the legal description of my crime, but in the days after Zander died the newspapers said it very differently.

WEALTHY BUSINESSWOMAN ‘LEAVES SON TO DIE IN HOT CAR’ AFTER CHAMPAGNE BINGE

FACE OF THE BABY WHO DIED IN A SCORCHING CAR AS HIS DRUNK MOTHER SLEPT

HORROR AS CHILDREN’S FASHION ENTREPRENEUR IS CHARGED AFTER ‘FORGOTTEN’ CHILD DIES IN HOT CAR

I swallowed hard and walked faster, sunglasses on, head down, remembering again those early days, the shock, the shame, the grief, the disbelief. The jeers, the taunts, the vile abuse on social media. The horrified reactions of friends and family when they’d heard what I’d done.

It was the only time in my life that I’d been glad that my parents were no longer around. They’d died, both of them, within a year of each other, when I’d been in my mid-twenties. Dad had had a heart attack, collapsing and dying on his beloved golf course. Months later mum had been diagnosed with a late-stage, already terminal pancreatic cancer, and had passed away within weeks.

It had been a terrible, traumatic time, one I’d only managed to get through thanks to Rupert and Isla, and I’d missed my parents desperately ever since, especially since becoming a mother. It was devastating that they’d never had a chance to meet their grandchildren, but when Zander died, I had, for the first time, felt grateful that they weren’t here. The thought of the anguish they would have gone through because of what I’d done was simply unbearable.

Rupert’s parents were still around, though, and that had been horrendous. They had always been so incredibly kind to me, especially after I lost Mum and Dad, and the fact that I’d always got on so well with them, always loved them, had made their disgust and horror heartbreaking.

I’d lost them too, now. I’d killed their much-longed-for grandson, and they’d simply walked away, and told me they never wanted to see me again.

And then, of course, there was all the stuff about the pram. I still wasn’t really sure how it started, taking the pram out with me, that sad, empty pram. But it was a way of feeling closer to him, somehow. A support, something to cling on to, both physically and emotionally.

When I was near that pram, I could still smell my baby, the soft, clean scent of him on the blankets, still see his beautiful face, blue eyes shining up at me, his rosebud lips parting in a glorious smile, and for a few brief moments I could pretend he was still there and everything was all right. Except it wasn’t all right, of course, and it never would be again, and I was now the freak, the unhinged mother whose baby was dead but who still pushed his pram around, still talked to him as I did so. Everyone was horrified, of course – Nell, Flora, Isla, Rupert … they took it in turns to cajole, scold, beg me to stop doing it.

‘Mummy, please don’t take the pram out. It’s so weird. Please, Mummy, it’s embarrassing.’

‘Thea, are you sure about this? Do you think maybe you should see a doctor, talk to someone?’

‘Come on, Thea. Stop doing that. Stay in, open a bottle of wine, take your mind off it that way. We’ll get drunk and forget about it for a bit. This isn’t right, OK?’

‘You look like a crazy woman, Thea. For fuck’s sake leave the fucking thing at home, you mental bitch.’

That was Rupert, obviously. I tried to stop, and after a while I only did it occasionally, on the really bad days, the worst days, the days when I felt I couldn’t go out on my own, when I needed something to cling to. Days when I missed Zander so much I could barely move, barely cope with the agonizing pain and loss.

Those were the days when gently rearranging the blankets, clutching onto that handle, manoeuvring the Silver Cross around corners and up and down steps and on and off pavements, somehow helped me get through.

It was crazy, of course; they were all right about that. And then there was the day when somebody, some stranger in the street, stared at me, recognizing me from the newspaper coverage, and then peered into the pram, and then looked at me again, face contorting in shock and disgust. That evening he posted something on his Twitter account, a horrible sneering remark with a photo of me, and it got retweeted and retweeted, the comments multiplying, hundreds of abusive messages being sent to my own feed, the one I used to promote Just Enfant, forcing me to close my account, until it seemed the whole Internet was jeering at me, at the woman charged with killing her baby, who was now so deranged she was pushing an empty pram around Cheltenham.

And even then, I carried on. Who does that? But I just couldn’t, couldn’t put the pram away, couldn’t bear to. Until now. That day at the school, with Nell, had made me realize that it had to end. I’d hurt Nell, damaged her, enough already. And so I’d put the pram away, finally, hidden it out back in the shed, tears running down my cheeks as I shut the door on it, leaving it there in the dark, among the cobwebs and garden tools.

Today, I was out, heading to the police station to report in, on my own. No crutch, nothing to hold on to. And actually, I thought, as I hurried down Lansdown Road – past the Texaco garage where I used to stop sometimes when I was out for walks with Zander, and where the lady behind the shop counter used to tell me he was the ‘’andsomest baby’ she’d ever seen – actually, it was better to be walking on my own, in my circumstances, I realized now. I was less conspicuous, just a frumpy, weary-looking woman with her head down, the sort of woman you wouldn’t look twice at. It was safer.

Reporting to the police station done – the usual perfunctory scribble of my signature on a page pushed across the counter by a bored-looking officer – I started walking again, headed for my weekly doctor’s appointment. As I walked, I thought about Isla, who’d be coming down from London, as usual, and a ghost of a smile twitched on my lips. She’d insisted on booking us the exercise class she kept going on about for tomorrow morning, and we’d agreed to keep the alcohol to a minimum tonight.

‘Well, obviously we’ll have a couple of glasses. Let’s be realistic, it’s you and me, and it’s Friday night after all,’ she’d said on the phone the night before. ‘But we don’t want to be rotten, not if we have to be there for eleven. I decided on reformer Pilates in the end, not yoga, by the way. We need a bit of reforming, you and me …’

She’d sniggered, and I’d laughed too, and then immediately felt sick, as I always did now if I ever found a moment’s happiness, forgot even for a second what I’d done and what a tremendous mess my life was.

At least I hadn’t drunk this week, I thought, not at all, not after the hangover from hell last weekend, and although I probably would have a few tonight, I felt better for the week of abstinence, my head clearer, my eyes a little brighter.

For a week or so after Zander died I’d vowed to never drink again, so devastated was I that my drunkenness had led to me doing something so appalling, so catastrophic. But the pain was so bad that I needed something to help me forget, to take the edge off the agony, and the gin bottle, the wine bottle, the anything-with-alcohol bottle was the only way I knew. I’d gone through phases ever since, days of not drinking and vowing to stop, then crazy binges, and I couldn’t blame Isla for all of them. I couldn’t blame anyone, for any of it. Even if I didn’t remember what happened, I knew that there was only one person to blame, and that was me.

Because that was the thing, you see. I knew what happened that day, of course I did. I knew, because everyone had told me, and because the facts spoke for themselves. I got drunk, and fell asleep, and woke up in every mother’s worst nightmare, a horror film, the end of my world.

I remembered that bit vividly, the bit when the darkness came down, and life changed for ever. But before that, earlier in the day, the lunch with Isla and the children, the drive home, leaving my baby in the car to die? I knew what people had told me. But I couldn’t remember anything. I killed my baby, and I couldn’t remember a single thing about it.
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ANNABELLE

It snowed during the early hours of Saturday morning, and I woke up just before eight to shrieks of joy from Millie and Sienna, and the pounding of their feet on the stairs as, still in pyjamas, they rushed outside to dance in the garden, scooping up handfuls of the cold white powder and flinging it at each other. Greg grunted and turned over in bed as I stood at the window watching my children and laughing, their delight contagious.

I hadn’t slept well for the past couple of nights, my thoughts returning time and time again to little Zander Ashfield, and Flora’s anguished face as she recounted the details of his final hours. Before Wednesday night, before I’d heard all the sordid, alcohol-sodden details, I’d secretly had a tiny shred of sympathy for Thea – I knew what it was like running your own business and having small children to look after, the crazy busyness of every waking hour, the impossibility of keeping on top of everything, the non-stop juggling of work and motherhood.

There’d even been times, just a few, when I’d briefly forgotten my own children – well, not forgotten them entirely, but been so engrossed in a quote or in planning an event that school pick-up time had come and gone and I’d still been there, head down at my desk or at the kitchen table, until my phone had rung and an icily polite school secretary had asked me if I would be collecting the children today, or was somebody else supposed to be doing it?

Those phone calls would send me into a panic, grabbing my car keys and driving far too fast to Cheltenham, arriving red-faced and sweaty, apologizing profusely to whichever irritated teacher had been given the job of waiting for today’s latecomers, Oliver and Millie slumped on hard, straight-backed chairs in the entranceway, bored and grumpy, and fractious all the way home.

So, yes, when I’d initially heard about the dreadful thing that had happened at Thea’s, I had felt a tiny bit sorry for her.

‘There but for the grace of God …’ I’d said to Greg, who’d shaken his head vehemently.

‘You would never, ever have done that. Never,’ he’d said.

And now, having heard what had really happened, that Thea was drinking heavily, driving her children home in that awful state and then passing out with those terrible, nightmarish consequences, I knew that Greg had been right. I would never have done that, never in a million years, and all traces of sympathy for Thea had been completely wiped out. The woman was a monstrosity.

It wasn’t as if we’d ever been close, both too busy with work and family to have much time for making new friends, but there’d been, I’d thought, a mutual respect there in the past, a sense that we understood each other, that we were similar in many ways. We’d chat briefly at the school gates, at the occasional party, although much of the conversation was practical, discussions of arrangements between our daughters, plans for weekend play dates and sleepovers.

I liked her, but she intimidated me a little, if I was honest. It was her exotic beauty – those dark eyes and high cheekbones, the leanness of her body, the fullness of her lips. She was sexy, even I could see that, and I’d watch her at social events, envying her confidence, envying the naked lust in the eyes of the men in the room when they looked at her, worrying that Greg would be among them.

People looked at her in a different way now, revulsion replacing the admiration, and finally I was finding myself revolted too.

And yet, there was Nell, the little girl of whom I was so very fond, who was so close to Millie and who I desperately wanted to protect and look after. Nell, Thea’s daughter. And that made all this even more difficult, impossible, because I knew I would have to maintain some sort of relationship with Thea, for her daughter’s sake, and for Millie.

As I watched my beautiful little girls bounding across the snowy lawn, cheeks pink and hair flying behind them, I felt a sudden surge of anger. How could the courts have given Thea joint custody of Nell when she had done such a terrible thing? How on earth did they think she could be trusted with something so precious, when she clearly had so little regard for her children’s safety? At the time, Rupert had told us that Nell had desperately wanted to stay with her mother after he left, and that it was for her sake that he hadn’t begged the court for sole custody.

‘She’s in a bad enough way after losing her brother. She was hysterical when she thought she might lose her mother too. And Thea doesn’t usually get drunk, not unless Isla’s around, so I didn’t make it an issue, even though I could have,’ he told us, the first time we’d seen him after the residency hearing. ‘And to be honest, I can’t manage Nell full-time anyway, not with work. I can’t even bear to look at Thea right now, but she’s only having Nell three days a week, and I get her four. They said even though she did what she did, there’d been no reason for concern about her parenting before that, no police record, no social services involvement, no indication that Nell could come to any harm. It’ll be OK, I hope, and if it isn’t, if I get even the tiniest hint that Nell’s in any danger …’

But it didn’t seem right to me. The woman had neglected her baby and let him die, for goodness’ sake. How could anyone guarantee that Nell would be safe with her?

On the bedside table, my phone started to ring and, lost in thought, I jumped. From under the duvet Greg grunted again, clearly irritated, so I grabbed the mobile and hurried out onto the landing, gently closing the door behind me.

‘Annabelle? Jessica Evans here from Greyline. Sorry to call so early; can you talk? Just wanted to check a few final bits for tonight.’

‘Jessica, good morning! Of course, not a problem. What can I help you with?’

I rolled my eyes as I made my way down to the kitchen, nodding and making appropriate noises as the woman on the other end of the line fretted about that evening’s event, reassuring her that everything was in hand but that Flora and I would get there extra early, just to make sure.

Greyline Stationery is a nationwide chain with headquarters just outside Bath, and tonight was their annual staff awards ceremony, which they were holding in a town centre hotel and combining with a late Christmas party. Companies avoiding December’s booked-up venues and inflated prices was a growing trend – I’d organized a festive bash for a local firm of solicitors in July last year – but even so, Flora and I found it extremely odd and a little tedious later that afternoon to be putting up Christmas decorations in a hotel ballroom so soon after taking the ones at home down and banishing them to the attic for another year.

‘Ugh. I’m not the biggest Christmas fan at the best of times. But twice in a month? Yuk. Glad this is the last bloody tree.’

Flora sighed heavily as she picked delicate silver-grey baubles studded with crystals from their padded box and placed them carefully on one of the three ten-foot tall, fake white trees we’d brought in for the event, real trees proving difficult – and therefore extremely pricey – to acquire in late January. I straightened up from where I was bending over the seating plan and smiled, rubbing my aching back.

‘Sorry. You know, I wasn’t sure about this “fifty shades of grey without the smut” decor idea for Greyline’s do. But it’s working, isn’t it, even if it is boring you to tears.’

‘Suppose so.’

She looked around the room, and then nodded.

‘Actually yes, it looks fantastic, doesn’t it?’

It did. The trees looked beautiful, the baubles glittering amidst deftly draped platinumcoloured silk ribbon, snow-dusted pine cones and tiny white fairy lights. Swathes of grey silk had been flung over the tables arranged around us, and the chair seats were covered with charcoal velvet. The overall effect was understated and chic, and for a moment it slightly upset me to think that in a matter of hours this lovely room would be filled with envelope and staple gun salesmen. Then I shook my head, mentally berating myself for my snobbishness. Honestly, Annabelle, I thought, as I returned to my scrutiny of the table plan, wondering how I could squeeze six extra seats in as requested an hour ago by the everstressed Jessica. Just because they sell paper and sticky notes for a living doesn’t mean they can’t appreciate a gorgeous party venue. Don’t judge when you’ve never met them …

‘Mind if we stop for a quick coffee? All the trees are done and I need a few minutes to sit down before I start blowing up the balloons for the doorway, I think. Fancy one? I’ll go and order it. I’m sure they won’t mind serving us in here?’

Flora was looking at me expectantly.

‘Good idea. I’d love one, thanks.’

She grinned and gave me the thumbs up, then headed off to find somebody to order the hot drinks from. I watched her go, her lithe body looking like that of a fit teenage boy from behind. She’d sounded like a grumpy teenager with her moans about the Christmas decor, but it had amused rather than annoyed me, and I suddenly felt a wave of gratitude for how well my decision to employ an assistant seemed to be working. We had a lot of fun alongside the work, and in the car on the drive down here earlier we’d put a Christmas playlist on, giggling and singing along to songs that we’d thought we wouldn’t hear again for months in an attempt to get us in the right festive mood for the task ahead.

‘Santa Claus is coming to towwwwwwnnnnn!’

I screeched the line in a tuneless falsetto as the latest track came to an end, and Flora laughed and clapped her hands.

‘Lovely, Annabelle. Maybe don’t give up the day job just yet though, eh?’ she said, a wry expression on her pretty face.

‘No plans to do that, don’t worry.’

I smiled and looked back at the road, thankful that the gritters had clearly been out down this way. The verges were still covered with snow but the tarmac was clear, making the drive a pleasant one, the weak winter sunshine making the hedgerows and trees shimmer an iridescent silver.

‘It always reminds me of Rupert Ashfield, that song,’ I said, as I saw a red light up ahead and hit the brake.

‘You know, “Santa Claus is Coming to Town”? We had a Christmas fete at the school a few years back and he volunteered to dress up as Father Christmas. They played that as he came in. The kids loved it, they went crazy, and Millie and even Nell were completely fooled, never suspected who he really was at all, even when he popped them on his knee and asked them what they wanted him to bring them for Christmas. I suppose they were quite young then though, barely five I suppose …’

My voice tailed off as I glanced at Flora again and noticed that her face had darkened, her eyes fixed on the road ahead.

Darn it, I thought. Damn and blast. What’s wrong with me? Why do I keep bringing the Ashfields up? I’m such a twit.

‘Oh gosh, I’m sorry, Flora. I really shouldn’t talk about them. I don’t mean to upset you. Sorry.’

I smiled ruefully at her, and she stayed still, rigid almost, for another few moments then took a deep breath and turned to look at me, attempting a smile.

‘No, it’s fine, honestly. I just don’t really like … well, you know …’

‘I know, I know, I totally understand and I’m a total idiot for bringing it up. I won’t do it again.’

‘Oh don’t worry, it’s just me being oversensitive. I’m OK, I promise.’

She smiled again, properly this time, and picked up my iPod, which was plugged into the car’s sound system, scrolling through the tracks.

‘Aha! Now if this doesn’t get us in the mood, nothing will!’ she said, sounding satisfied. A moment later the bell chimes that were the opening bars of Mariah Carey’s ‘All I Want for Christmas is You’ tinkled through the speakers and I nodded slowly, then started bobbing in my seat as Mariah’s soulful voice and the bouncy rhythm kicked in. As we both sang along, the brief feeling of tension passed, and I vowed not to talk to Flora about the Ashfields in future. The poor girl was trying to move on, and every time I mentioned them I was dragging her backwards, wasn’t I? Honestly, I really needed to think before I spoke.

I turned left onto Southgate Street, the honey-coloured stone of the Georgian buildings on either side glowing in the fading light, sales shoppers scurrying along the pavements, bundled up in coats and scarves, laden with bags.

As I halted the car at a pedestrian crossing, I reminded myself that Rupert Ashfield had also apparently moved on now – I’d heard at the school gate earlier this week that he had a new girlfriend, according to the Cheltenham rumour mill. Rupert had left Thea a matter of weeks after Zander’s death last September, but even so, it was only January now – fairly soon for him to have found somebody new. I’d been meaning to casually ask Flora if she knew anymore about it, but I couldn’t now, could I?

You’ll just have to put up with not knowing, you nosey old bag, I berated myself, then spotted the hotel up ahead.

‘Aha. Arrival at venue imminent,’ I announced, and Flora sighed and reached out to lower the volume of the music.

‘Right. Let Christmas commence. Again,’ she said.
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THEA

‘Just another snowy Sunday.’

I sang the words to the tune of ‘Manic Monday’, trying to remember which Eighties band had sung it, as I shook out the duvet on my bed, then straightened up, satisfied. It was just gone ten, and Isla had popped in to say goodbye on her way back to London, leaving earlier than usual on a Sunday because, as she said: ‘Everyone’s an idiot on the roads when it’s snowy. The M4 will be a nightmare later’.

It had been a low-key weekend, but a nice one, just the two of us, and Nell would be back from Rupert’s shortly, to spend the rest of the day helping me with the photo shoot I’d finally managed to arrange. I’d been surprised he’d agreed to give her back a day early, but he knew how much she enjoyed a photo shoot, and I was grateful. A quick tidy up here, I thought, then I’d make a start on a Sunday roast for this evening. I wasn’t much of a cook, but I could manage roast chicken, which was Nell’s favourite.

Still humming, I went downstairs and began to assemble dinner. As I peeled potatoes, though, the brief feeling of contentment faded, the old gnawing sadness and anxiety returning. Isla had been here waiting for me when I got back from the doctor’s on Friday afternoon, and we’d had a pleasant evening, just a couple of glasses of white wine with our fish and chips takeaway.

I’d enjoyed our reformer Pilates session yesterday morning, too, just the two of us with an instructor who didn’t appear to recognize me, which meant I could relax and enjoy the class, relishing the feeling of my body being stretched and eased into positions I didn’t think possible on the torture-chamberesque moving platforms complete with ropes and pulleys. I’d realized that I’d barely done anything other than walking for ages. I was certainly feeling it today, as muscles not exercised with any regularity for months ached and burned in protest, but it was a good pain, a pain earned by hard work, and I liked it.

We’d stayed in again last night, watching a couple of silly romcoms back-to-back, and although Isla downed a bottle of red by herself, I managed to get through the evening on just two gin and slimline tonics.

‘You’re becoming a right wuss in your old age,’ Isla had remarked, but she hadn’t pushed it. The result was that instead of a banging hangover, a regular occurrence on a Sunday morning, today I had a clear head, into which kept popping replays of the conversation I’d had on Friday with Dr Evans, my GP.

I had a weekly appointment with her, something she’d insisted on after my diagnosis, to monitor my memory loss. When I’d realized, after Zander died, that my mind, my memory, was completely blank, it had terrified me. I’d always had a good memory, really good. I never forgot anything, and to suddenly have a gap: a huge, gaping, fourthofSe‌ptembershaped hole, made me feel as if I was going mad, losing my mind, my grip on reality. Instead, I was told, I had developed a condition called dissociative amnesia, sometimes known as psychogenic amnesia. I hated the latter term – well, it had the word psycho in it, didn’t it? – so I tended to stick to the former, if anyone asked. What it was called, though, was irrelevant. It was what it had done to me that freaked me out. I knew what I’d done, of course I did – the horrific evidence was right there in front of me. But the detail, the order of things, my arrival home, leaving him in the car – it was all a blank. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything of that day at all, not a single moment, until the point where Flora came running in from the car, white-faced and trembling, Zander in her arms. Not getting up that morning, not the lunch with Isla and the children. Nothing.

‘Your form of dissociative amnesia is called localized,’ the psychiatrist I’d originally been referred to had told me. He’d looked at me quizzically with his head tilted to one side as he spoke, little round glasses perched on the end of his nose, as if I was an interesting museum display.

‘Your memory loss was triggered by the trauma you’ve been through, and you’re actually lucky, Mrs Ashfield, that it’s just affecting a brief period, a day of your life. Others, with other forms, can forget who they are completely, not recognize friends or family. The memories will return, most likely. It’s just a matter of time. Be patient.’

‘So is there anything at all coming back yet, do you think?’ Dr Evans had asked me, gently, on Friday, as we sat in her small, bright surgery. She is a quietly spoken woman in her forties, her face kind and make-up free.

‘Anything? Do you remember waking up that day, having breakfast?’

I shook my head. She smiled, and tapped on her keyboard, making a note on my online file. I waited, eyes flitting across her desk. Tissues in a fancy floral box, a half-empty coffee mug, a potted plant. Homely and safe, like she is. She looked up and smiled at me again.

‘Well, don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘As you’ve been told before, it’s just the way your mind is coping with the stress. For some people, dissociation just lasts for hours or days, but with a major trauma it can be months. It’s your brain protecting itself by switching off from reality. You’ll get there. It might just be the tiniest thing at first, a little flash of memory. And when that starts, the rest should follow. But don’t get stressed about it, Thea, OK? Are you all right, otherwise? How’s the drinking been this week?’

‘I’ve not had much at all,’ I said honestly. ‘I’ve realized it just makes me feel worse, act a bit … well, a bit oddly.’ I hadn’t mentioned the pram thing to her and decided there was no need to say anything about it now. I’d stopped doing it, and I wouldn’t be doing it again. ‘So I’ve cut down, quite dramatically. Only a couple of glasses at a time now, and not every day.’

She nodded, looking pleased.

‘Good. That’s excellent. And you never know, cutting down might help the memories to come back too.’

I nodded in agreement, suppressing a shudder. Of course I wanted to remember, more than anything, but there were moments when I hoped that if … when … the memories returned, they would be just the good ones, the nice bits of that day. I desperately wanted to remember my last hours with Zander, our last cuddles, the last time my lips brushed his cheek. But did I really want to know in full, graphic detail, what happened later … what I did? Everyone said it would be better for me, to have my head clear again, but would it, really? Would I be able to live with it? It was hard enough, agonizing enough, now. How would I cope if suddenly I could relive that day in my head, every single, sick second of it?

Now, potatoes peeled, I tipped them into a saucepan of cold water and started scraping the carrots. Nell loved carrots so much I was sometimes surprised she hadn’t yet turned orange, something which could actually happen, I knew – something to do with the betacarotene.

My darling Nell. I knew I spoiled her now, sometimes, but she’d suffered so much. I’d made her suffer so much. She hadn’t even escaped the police questioning, on the day it happened. I hadn’t expected that – the adults, fair enough, but Nell? My beautiful little Nell, taken aside and quizzed about what she knew, what she’d seen. She was just another witness to them, another on the list who had to be interviewed, but there seemed no doubt what had happened, and in the end it was only me who was charged, and that was only fair. It was me, wasn’t it? It was my fault, and only mine.

And … well, I admitted it. I told the police I had left Zander in the car. The sequence of events was crystal clear – Isla and Nell had run in from the car as soon as I’d pulled up outside, both shrieking about needing a wee, racing each other to the front door, laughing and jostling each other, leaving me to unbuckle the sleeping Zander from his car seat and follow them in. By the time they got back from the bathroom I was sprawling on the sofa, the pram in the corner of the living room as usual, and they assumed … well, they assumed, as everyone did, that he was in it, safe and sound, still asleep. Why wouldn’t they?

So we opened some wine, Isla and I, and started drinking again. Shit, as if we needed anymore, after all the champagne with lunch, but by then … and sometime after that, we fell asleep.

I’d gone over it over and over and over again, with the police, with my legal team, just by myself, trying to make sense of it, trying to make the pieces add up to … well, to some sort of coherent whole. Trying to work out why I had done what I had done, trying to formulate some sort of defence, outside of the alcohol and the possible postnatal depression.

And I couldn’t. Other than temporary insanity, I just couldn’t. For a start, what on earth possessed me to drive home in such a state? It horrified me. I’d never driven drunk before, not ever. I had two children in the car, for God’s sake. The memory of why I did was gone too, of course. I remembered none of it, not the drive, or finding a parking space, or parking in it, but I clearly did all of that somehow, the car parked neatly in the spot right outside the door, no indication that its driver had been half pissed in the middle of the day, the worst kind of irresponsible mother, the kind that disgusted me, would disgust anyone.

It was a miracle I didn’t kill us all. I did ask Isla why she’d let me drive, afterwards, after the police had released me. Well, I didn’t ask exactly – I grabbed her by the shoulders, hysterical with grief and fear and anger and horror, and screamed at her, shook her violently, told her it was all her fault, that if we’d got a taxi home it would never have happened, if I hadn’t driven us home Zander would still be alive and well. That Zander would still be here. And Isla, my beautiful, bold friend who never cried, crumpled in front of me, sobbed as if her heart was being torn in two, and told me she was sorry, so desperately sorry, that she didn’t know how drunk I was, that she hadn’t been counting, and that I’d insisted I was fine, that I wasn’t drunk at all, that it was only a few minutes’ drive, that everything would be OK. And then I’d crumpled too, and the two of us had slid to the floor, wrapped in each other’s arms, and cried and cried.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I know it’s not your fault. It was mine, only mine,’ I whispered, over and over, my throat raw, my eyes blind with tears, and she’d held me tightly, rocking me in her arms like a baby, murmuring unintelligible words of comfort. And after that, I let it go. I needed her, needed her desperately, and what good would it do, falling out with my best friend, trying to pass some of the blame on to her? I was responsible for this. Nobody else.

We talked about it, though, talked and talked, as I tried to remember, tried to make some sense of it all. Isla had tried to jog my memory, at my insistence – describing for me in detail how we’d chatted and laughed as we drove home, both children dozing in the back of the car, worn out by the heat. How even Zander, who woke easily, had slept throughout the short journey, his long lashes brushing his pink cheeks, tiny snores coming from the baby seat. My darling baby, my son, my little boy. And still, I couldn’t remember. Couldn’t remember his last hours alive.

Tears pricked my eyelids as the thoughts tumbled through my mind. And then, as I blinked them away, flinching as I ran the peeler over the end of my finger, dropping the carrot, it happened again. A weird, crawling sensation, like a bony hand running up my spine. It had happened earlier today too, first thing this morning while I was still lying in bed, unwilling to leave my warm cocoon. A strange, shivery feeling, that had nothing to do with being cold. A feeling of unease, so intense that it was almost a physical sensation. This morning it had come and gone in a flash, and I’d put it down to being in that odd, semi-awake state but now, as I leaned against the kitchen counter, it stayed, first that shiver up my back, then a sense that something was trying to wriggle its way into my consciousness, a voice far, far too tiny for me to hear trying to make itself audible. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, trying to listen, but just as quickly as it had arrived, the feeling was fading again, and then it was gone.

I opened my eyes, staring down at the pile of carrots on the chopping board, aware that my finger had started to bleed. What the hell was that? A hallucination? Or could it have been a memory, trying to return, like Dr Evans said it would? But it hadn’t been a memory, had it, not exactly. More of a feeling. A weird, unsettling feeling. A feeling I couldn’t identify. But as I stood there, watching the blood drip slowly from the end of my finger and pool on the chopping board, I suddenly realized that I knew what the feeling was about. It was a feeling that something wasn’t quite right. That something was off-kilter. I didn’t know what. But I knew, suddenly and with absolute clarity, that it was something about the day Zander died.
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FLORA

The frozen earth, still covered with a fine blanket of snow, crunched under my feet as I marched along the public footpath that crossed the field behind the house, heading for the woods on the other side. Last night had been a late one – we hadn’t arrived back from Bath until nearly 3 a.m. after the Greyline do – but even so, I hadn’t been able to sleep past eight, despite today being a day off. Wary of breaking an ankle in my running shoes, I’d decided on a brisk walk this morning instead of my usual fast 5k, wrapping up warmly and slipping a small flask of hot coffee into my backpack before I left, and closing the door gently behind me, the family all seemingly still fast asleep.

It was a beautiful day, frost shimmering on tree branches, the morning sunshine so bright I wished I’d remembered to grab some sunglasses before I left. As I clambered over the stile at the edge of the wood, I felt a sudden wave of happiness wash over me. Life hadn’t always been that easy, but I was in a good place, really good – a job I was thoroughly enjoying, a lovely home to live in, nice people around me, and this glorious countryside literally right on my doorstep. I felt … well, calm I suppose, at peace, these days, and that wasn’t a word I’d been able to associate with my feelings for such a long time that I suddenly laughed out loud, a little bubble of euphoria making me almost light-headed for a moment. A robin who’d been sitting on a low branch flapped his wings, startled, and flew away, and I laughed again.

‘Sorry, Mr Robin! I’m just in a VERY. GOOD. MOOD,’ I announced, as I headed down the winding path through the trees, the snow thicker here, the sunlight dappled, trees close together, branches entwined high above my head.

I walked for twenty minutes or so, my body warming from the exertion, my breath forming a ghostly cloud around my face as the path wound steeply uphill now, twisting around century-old oak trunks and criss-crossed by gnarled roots.

Finally, I reached my coffee-stop destination, a clearing at the top of the rise where somebody had once had the genius idea of putting a wooden bench for those exhausted by the climb, a few square metres of relatively flat, scrubby ground before the path curved back into the wood again, for the descent to the road a mile or so below.

I slipped my backpack off and brushed the snow off the bench with my gloved hand, then sank gratefully onto it and poured myself a coffee. The first sip burned my tongue, so I carefully put the cup down beside me, balancing it across the wooden slats of the seat, and gazed out across the valley, waiting for my drink to cool.

I could see the church spire from here, standing tall above the cluster of houses which surrounded it, their red roofs which usually glowed softly in the early morning light today covered in snowy blankets. It was so quiet, so peaceful, the twittering of a few birds and the occasional crack of a twig in the woods behind me the only sounds, and I took a deep breath of cold air, closing my eyes for a moment, savouring the near-silence.

I’d been invited to join the family for Sunday lunch later, and I was looking forward to it – (Annabelle is a fantastic cook); I enjoyed being with the kids – but it would be noisy and chaotic as always. It was one of the reasons I’d always relished my solo runs and walks – I needed the short spells of solitude, the moments alone with nature, the time to centre myself, to calm my racing thoughts.

As I opened my eyes again and reached for my cooling coffee, I remembered yesterday and the conversation about Rupert Ashfield. Annabelle seemed to be fascinated by Thea and Rupert and the whole awful story, and I supposed I couldn’t really blame her for that – most people were the same when they discovered where I’d worked before this, their eyes widening, hands clapped over mouths, eyes expressing sympathy and curiosity.

Although if pushed, and if I felt in the mood to cope with the telling, I would now and again give the inquisitive a few details of the day Zander died, I’d never given my full account to anyone except Annabelle, the other night in the restaurant. I’d felt I owed it to her, to tell her what she wanted to know, but I doubted I’d talk to anyone else about it in such detail. I didn’t feel the need to tell her anymore, though, about the other stuff – didn’t feel the need to fill her in about Rupert, and about his and Thea’s relationship.

They had been happy, once, or so I believed, but even when I arrived on the scene things were already starting to deteriorate, and while there seemed to be various reasons for that – he was away a lot, she was always working when he was at home, the usual – a lot of it was definitely down to Isla or, more accurately, to Isla and Thea’s friendship, and the pressure Isla always put on Thea to go out partying.

It had always seemed quite intense to me, as if Isla wanted Thea all to herself, as if she resented the fact that Thea was now a mother of two with all the responsibilities that entailed, and couldn’t simply drop everything to go out and have fun on a Friday night when Isla arrived from London, ready to let off steam after another week of high flying.

I’d heard them arguing, more than once, Thea and Rupert – those low-voiced, spiteful little arguments that took place after the children were asleep: Rupert accusing his wife of being a bad mother, telling her she should never have had children if she still wanted to ‘party like a teenager with that vacuous woman’; Thea retaliating in a shaky, tear-filled voice, ‘I’m not allowed to have friends then? Not allowed to go out at all? Lock me up then, why don’t you? For God’s sake, Rupert, it’s once a week, if that. I’m trying to juggle the kids and my business every bloody day here, on my own while you’re off doing your thing. Surely you can cope for one evening? I’m suffocating here, I need this.’

They’d make up, eventually, but sometimes it took days, days when the atmosphere in the house was heavy and tense, the children picking up on it too: Nell irritable and tetchy, Zander whimpering and needy.

It was during one of those times that Rupert had first turned to me. It was a still-chilly evening last March, when Zander was a couple of months old, and I’d been curled up with a pile of magazines and a hot chocolate on the old sagging velvet sofa in the snug, a cosy little room off the kitchen. It had become my sitting room, sort of, Thea and Rupert preferring the main lounge at the front of the house, but that suited me. I had a lovely room upstairs but I liked having my own space downstairs, too, and I loved the snug, with its walls lined with bookshelves and its French doors opening out into the garden. There was no TV in the room, but there was a digital radio which I enjoyed tuning in to obscure French or Italian radio stations, humming along to Europop as I flicked through the pages of House & Garden, Red or Cotswold Life.

That evening I’d been engrossed in an article about the trend for boudoir-style bedrooms – odd how I still remembered that, specifically – when the door opened and Rupert ambled in clutching, rather to my surprise, a beer bottle. It was a Tuesday night and he wasn’t a big drinker, not during the week at home anyway. But Thea was out that night, meeting some mums from her postnatal classes, and I’d supposed he was just taking the chance to have a quiet drink alone, the children both in bed by this time.

He’d nodded at me, then slumped down into the armchair opposite my sofa, took a long drink from his bottle and sighed heavily.

‘You all right, Flora?’ he asked.

I gave him a brief smile, replied ‘Yes, fine thanks!’ then turned back to my magazine, hoping he wouldn’t hang around. I didn’t mind Rupert, although weirdly I still didn’t know him that well at that point, despite working for Thea for well over a year by then. I still preferred my own company after a long day at work, and it made me a little uncomfortable to be alone with him, especially when I knew his relationship with my boss was not in a good place.

I’d taken up the job in the December, and Thea had fallen pregnant the following April, with Zander arriving at the beginning of January. I lived in their house, of course, like I did now with Annabelle, and in many ways I did, I suppose, become part of the family, certainly as far as Thea and Nell were concerned.

But Rupert was away so much, and on those evenings when he was at home I usually made myself scarce, not wanting to intrude on their family time, especially during those long summer months when Thea was pregnant, hot and exhausted, so Rupert and I had never really got to know each other, outside of being basically polite and making small talk.

Of course there’d been times when Thea had insisted I join them, for dinner or barbecues, or Friday night drinks in the garden, and they were fun times, more often than not. When they were getting on, Rupert and Thea were interesting and entertaining company, and generous with their food and wine, taking it in turns to cook and good-humouredly trying to outdo each other. Isla was frequently there too, and although at first she seemed to resent my presence, she gradually accepted that I was part of the household, although it took a while.

‘She’s protective of me, that’s all. Wants to make sure I’m not replacing her with you,’ Thea had whispered to me when we went inside to refill our glasses one evening, after Isla had pointedly ignored me when I’d asked her if she was staying in Cheltenham all weekend. I’d nodded and told Thea not to worry, at the same time thinking how peculiar, how strangely juvenile it was to see a grown woman so possessive of her ‘best friend’.

But gradually, Isla thawed, seemingly realizing that I was no threat, that she was still the number one woman in Thea’s life, that although Thea and I got on well she was really just my employer and landlady, and I actually began to look forward to her visits.

On form, she was hilarious company, full of stories about London and television life, and she made me howl. Even so, I could see that her presence always put Rupert a little on edge, and often he and Thea would exchange sharp words after Isla had finally taken her leave for the evening. Thea once confided in me that her husband thought her best friend was a bad influence, and that he’d be happier if they terminated their friendship.

‘He doesn’t realize that I quite like being influenced by her. If she was a man, I’d probably have married her,’ she’d said to me once, and grinned. ‘I’ve never had as much fun with anyone in my life as I’ve had with Isla. Sometimes I wish Rupert was a bit more like her. He can be so … so uptight, you know?’

As he’d slumped in the armchair in the snug that evening, though, Rupert hadn’t looked uptight at all. He’d looked … I don’t know, defeated might have been a better word, his shoulders hunched, one finger distractedly circling the mouth of his beer bottle, his eyes dull.

‘Flora – can I ask you something? This may sound odd but – do you think Thea is … well, happy? I mean … I don’t mean that really, of course she is, generally. But … do you think it’s too much for her, the children and the business?’

I looked up sharply, the magazine slipping from my hands and sliding to the floor.

‘What? I mean … well it’s not really for me to say. I’m just … I’m just her assistant,’ I said lamely, feeling horribly awkward. What a strange question, I thought.

He sat forward in his seat, eyes fixed intently on me now.

‘Yes, but that’s exactly why I’m asking you, Flora. You’re the one who spends the most time with her, day after day. Way more time than I do, or even that bloody woman Isla. Do you think she’s OK? Do you think she’s coping? It’s just with all this drinking, these nights out recently …’ He sighed again, put the bottle down on the carpet and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes with balled fists, then dropped his hands to his lap and stared at the ceiling, his forehead creasing into a frown.

I swallowed, not sure how to answer. In truth, I thought, Thea was coping pretty well really, considering how busy her business was these days and how recently she’d given birth. She’d only taken a week off after Zander was born, arguing that she worked from home anyway, so it wasn’t as if she had to leave her baby, that she had me to help her, and that most of her job involved Internet research, email and phone calls, which weren’t exactly strenuous. Any of the heavier stuff, like sorting deliveries and transferring stock to the warehouse, she’d left to me for those first few weeks, and the business had continued to run smoothly, orders flooding in, compliments and five-star reviews being added to the Just Enfant website daily by satisfied customers.

Even Nell wasn’t a problem back then, a sweet, happy little girl thrilled to have a new baby brother. But it was true that in recent weeks Thea had seemed more stressed, more anxious, and Isla had been quick to step in, whisking her friend off for wild nights out. I had briefly wondered if she might be suffering from a touch of postnatal depression, but I hadn’t said anything. It wasn’t my place to, and if there was something wrong I knew she’d have Isla to turn to, even if she didn’t feel she could talk to Rupert.

‘She needs to let her hair down, for God’s sake, Rupert. Give her a break,’ I’d heard Isla snap the previous Saturday evening as she and Thea had headed out yet again, Thea casting a guilty glance at her baby, still wide awake in his bouncer on the lounge floor, Rupert’s face tight and angry as he slammed the front door behind them.

Now, though, I took a deep breath, trying to formulate an answer that would placate Rupert without making me feel disloyal to Thea.

‘It’s probably just a phase, that’s what I think, Rupert. She’s coping brilliantly, honestly – the website’s doing amazingly, she’s got fabulous new stock coming in all the time … I think it’s just that, with that, and the two kids now, she needs a bit of respite once a week or so. She couldn’t drink for nine months, remember, and she’s stopped breastfeeding now … she’s probably making up for lost time. I’d be the same!’

I laughed, trying to lighten the mood, but Rupert’s expression didn’t change.

‘She breastfed Nell for nearly a year,’ he said, still staring at the ceiling. ‘Why has she stopped feeding Zander after just two months? I don’t get that either. She said he wasn’t getting enough, that he was always still hungry, that it was better for him to move on to the bottle, but …’ He exhaled, the air puffing out his cheeks, then sat up straight again.

‘I’m sorry, Flora,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be putting this on you, it’s not fair. I’ll leave you in peace.’

He smiled, a slightly crooked, little-boy-lost sort of smile, and I smiled back, feeling a little pang of sympathy, and … to be honest, and to my immense surprise, suddenly something more too. He was a handsome man, Rupert, I’d always noticed that, but in a passive sort of way, the way you’d observe a passing stranger in the street as being attractive.

But now, alone in this room with him, I felt a sudden tension, an awareness for the first time that he was … well, quite fanciable, I suppose, with that closely shaven head, full lips, deep-set dark brown eyes. Those eyes were fixed on mine now, as he stood up and took the few steps across the room to stand next to me. I tilted my head back to look up at him, my breath catching in my throat, my heart suddenly beating faster. He reached out a hand and touched my cheek, just for a second, then turned abruptly and walked away.

‘Thanks for listening,’ he said, over his shoulder, and then he was gone, the door closing gently behind him. I sank back on my cushions, my breathing still rapid. My God, did I fancy Rupert? Where had that come from? I shook my head like a cow shaking off flies, cross with myself. Ridiculous, Flora. Don’t even go there, I thought. But it wasn’t, of course, going to be quite so simple, was it?

Now, today on my bench, I sat quite still for a moment, remembering, my left index finger running over the old scar on my right wrist; it’s a habit I have when I am worried or anxious. Then I slapped my wrist gently instead. Why think about these things now, when I had such a nice day ahead, such a nice life?

I swallowed the last of my coffee, screwed the cup back onto the flask, and shivered, the cold air licking at my face. It was beautiful here, but it was too chilly today to sit still for long. I stood up, stamping my booted feet on the snowy ground to warm them, slung my backpack over my shoulder and rejoined the path, heading downhill through the trees.

Annabelle would be up by now, I thought, preparing lunch, and soon the delicious aroma of roast beef or pork or whatever was on today’s menu would be drifting through the house. I salivated at the thought, suddenly ravenous.

I’d been so damn lucky to get this job with the Garringtons. So lucky that they’d taken me in, just like Thea had, made me part of the family, and been so kind, so accepting. That’s what made it harder sometimes, my growing friendship with Annabelle, this woman I’d grown so fond of recently. The closer we got, the guiltier I felt. Because I knew something, you see. I knew something I wish I didn’t know, something that only a small handful of people knew, something that could destroy so much happiness. And something that I had to make sure Annabelle never, ever found out.
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THEA

‘Smile, Nell, come on! You look gorgeous!’

I clapped encouragingly, and in front of the camera Nell grinned, tossing her hair back, one hand on her hip, posing perfectly.

‘Brilliant, got it! You’re a star, Nell. Want to go and pop that blue jacket on? Over what you’re wearing is fine.’

Nell nodded and skipped off to the far corner of the room, where the rail of new season pieces was sitting behind a screen, and I turned to Melissa and smiled.

‘Thanks so much, Mel. Finally, finally we’re getting there, those last few shots looked fantastic. And I’m so sorry again about earlier. Honestly, I don’t know what to do with her at the moment.’

Melissa, the photographer I’d worked with on several shoots in the past, and who was one of the few who’d still work with me, shook her head, her mousy brown ponytail swinging.

‘Forget it, Thea. She’s been through a lot. She’ll be OK. These things take time, you know? Want a water?’

‘Please. And thank you.’

She waved a hand and headed off to the fridge down the hallway, and I wandered over to where Nell was pulling on a sky-blue swing jacket I’d brought in from Switzerland, its bodice hand-embroidered with tiny birds and flowers. She turned to the full-length mirror next to the rail and began to button the coat up, humming along to the current track on the Ed Sheeran album Mel had been playing on a loop since we’d arrived an hour and a half ago.

I leaned on the rail, watching my daughter, and worrying. She seemed fine now, but earlier we’d had yet another meltdown, an explosion so fierce I’d almost abandoned the shoot there and then and packed her off home.

It had started when we’d tried to do a few shots of Nell with Sasha, Mel’s adorable eighteen-month-old son who she had, after all, astonishingly kindly agreed to let model a few of my baby clothes.

After thinking about it for a while, I’d chickened out of asking Annabelle if Millie would like to take part in the shoot, deciding that Nell would just have to model all of the older girls’ stuff, but it was fantastic to be able to show some of the cuter boys’ outfits on Sasha.

Nell, who did quite like the spotlight for herself when she was in the mood to help me out like this, grudgingly agreed to the joint shots at first, and we managed to get a few beauties, Nell sitting cross-legged on a big red chair with Sasha grinning disarmingly up at her from a cushion on the floor, both of them wearing Aran jumpers, his in the traditional ecru and Nell in emerald green. But when, between shots, the toddler stood up, reached out a pudgy hand and grabbed one of Nell’s dark curls, the mood suddenly changed.

‘Ow! Get off me, stupid baby,’ she snapped, pushing him roughly away. Sasha fell backwards, thumping down onto his nappy-clad bottom, sat there in shocked silence for a moment, and then began to bawl.

Dismayed, I ran to pick him up as Mel, who’d been fiddling with her camera and hadn’t seen the altercation, looked up, a slightly panicked expression on her face.

‘What … what happened? What’s wrong, Sasha?’

She ran across the room, grabbing her still-sobbing child from my arms, and I turned to glare at Nell.

‘Nell! For God’s sake, he’s only a baby! He was just playing, why did you have to push him like that?’

‘Push him?’

Mel turned to Nell, too, frowning, as Sasha buried his face in her shoulder, snuffling. Nell was staring at the ground, cheeks pink, arms folded.

‘Mel, I’m so sorry, Sasha got hold of her hair and she pushed him away. It wasn’t hard, not really, but he lost his balance and fell down. I think his nappy probably cushioned the fall pretty well … it’s just the surprise that’s upset him, I think.’

‘Oh, it’s OK, he’s fine now, look. But Nell, really? Please be more careful, all right, love? He’s only little.’

Mel’s voice was gentle, but Nell ignored her, her face reddening even more, and I marched over to her, temper flaring, embarrassed by her behaviour.

‘Nell! Look up when you’re being spoken to. And apologize to Mel, right now. You could have seriously hurt Sasha. You should never, ever push another child, especially one younger than you, do you understand me?’

She looked up then, dark eyes flashing.

‘And you should never ever get drunk and leave a baby on his own in a car, but that didn’t stop you, did it?’

There was a gasp from Mel, and I stood stock-still for a moment, mouth open, horrified, emotion suddenly hovering somewhere between anger and awful, terrible shame. She was right, wasn’t she? Of course she was. Who was I to judge her?

‘I-I … that was an accident, Nell,’ I stuttered finally. ‘I would never, ever have hurt Zander intentionally, you know that …’

Close to tears, I reached out a hand but she batted it away, hard, then turned to the little round table nearby that was serving as an accessories station, and with one enormous shove accompanied by an angry roar upturned it, hairbands, mini handbags and pieces of jewellery scattering.

‘Nell!’ My admonition was more of a strangled whisper this time, tears pricking my eyelids. In Mel’s arms, Sasha began to cry again, startled by the crash, and I turned to my friend, ready to apologize, but she shook her head.

‘Thea, don’t say anything. Nell needs you, she’s clearly very upset. I’ll take Sasha upstairs for a few minutes, give you some space, OK?’

‘OK. Mel, I’m so—’

‘Shhh. It’s fine.’

She turned and left the room, Sasha still sobbing, and I looked down at Nell, who was now slumped on the floor, breathing heavily, body crumpled like a rag doll among the ribbons and necklaces. Slowly, I moved towards her and sat down, too, edging closer.

‘I’m sorry, Mummy. I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry.’

Her voice was low, cracking with unshed tears, and my heart broke for her all over again then, broke for this beautiful little girl, this child I loved so much and had hurt so badly. I was disgusting, a revolting, disgusting human being, and I wasn’t worthy of Nell, I wasn’t worthy to call myself her mother. And yet … I reached out to her again, and this time she didn’t push me away but slipped into my arms, and I pulled her close, rocking her like a baby.

‘No, Nell. You have nothing to be sorry about. It’s me, all me. I’m sorry. So, so sorry, about what’s happened. I love you so much, I loved Zander so much. I never meant to … never meant to hurt him; I’d never hurt either of you, hurt anyone, not intentionally, you know that, don’t you? Please, Nell, I love you …’

I murmured the words into her hair, tears running down my cheeks now, and she nestled into my chest, her breathing slowly steadying. Eventually, eyes wet, she straightened up and looked at me.

‘Please don’t cry, Mum. I’ve stopped now, look.’

She pointed to her eyes with both forefingers, a slightly comical gesture that made me smile.

‘OK, well I’d better stop too then. Sorry, Nell.’

I fumbled in my pocket for a tissue, dabbed her cheeks and then wiped my own eyes, feeling my mascara smearing on my face but not caring.

‘Is it … do you get so angry because you miss him, Nell? Did Sasha remind you of Zander, was that the problem?’

She nodded, fingers plucking at my jumper.

‘It’s not so bad with girls. But every time I see a little boy I think about him. It’s horrible, Mummy. I miss him so much.’

She gulped, her body shuddering, and I pulled her close again, rubbing her back in circular motions, muttering soothing nonsense in her ear, until the door opened and Mel reappeared.

‘All OK?’ she asked quietly.

‘We’re fine. Aren’t we, Nell?’

‘Yep. Sorry, Mel, about …’

Nell sat up and gestured vaguely at the mess around us, and Mel shrugged.

‘Don’t worry, no big deal at all. It’ll only take a minute to pick it all up again, and nothing’s broken. I’ll put the kettle on and then we can get started with your solo shots, Nell. I’ve put Sasha down for a nap; he was worn out, poor little chap.’

She smiled at us, then squinted at me.

‘Oh and Thea … not sure about the panda look. Hot on the spring catwalks, is it?’

She grinned and headed out of the room again, and I turned to Nell, who laughed.

‘You do look like a panda, Mummy! Think you need a wet wipe.’

‘Oh hush, you. I never remember to buy waterproof mascara. Go on, you start picking this stuff up and I’ll be with you in a minute.’

‘OK.’ She clambered off my knee, and I watched her for a minute as, with a grunt, she righted the little table and began to gather up the fallen accessories. She seemed fine again, but the ferocity of the outburst had frightened me, and I wondered again whether counselling might be the way to go.

After our Pilates session yesterday, when Isla and I had collapsed into comfortable chairs with a complimentary drink, I’d finally remembered to ask her if she knew anyone who might be able to help Nell. She thought for a moment, sucking her green smoothie greedily through a straw, then put the glass down and pushed a tendril of dark red hair, damp with sweat, off her forehead.

‘There’s a woman Lennie at work saw, when she was having some sort of emotional crisis after her latest break-up. Her name’s Karen … Karen Ballington, Basildon, something like that. I’m thinking of her because Lennie said she was amazing, but also because she specializes in kids with emotional problems. Lennie recommended her to a woman we had on the show who was having massive issues with antisocial behaviour in her son. She’s in Reading, so not exactly local, but might be worth a go?’

I nodded. Reading was about an hour and a half away, but that might be a good thing. I didn’t want anymore local gossip about me than there was already, and if anyone happened to recognize me taking Nell into a therapist’s office in Cheltenham, the Twitter trolls would have a field day.

‘Brilliant. I think I need to do it, Isla. Nell isn’t right, and I need to try and help her. And best to start now. Who knows how bad things will get when the trial starts.’

Isla reached out a hand and stroked my arm, ‘I’ll get you her number. And don’t start worrying about the trial, not yet. It won’t do you any good. Worry solves nothing, remember? What’s that saying? “No amount of regret can change the past, and no amount of worry can change the future”?’

I smiled at her, but my stomach was twisting. It happened every time I thought about the trial, the court room, the jury, the TV cameras outside, the media frenzy, for I already knew that was what it would be, knew off by heart the statistics the papers and news bulletins would be full of: seven cases of children left to die in hot cars in a two-year period in France and Belgium; four cases in two years in Israel; thirty-six, on average, every single year in the United States. But rare, so rare in the UK. Rare, until Thea Ashfield got drunk om champagne, and left her baby to die a horrific death. Statistics to shock and sicken, and strike fear into every parent.

Even if I could get through that, somehow survive the shame, the agony of being forced to relive Zander’s death in a roomful of people, people who were all judging me, despising me, what then? What if I went to prison? Despite the reassurances from my barristers, the promise to do their very best to stop that happening, the prospect of jail terrified me. Not for myself so much – although I had no idea how I would bear it, cope with being locked up, maybe for years – but for Nell. How would I survive, knowing that she was out here in the world without me, and bearing the stigma of a mother in prison?

I swallowed hard, my orange, mango and pineapple juice turning to acid in my mouth. Suddenly all I wanted to do was run, to take Nell and go somewhere far, far away where nobody would ever find us. I wouldn’t, of course, though. Because this was all my doing. My fault. And people who did things like I had done have to be punished. It is just how it is.

Now, as I watched Nell back in front of the camera, looking so beautiful and, for now, so happy again, moving with the music, laughing as Mel called out encouragement, my one bright light in this awful darkness, my reason to keep going, to keep working, to keep living, my eyes blurred, a sudden light-headedness making me grope for the wall behind me for support. Oh God, was it happening again?

My breath quickened, that creeping sense of unease not crawling but rushing this time up my spine, and then suddenly, without warning, I was back there. Back in September. Back outside the house, the afternoon sun hot on my neck. Isla and Nell running inside, and me unbuckling Zander’s seat belt, a little unsteady on my feet, but still able to scoop my slumbering baby out of the car and walk up the path with him. Me, putting him gently into his pram in the cool living room, dropping a kiss on his forehead before gratefully sinking onto the nearest sofa …

‘What?’

I gasped out loud, feeling panicky, heart pounding, eyes snapping open now, fixing on Mel and Nell, still happily engrossed in the shoot, oblivious. And then, just as quickly, the picture in my head faded, and I slid down the wall, shaking, sweat beading on my forehead.

What was going on? What was happening to me? What had that been – my imagination, a hallucination, a memory? Could it actually be a memory, after all this time? But no, it made no sense. That wasn’t what had happened. Was I going mad, then? Or, I thought, wiping a hand shakily across my forehead, could that have been a false memory, wishful thinking, something conjured up by my sick mind? It had to be, hadn’t it? Because it didn’t match, didn’t match at all what happened later, and I clearly remembered that. The screams, the terror. Flora stumbling into the room with Zander limp in her arms and tears running down her face, people shouting out on the street, sirens blaring. I remembered all that with absolute, nightmarish clarity.

I killed my baby. My son is dead, it was my fault, and I’ll be paying the price forever. So that wasn’t a memory, then. It can’t have been. And yet …

I stood up slowly, my breathing less erratic now, a strange calm descending. I didn’t know why I’d just seen, felt, remembered, imagined, whatever, what I had. But now, I had the strongest feeling, the deepest certainty, that something was definitely wrong. Something was wrong with the way it happened. With the way everyone said it happened. Something was wrong with the way they said my baby died.
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FLORA

Annabelle’s Sunday lunch was as divine as I expected it would be – perfectly cooked lamb with garlic and rosemary, roast potatoes with crisp, herby outer shells and delightfully fluffy insides, carrots glazed with Dijon mustard, baby leeks with bacon, and the promise of a heavenly sticky toffee pudding to finish.

We ate in the kitchen, the windows steamed up, linen napkins draped across our knees, a basket of warm, fragrant bread rolls in the centre of the big table. Annabelle and Greg were both relaxed and smiling today, a fine Rioja flowing, even the children behaving themselves for once, teasing each other good-naturedly.

But once or twice I caught Greg’s eye across the table, and now I was sure I wasn’t imagining it, that strange frisson – my eyes drawn repeatedly to his face, only to find him already looking at me; a stare a little too intense when Annabelle’s attention was elsewhere, cutting up meat for Sienna or pouring more gravy onto Oliver’s plate. Why was he doing that? Stop it, I thought. What are you up to, Greg? And stop responding, Flora.

I forced myself to look away first, willing myself not to blush, gulping my wine too quickly, my mind racing. Couldn’t he see it was making me uncomfortable? I wished that I didn’t find him so increasingly attractive, didn’t feel that stirring in my groin, that fluttering in my stomach when he looked at me. It was ridiculous, and I was not going to go there. I couldn’t, wouldn’t do that to Annabelle.

The thing was, I was pretty sure he didn’t actually have any real feelings for me either, pretty positive in fact that this was just a little game he was playing. He and Annabelle were solid at the moment, I could see that – the loving looks they exchanged, the secret smiles across the table, the occasional entwining of fingers and touches on shoulders as one or other got up to fetch more vegetables from the sideboard or another bottle from the larder.

No, Greg Garrington had no real interest in me, I was certain of that. He might find me attractive, possibly, but I’d come across his type before, the married men with no real intention of being unfaithful, the men who just wanted a little illicit flirting with an attractive younger woman, the ego boost of seeing her respond and redden. That’s what Greg was doing with me, because why would he want me when he had a wife like Annabelle, tall and slender, that mass of blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, that sweet and caring nature, but with an innate sexiness she seemed barely aware of?

‘Oi, Sienna, give me that back right now!’

I jumped. Oliver’s voice was raised, a sudden edge to it. Sitting opposite him at the far end of the table, his little sister’s bottom lip was sticking out, a mutinous look in her eyes. She was clutching a roast potato firmly in both hands, squeezing it so hard that the outside had cracked, the soft middle oozing.

‘Mum, the little brat just grabbed that off my plate. It’s my last one and there aren’t anymore in the dish and she’d better give it back to me or …’

Oliver pushed back his chair and stood up, glowering, and leaned across the table towards Sienna, hand outstretched. She screamed and cowered in her chair, but didn’t drop her stolen potato, and Oliver’s face darkened.

‘Give that back, now, or I’ll bloody thrash you,’ he yelled.

‘Olly, calm down.’

Annabelle was on her feet now, grabbing her son’s arm as he leaned further across the table.

‘For goodness’ sake, she’s only a baby. And do you really want it now, after she’s squished it all, look? Come on, sit down and I’ll get you some more lamb instead …’

‘Yes, Jesus, Olly, leave the child alone.’

Annabelle gave her husband a sharp glance – I’d noticed that, while not at all religious, she disliked anyone using profanities, especially of the non-secular variety – and he grimaced and shrugged.

‘Oliver, sit down. You can’t possibly still be hungry; you’ve had more food than the rest of us put together,’ he said mildly.

‘And Sienna – stealing is never right, OK? You want another potato, you ask for it. You don’t just nick it from your brother’s plate. You’re like that robin in the garden who always grabs the bird food from under the blue tit’s nose, aren’t you? Little miss tinker.’

Sienna giggled, putting the potato down on her plate, and next to her Millie snorted.

‘Errr, birds don’t have noses, Dad. Beaks. They’re called beaks.’

Everyone laughed, the crisis seemingly averted, but I noticed that Oliver, although forcing a smile now, still had a dark look in his eyes. He saw me looking and I winked, trying to cheer him up, and he blushed slightly and smiled at me, a more genuine grin now. Satisfied, I picked up my wine and swallowed the last mouthful. My head was swimming a little, but pleasantly – that soft, woozy feeling you get when you drink a little too much in a warm room, when you’re relaxed and happy and know you have nothing pressing to do later.

‘Sunday lunch is the best,’ I announced. ‘And that was absolutely delicious, Annabelle. Thanks so much.’

‘You are more than welcome,’ she said with a smile, holding out her glass to clink against mine and then noticing mine was empty.

‘Oh, Greg, top Flora up, will you? I’ll get dessert.’

‘Of course.’ Greg reached for the wine bottle and stood up, walking around the table to where I was sitting. As he poured, he leaned against me, ever so slightly, and suddenly I could feel the taut muscles of his stomach against my back, the warmth of his body against mine, and I felt that stirring again, my heartbeat quickening, my nerve endings tingling. Oh shit, I thought. Shit. Stop it. If you keep this up … I couldn’t remember when I’d last had sex, but clearly it was far too long ago, if I was reacting like this.

I clenched my fists, waiting for him to move away, not looking at him, and then the glass was full and the moment had passed, Greg ruffling Millie’s hair in an exaggerated fashion as he returned to his seat, making her shriek in faux outrage, Sienna demanding he did the same to her own soft blonde mop.

I relaxed again, not looking at Greg as Annabelle returned, bearing plates of pudding and putting bowls of ice cream and custard on the table to accompany it. As I ate, only halflistening now to the again cheerful family banter, my mind drifted back to my own childhood, when meals like this were an impossible fantasy, something I’d longed for, but never experienced.

I’d grown up in Farnham, one of those Surrey towns often described as ‘well-to-do’ – less than an hour from central London by train, it attracted wealthy commuters, driven out of the capital by exorbitant property prices but still wanting to be within a comfortable distance of its attractions.

An historic market town, overlooked from the crest of a nearby hill by the twelfth century Farnham Castle, it was generally considered to be a ‘nice’ place to live, and to rear children – safe, cultured, pretty. I supposed how nice it actually was, though, depended on your family, and mine … well, it hadn’t been ideal.

I’d been an only child, my mother cold and distant, my father largely absent. Mum worked full-time, and when my father was around … I flinched slightly, and then jumped as Millie shrieked with laughter, and everyone else joined in. Having completely missed the joke, I smiled, not wanting to draw attention to myself.

How lucky they were, these kids, I thought. Oh, they’d grow up moaning about their parents like everyone did, but in reality they had no idea how fortunate they were, to be loved and cared for as they were, to grow up in this beautiful house with no money worries, to have parents who would always be there for them. Lucky, lucky, lucky.

And how lucky I was now, too, to have been accepted into a family like this, to have a secure home, a job I enjoyed so much. To feel useful and valued and appreciated. I looked at Sienna, her little face glowing pink, thinking of the way she hugged and kissed me so unselfconsciously, wrapping her little body around mine. Told me she loved me. I was loved here. I was lucky, lucky, lucky too, wasn’t I?

Lunch over, the family scattered and Annabelle shooed me out of the kitchen when I hung around, offering to help clear away (‘It’s your day off, Flora, and you’ve had an incredibly busy week. Go, scoot, vamoose! Watch some TV or read a book or something, chill out, I can do this!’). I wandered into the lounge, looking for the magazine I’d left there earlier. Millie and Sienna were already sprawled on the sofa, their much-loved Frozen DVD playing on the TV.

I laughed. ‘Girls, how many times have you watched that film? It must be hundreds, and that’s only since I’ve been here!’

Mille shrugged. ‘Thousands, probably. We never get bored though. We I don’t know why it never gets boring, but it doesn’t. We both know all the words and everything.’

‘I know, I can see!’ I gestured at Sienna, who was mouthing the dialogue as, on screen, Anna tried to persuade Elsa to come out of her room to build a snowman.

I sat down, squeezing into the small space at one end of the sofa uninhabited by the girls. If I was honest, I quite liked the movie myself, having watched it three or four times with Nell while I was working for Thea, and it wasn’t as if I had anything urgent to do.

Rain was pattering against the windows now, but the room was warm, a log fire crackling in the hearth, and I leaned back on the soft cushions, full and a little light-headed from all the wine, content.

A few minutes later, just as I had started to nod off, the door burst open and Oliver marched in.

‘Oh SHIT,’ he said, and glared at his sisters, ignoring me. ‘Do you two really have to watch that crap again? Pimp My Ride starts in five minutes. Come on, turn it off. You two are always hogging this telly. And you’ve seen that moronic film a million times. Bugger off.’

Millie looked up at him and frowned.

‘Can’t you watch your stupid car show in your room?’ she said.

‘I don’t want to watch it in my room, Millie. My TV up there is tiny. I want to watch it down here, on the good telly, and where it’s warm. And this is the family TV, not yours, OK? That means you share it. I never get to watch it. So piss off, all right?’

His tone was even, but held a hint of menace now, and his cheeks were reddening.

‘Olly, that language isn’t ideal. And why don’t you just let the girls finish this film and then you can take over the telly for the rest of the afternoon? Does that sound fair?’ I said, smiling at him, trying to defuse the situation. I really wasn’t in the mood for another sibling row.

He glanced at me, then turned back to the girls.

‘Flora, they had it all morning, so no, that’s not fair. Sienna, Millie, turn that off NOW.’

Sienna, whose eyes had remained glued to the screen despite her brother’s arrival, finally turned to look at him, then slowly reached for the remote control which was sitting on the arm of the sofa, and with one quick movement grabbed it and shoved it under the cushion behind her back.

‘NO!’ she shouted, and crossed her arms, brows knitted in a determined scowl.

‘You little …’ Olly was across the room in two strides, face contorted in sudden fury. He bent down, scooped Sienna up and threw her, hard, onto the floor, where she landed with a thud on the sheepskin rug in front of the sofa. For a second she lay there, in stunned silence, then her face crumpled and she began to scream.

‘OLIVER!’ Annabelle – who had walked into the room just as her youngest flew through the air – and I shouted his name simultaneously. With Millie open-mouthed with shock next to me, I leapt from my seat but Annabelle got there first, gently checking her howling daughter over for any obvious injuries before bundling her into her arms and standing up.

‘Olly, what on earth?’ She looked aghast. ‘What’s wrong with you? She’s three years old, you could have seriously hurt her!’

‘Well, she should move when I tell her to, then.’ Oliver, his face still flushed and angry, was staring at the carpet, shuffling his feet. ‘Those two are always hogging the telly, it’s not fair. I gave her a chance and she didn’t take it, not my fault.’

Annabelle shook her head, looking furious, as Sienna’s sobs grew even louder.

‘Hush, Sienna, you’re all right. Oliver, you never, ever use violence against your sisters. Or against anyone, do you understand me? When your father hears about this … oh, just get out. Go to your room, I can’t even look at you. But you haven’t heard the last of this, I promise you.’

Oliver looked at her mutinously for a moment then turned and stalked from the room, muttering under his breath. Annabelle shifted Sienna’s weight to her other hip and looked at me despairingly.

‘Flora, what on earth am I going to do with him? He’s a nightmare. He never leaves Sienna alone. Are you all right, Millie?’

Millie nodded. ‘Yeah. He’s just an idiot boy, Mum. Sienna can be a bit bratty but he’s so horrible to her. Can’t you send him away to boarding school or something? You know, like those old-fashioned ones in films where the teachers will hit him with sticks and make him eat slugs for dinner? That’d teach him, wouldn’t it, Flora?’

She looked at me and I clamped my lips firmly together, trying not to laugh. Then I caught Annabelle’s eye and realized a tiny smile was playing on her lips too.

‘I don’t think boarding school is the answer, sadly, Millie. I wish I knew what was, though. Flora, I hate to ask, I really do, but I just don’t seem to be able to get through to him at the moment. I don’t suppose …?’

She raised her eyebrows, and I nodded.

‘Sure. I’ll talk to him in a bit. Not sure I can do much but I’ll give it a go.’

‘Thank you so much. Look, you two watch your film in peace. Come on, Sienna, your colouring book and pencils are in the kitchen. Shall we go and do a nice picture?’

Face still nestled into her mother’s shoulder, Sienna nodded, her crying abating now.

‘OK, let’s do that then. Thanks again, Flora’, Annabelle said over her shoulder as she left the room.

I listened as her footsteps faded down the hall and the kitchen door closed, then sighed. I’d talk to Oliver later, when he’d calmed down a bit. I would have anyway, even if Annabelle hadn’t asked me to, but I needed to relax a bit first, let the alcohol wear off.

I turned to look at Millie, who had retrieved the remote control from under the cushion and was rewinding the film, presumably to where it had been when Oliver had arrived.

‘I need the loo, Millie. Start watching again, don’t worry about waiting for me, but I’m definitely coming back so keep my seat!’

‘I will,’ she said, and snuggled back onto her cushions, pressing play with a grin.

As I left the downstairs toilet down the corridor off the main hall, wiping my still-damp hands on my jeans, I jumped as Greg suddenly appeared from his study next door.

‘Gosh, you scared me!’ I said, edging past him, but he held both arms out, blocking my path.

‘Flora, I need to talk to you.’ His voice was an urgent whisper. ‘Come in here for a moment, will you?’

He gestured with his head, indicating the study behind him, and I hesitated, nerves suddenly swirling in my stomach. What did he want? If I went in there …

‘Please, Flora.’ He glanced down the corridor, checking that we were alone, then raised a hand and touched my cheek, his fingers barely grazing my skin. His touch sent a jolt of electricity through me, my eyes suddenly locked on his deep grey ones, my breath quickening.

‘Please. Just for a minute. I can’t … I can’t stop thinking about you. You must have noticed …’

His voice tailed off, and he moved closer to me, his other hand on my waist now, pulling me in until I could smell the fresh scent of his aftershave, the citrussy fragrance mixing not unpleasantly with the hint of red wine on his breath.

He was quite drunk, I suddenly realized, his eyes glassy, his stance a little unsteady, and the realization brought me to my senses.

‘Greg … no, I can’t. I’m watching a film with Millie, she’ll wonder where I’ve gone. And Annabelle …’

I placed a hand on his chest and gently pushed him away, and he took a step backwards, releasing me, face suddenly sagging.

‘Oh God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Flora. Shit, that was so inappropriate. Can we forget it happened? Really, I was out of order …’

He sank his head into his hands and started rubbing his face, groaning.

‘It’s fine, don’t worry. Lunchtime booze and all that! Forget it, honestly,’ I said. ‘Look, I’ll see you later, OK?’

I half turned, ready to walk away, but he grabbed my arm.

‘I’d still like to talk to you though, Flora? Just for a moment, please?’

His tone was beseeching, a hint of desperation in his eyes now, and I stared at him for a moment. What was all this about? And then it hit me, a sudden wave of clarity washing over me. Of course. What an idiot I’d been. I knew exactly what this was about.

‘Look, maybe another time, OK? Maybe you need to sober up a bit? Get a coffee or something? We can talk another day.’

I turned sharply and walked away then, back towards the living room, the scar on my wrist tingling, and even though he was behind me I knew he was still standing there, watching me go.

I’d been right when I’d thought he was playing a game. He wanted to get close to me, yes, but the flirting, the ‘accidental’ touching, the long glances, none of that meant he really wanted me, desired me, not in that way. What he actually wanted, I’d suddenly realized, was to get me on my own, make me vulnerable, because he suspected that I knew, and he wanted to find out if he was right.

Because it was about him, you see. The secret thing, the thing I felt so guilty about keeping to myself, the thing I had to make sure Annabelle never found out, was Greg’s secret. I knew what he was hiding. I knew what he’d done.
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ANNABELLE

‘Annabelle! Annabelle! Come here, quick!’

From across the room, where she was signing delegates in at a long table, Flora was waving at me frantically. I took a last glance at the coffee area, where everything seemed to be in order, and hurried across to her, a sudden wave of anxiety rushing over me. What was wrong? Surely there hadn’t been a mistake with the name badges or arrival information? I’d checked it all myself at seven this morning when we’d arrived, and there’d been nothing obvious amiss then, so what on earth could have happened … then, as I reached the table, my momentary panic subsided as I realized that Flora’s shoulders were shaking with suppressed mirth.

‘Flora, what …?’

‘Here, look.’

She tapped the list in front of her then waved her pen at me, urging me to come round to her side of the table. Puzzled, I did so.

‘What is it? Is something wrong?’

‘Hang on. Here you go, enjoy the day.’

She handed a folder to a woman in a sharp navy suit who’d just picked up her name badge, waited until she’d wandered off and then turned to me, eyes shining.

‘Yes, something is wrong. Very wrong. Clearly, one of our delegates had very, very cruel parents. Verging on child abuse, this is. Look. Look at the name of the company’s finance director, Annabelle.’

I peered at the piece of paper on the table, then back at Flora, frowning.

‘Huh?’

‘Oh Annabelle, you’re such an innocent. William Stroker. His name is William Stroker. WILLIE STROKER. Get it?’

‘Oh!’ The word came out as a squeak, and I gave a sudden snort of laughter.

‘Oh Flora, stop it! I thought something terrible had happened. You’re dreadful!’

I nudged her with my shoulder and she nudged me back, both of us tittering like twelveyearolds.

‘Well, something dreadful has happened. How am I going to keep a straight face when Mr Stroker comes to sign in? I mean, seriously? It’s all right for you …’

She groaned theatrically, and I collapsed into giggles again. To think I’d thought today was going to be deathly dull. The weather certainly was – one of those colourless, gloomy January Tuesdays, violent gusts of wind whipping loose twigs from the trees, my feet still damp inside my uncomfortable court shoes after I’d managed to step out of my car right into a deep puddle earlier, soaking my tights.

We were in Worcestershire, running a conference for an IT company at a small hotel on the edge of the Cotswolds. The Trout was a laidback, country retreat sort of place, with a mix of standard bedrooms in the main building and adorable little shepherds’ huts perched on the hill above, where guests could huddle in front of tiny log burners and enjoy the sound of the rain pattering on tin roofs from the comfort of luxurious feather beds.

The hotel, known for its Scandi-chic style, had begun outsourcing its conference management bookings the previous year, and this was the third event I had run here. The annual business meeting of GarrowTech was a relatively small affair, with just thirty or so delegates, and it hadn’t been a complicated job, especially with Flora on board.

A cosy meeting room, welcome packs and name badges, a sound system and projector for the presentations, and morning coffee, a buffet lunch and a sit-down dinner this evening had all been organized swiftly and efficiently, and once the business part of the day concluded at five this evening we could leave, the hotel manager agreeing to allocate key staff to take care of the delegates until they checked out tomorrow morning. Nice and straightforward, just how I liked it, especially at the moment. I had enough concerns at home suddenly, without work causing me issues too.

I remained sitting next to Flora, absentmindedly straightening the welcome packs and notepads on the desk as she began to cheerily check in the latest wave of arrivals, and began to worry again.

Oliver’s behaviour with Sienna on Sunday was one thing that was bothering me. He’d never been that nice to her, even when she was a tiny baby, but recently he’d been more aggressive, nastier, and I hated it. I’d tried to rationalize it in my head, tell myself that sibling rivalry was completely normal and that almost-teenage boy hormones combined with little girl stubbornness was an unfortunate mix, but it was still making me uneasy. To his credit, Oliver had come to find me and Sienna that evening, a couple of hours after his outburst, and had apologized, if grudgingly. I was pretty sure it hadn’t been his own idea … I’d heard Flora knock on his bedroom door a short while before that, asking him if she could come in for a chat, and I assumed she’d suggested it might be a good idea to say he was sorry. Even so, the apology had helped, but it still didn’t excuse his behaviour.

‘Uh oh. There’s only three people left on this list to sign in: Stroker and two women,’ Flora suddenly hissed.

‘And these must be them now, look. Willie alert!’

She gestured towards the door, where a trio of new arrivals were being greeted by Tom Griffiths, the managing director who’d been there pumping hands and pecking cheeks since the meeting room doors opened at eight.

The two women were both small and blonde, one in a pinstriped grey trouser suit, the other in a tight emerald dress and towering red heels. The man was rotund and ruddy faced, belly straining against the buttons of a pale pink shirt.

‘Hmmm. Probably finds it quite hard to find his willie under that stomach,’ Flora muttered.

‘Flora!’

I took a deep breath, feeling slightly hysterical all of a sudden. As Tom pointed across to where we were sitting, and the three newcomers began to cross the room, I took another gulp of air, willing myself not to start laughing again.

‘Flora, you’re killing me. Please call him William, not Willie, or I’m not going to be able to cope,’ I whispered.

Flora winked at me, then turned cheerfully to the three delegates.

‘Ladies, good morning. And you must be Will— I mean, Mr Stroker? Good morning to you too.’

Later, as the conference paused for lunch and Flora and I moved slowly through the meeting room, laying out fresh notepaper and bottled water for the afternoon session and putting chairs and tables into the requested rows now instead of in circular groups, my earlier good humour faded and anxiety began to gnaw at me again.

Greg was away this week, working at head office in London, and after a period of feeling secure and happy, for some reason in recent days I’d been back to feeling uneasy about him again too. Things had been good between us – great, in fact – but his occasional distracted moods, I had noticed, had become more frequent in the past few weeks.

After such a nice lunch on Sunday he’d disappeared into his study and barely spoken to me for the entire evening, and when I’d questioned him about it, asked if anything was wrong, he’d mumbled something about work and big new contracts and pressure, and told me not to worry about it, that everything was fine. He’d even dismissed my concern about Oliver’s latest assault on Sienna with an exasperated sigh.

‘All brothers and sisters fight, Annabelle. Didn’t you, with your sister, when you were kids? I know I certainly did. They’ll grow out of it, wait and see. They’ll be the best of friends in a few years’ time. Stop stressing.’

Now, he was away with work until Friday, and I knew that although I’d pretend everything was fine, although I’d be my usual bubbly self on the phone when he called me at night, in reality I’d be a nervous wreck all week, and my sleep would be disturbed by bad dreams, dreams about being abandoned in dank forests or walking alone, terrified, around dark, empty buildings. Classic anxiety dreams, my sister would have said.

Why was I so insecure? Greg was distant at times, but it was just down to work stuff, I knew that. And why did I always, when he was like this, get these stupid worries about other women wanting to steal him from me? This was Greg, my husband, the father of my children, the man I loved.

Even if, worst case scenario, there had ever been other women, even if my insecurities were justified, it didn’t mean he was going to leave me, did it? They would have just been blips, little dalliances, meaningless, inconsequential.

And he did love me, I was sure of that. He wasn’t always good at saying it, but he showed it in a million little ways – a squeeze of my shoulder as he passed my chair, a wink across the table, a kiss on the back of my neck as I stirred a pot on the cooker. The last time he said it, really said it, was when Zander Ashfield died.

He was there, of course, in the house, waiting for Millie, and I suppose that’s why he was so desperately upset – that tiny dead body in Flora’s arms, the police, the ambulance, the sirens, the panic, the chaos. He had swept Millie out of the house before she saw too much, but he had seen everything, and it destroyed him. He sobbed that night, wept inconsolably in my arms like a small, frightened child, told me that family was the most important thing, the only thing that mattered, that me and the children were his world and that he had no idea how he could live without us, without any of us, if something so terrible was to happen here.

‘I love you, Annabelle. I don’t say it enough, but I love you so much. And I’m sorry, so sorry, if I’ve ever made you feel that I don’t. This puts everything into perspective, doesn’t it? Life is so short, and you never know what might happen, what’s lying around the next corner. You know I love you, don’t you?’

I’d reassured him then, and through the following weeks. It was a horrific thing to happen, and absolutely dreadful to actually be there when it did, but even so I was surprised, and unexpectedly moved, by just how difficult my strong and usually fairly unemotional husband found it to deal with. He seemed to be struggling with it all, with everything that had happened on that shocking afternoon – the proximity of death, the loss of a child, even the questioning by the police, who’d talked to everyone who’d been there that day, everyone who’d witnessed some or any of Thea’s movements.

Greg’s sadness, his vulnerability, made me reach out to him even more than usual, and in turn we seemed to grow closer, more affectionate, happier. Clearly, nearly five months was enough for him to recover, though, because in recent weeks there’d definitely been a change, a feeling, just occasionally, that he was drifting away from me again, that his mind was elsewhere. Or was I imagining it? Everyone got stressed about work, didn’t they? I certainly did, and there was no doubt that Greg’s company had landed some huge accounts recently. That was probably all it was, wasn’t it?

‘They’re on their way back in … all shipshape your side?’

Flora’s question brought me back to the job in hand. I looked quickly around the room, checking.

‘All shipshape. Everything’s fine, Flora,’ I said.

And it was, I told myself firmly, as the delegates filed back in. Everything was fine. Say it, and it will be so.
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THEA

‘It’s the thirty-first tomorrow. Almost February. This year’s going quickly, isn’t it?’

I looked at Rupert, who was sitting on the sofa opposite mine, and he grunted and shrugged, then turned a page of his newspaper and carried on reading, ignoring me. My attempts at small talk were not going well. I fell silent, tired of trying, and picked up an interiors magazine from the small glass table next to me, half-heartedly flicking through it, my mind elsewhere.

We were in Reading, at the clinic run by counsellor, Karen Ballerton, the woman recommended by Isla to help Nell with her mood swings and anger. Karen, a tall, gangly woman with wiry dark brown hair streaked with grey, large hoops swinging from her earlobes, had gently insisted that it would be better if she and Nell chatted alone, which had left Rupert and I sitting uneasily together in the small waiting room down the hallway.

I’d been surprised that he’d wanted to come – I’d planned to take Nell by train, as I wasn’t allowed to drive at the moment – in fact, my car had been sent for scrap back in October, the sight of it an unbearable reminder of what had happened, not so much a car any longer but a wheeled coffin, intolerable. But Rupert had said he wasn’t busy today, and that he could afford to take a few hours off to ‘try to sort my daughter’s head out’. He had asked me if he could just take her to Reading on his own, but I’d firmly told him I wanted to be there too – Tuesday was one of my days with her this week, after all – and he’d sighed heavily, given in and grumpily offered to drive us all.

So, here we were, the two of us, sitting together for the first time in months, just a few feet apart in this little overheated room, with its creaking black leather sofas, small TV tuned to a nature programme, the sound muted, and a coffee machine burbling gently away in the corner.

Nell, to my astonishment, hadn’t kicked up a fuss about today at all. I’d expected a fight, or a downright refusal from my wilful child to even get into Rupert’s car for such an appointment, but when I’d told her where we were going and explained why, she’d thought carefully for a minute then nodded.

‘OK. It’s a day off school I suppose. Can we get a burger on the way home?’

I’d looked at Rupert, who’d raised an eyebrow and grinned at me before turning to Nell and telling her, yes, of course, whatever she wanted. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked me in the eye, never mind smiled at me and, for a moment, my heart had leapt. Was he softening towards me, finally? Was this joint concern about Nell, about our damaged, troubled daughter, the thing that might fix us, bring us together again, even as friends?

The hope – in retrospect, pitiful – that my husband might still care, that we could somehow go back to something resembling normality, surged through me, but it didn’t last long. The drive to Reading was made largely in a silence filled only by Radio 4, and an occasional outburst of tuneless singing from the back seat, where Nell, wearing headphones, was bopping along to the new Little Mix album on her iPod. I loved my daughter with all my heart, but she could sing about as well as I could play the bagpipes, which was not at all.

There had been one brief conversation though. As we’d sped along the M4 at a steady 75, Rupert had cleared his throat.

‘Just for your information – I’m seeing somebody. Mia. She’s in accounts, at work. I haven’t told Nell yet but I will, soon, when it feels right. I’m just letting you know, in case she mentions it to you.’

The tiny little flame of hope from earlier, which had gradually shrunk as each mile of our silent, awkward car journey passed, dwindled to nothing and went out, and I stared out of the window, my body rigid, tears suddenly pricking my eyes. Seeing somebody. Already? OK, so we’d been apart for about four months, but even so …

I took a deep breath, willing the tears not to fall, and glanced over my shoulder. Nell, oblivious, was still humming along to her music, eyes closed, hands tapping her knees.

‘Right. Well, thanks for telling me.’ My voice was husky, and I coughed and continued. ‘If … if Mia is going to be around when Nell is there, I’d like to meet her too, though, at some point, if that’s OK.’

Rupert didn’t respond for a moment, indicating right to pull out and overtake a slow lorry up ahead. Back in the middle lane, he sighed.

‘Whatever. It won’t be yet. It’s early days, no need for her to meet Nell right now. But yes, OK.’

His voice was cold, and he’d reached out then and retuned the radio to 5 Live, the conversation clearly over. On the Daily show they were talking about sexual harassment in the workplace, but the words made no sense to me, a jumble of sounds, background noise to the sudden turmoil inside my head.

It had been inevitable, I supposed, but even so … yes, I’d known, deep down, that my marriage was over. What man would stay with a woman who’d done what I’d done, after all? But I’d still dared, now and again, to hope. Hope that he could forgive me, one day. Hope that, for Nell’s sake, we could give things another go. But now …

‘I need a coffee.’

I looked up from my magazine as Rupert stood up and stomped across the waiting room to pour himself a drink. He didn’t offer to get one for me, and I didn’t ask. I had to just deal with this now, I thought. Nell was my first priority, not Rupert, and if I was going to get through this, through the next few weeks, through the trial, I was going to have to toughen up, to harden my heart.

There were several solicitors’ meetings in my diary for the coming days, and the thought made me instantly nauseous. The sick fear I’d felt ever since I realized the consequences of what I’d done was worsening by the day. I hadn’t just killed my child, filling me with a grief and shame that I would never recover from. There was still so much to come, so much to face. I was terrified, I realized now. Terrified of it all, but most of all about leaving Nell.

She would go to Rupert, of course, if the worst happened – if I was locked up. It was one of the few proper conversations we’d managed to have since he’d left, and even that had been terse.

‘Of course. Why would you even need to ask that? She’ll come and live with me, and she’ll be fine,’ he’d said.

But would she, really? A little girl, her mother in prison, being brought up by just her father – and, it seemed now, possibly by some woman called Mia I’d never even met? Would Nell really be fine? The nausea worsened, and I looked around for a door that might lead to a toilet, suddenly feeling that I might actually have to go and throw up.

I didn’t allow myself to think about it, not usually, not unless I was in one of my legal meetings – I’d become an expert at banishing the thoughts from my mind, focussing only on the here and now, in recent months. But soon there would be no avoiding it – the trial was a matter of weeks away. Final decisions had to be made: most importantly whether I definitely wanted to continue to plead not guilty, as recommended, and put my faith in a jury, or change my plea, which would spare the expense of a trial and hopefully get me a more lenient sentence – a reduction of up to a third was possible, my solicitors had told me.

It was what the sentence would be that took over my dreams, my nightmares … the permutations racing through my mind, waking me in those dark, cold small hours and making a return to sleep impossible.

There was, in the UK, no mandatory sentence for manslaughter – it was at the judge’s discretion. Life imprisonment, a shorter sentence of up to ten years, suspended imprisonment, community service or even a hospital order – a stay in a mental health hospital. Who knew which way it would go?

I knew already, too, what my judge, this man or woman who held my fate in his or her hands, would take into consideration when deciding my future. Were there any mitigating circumstances? Did I pose a threat to the public? Was I likely to commit another crime? Did I have any previous convictions? Yes, no, no, no. But would that be enough? Would the circumstances which surrounded this terrible thing that had happened be enough to keep me out of prison?

I’d tortured myself with far more than thoughts of incarceration since it happened, though, of course. For weeks afterwards, I’d obsessively searched websites, newspaper articles, looking for information, trying to convince myself that Zander might not have suffered, that he may have just fallen asleep. There was no such comfort to be found. The facts appalled me, sickened me, rendered me a howling, sobbing mess of pain and guilt, seared across my heart forever.

The car temperature would have risen ten to fifteen degrees Celsius every fifteen minutes, my baby becoming increasingly distressed, hyperthermia occurring within minutes.

Young children overheat fast, with dizziness, confusion, profuse sweating, agitation … then, as heatstroke takes hold, headache, seizures, and the beginnings of organ failure, before a slow slip into unconsciousness. It is not a painless death – it is a horrific one.

I swallowed down the nausea as Rupert returned with his coffee, trying to appear normal, trying to stop the sudden tremor in my hands as I turned the pages of my magazine, seeing nothing on the smooth, colourful pages. Instead, the pictures that had begun to so frequently float into my mind since they had first surfaced at the weekend suddenly seemed to dance across the paper. The images of my hands unclipping the seat belt holding Zander in place, slipping under his sleeping body, hefting his weight up onto my shoulder, floated across my vision, and I blinked hard, trying to make them disappear.

Again? What was wrong with me? I was going crazy, I must be. We all knew what had happened that day. So why was I repeatedly now seeing this other version, the one where I didn’t forget my baby, where I brought him inside as I was supposed to do, made sure he was all right before I lay down to sleep off the booze? It was impossible, a false memory, wishful thinking, my brain refusing to accept that I did this terrible thing. Because if I had brought Zander inside, the rest of the day, the way he died, made no sense whatsoever. I knew that. So why, each time I saw it in my head, was this new version becoming more and more clear, sharpening, as if seen through a slowly focussing camera lens? This is ridiculous, Thea. Stop it.

I closed the magazine abruptly, my hands pressing down on the glossy cover, trying to squeeze the images into oblivion. Instead, a new image, that of Flora, drifted into my mind, the shock and anguish in her eyes as she stumbled into the room that day, the pallor of her skin as she held Zander’s limp, lifeless body in her outstretched arms.

Flora. She’d stayed afterwards, for a while, tried to keep on doing her job as usual, trying to support me through it, despite her impish little face crumpling with grief every time she passed the pram in the hallway, but she didn’t manage it for long. I knew she would leave, and I never blamed her for that. Within a month, she was gone.

I had a sudden urge to see her now, and slowly put the magazine back down on the table, wondering if I had the nerve to give her a call. Would she want to see me? Maybe, if she did, I could talk through the events of that day with her, try to clear the confusion that was increasingly fuddling my mind.

I felt the desperate urge to tell somebody about it, and although Isla was the obvious choice, the thought of trying to explain this to her, with her cynical, no-nonsense attitude, made me nervous. She’d dismiss it out of hand, and she was too close to what had happened anyway, whereas Flora … well, Flora would listen, I thought. And if she didn’t want to see me, well … what did I have to lose? I’d call her, later this week. Or text her maybe. A text would be easier, give her the chance to think about it before she replied …

‘Hi Mum, Dad.’

Nell’s voice, chirpy and light. She was standing in the open doorway, Karen Ballerton behind her, both of them smiling.

‘Nell! How did it go? Are you OK?’

‘Fine. I feel better actually.’

I stood up, and she skipped across the room and into my arms. Rupert and I both looked at the counsellor, and she nodded.

‘I’ll send you a written report, but I think she’ll be all right. She was struggling with feelings of deep sadness, of course, but also of guilt … she seemed to think that she could have saved her brother. I’ve made her see that it was … well, an accident. Given her some coping strategies for days when she feels low …’

Nell released me from her bear hug and looked up at me, dark eyes seeking mine.

‘Yes, bad things happen and we have to move on, Mum. All of us. You can’t keep going over and over them in your head, because it’s not good for you. You have to think about other things to help you stop doing that. It’s OK to be sad, sometimes, but then you must find something to do, like a TV programme or a walk or something to take your mind off it … that’s right, isn’t it, Karen?’

‘That’s right. Very good, Nell.’ Karen nodded vigorously, her enormous hoop earrings swinging wildly, and gave Nell a double thumbs-up sign.

Rupert and I exchanged glances, and I felt it again, another brief moment of solidarity, of shared relief. Then he turned to Karen.

‘That’s fantastic, Miss Ballerton, thank you so much.’

He held out a hand to Nell, and she moved towards him, away from me, grabbing onto his fingers.

‘Burger time, Dad?’

He patted her head with his free hand, and grinned.

‘Burger time.’

That night in bed, Nell safely tucked up in her room, calmer and more content than I’d seen her in months, I dozed off quickly. I felt a little more relaxed myself tonight, something of my daughter’s improved demeanour possibly rubbing off on me.

I’d spent half an hour in a deep, hot bath, scented with orange flower oil, emerging pink and slippery, my very bones seeming to be melting with sudden weariness. Crawling beneath the duvet, I’d fallen asleep thinking about Nell. But when I woke with a start an hour later, there was something very different in my head. I’d been dreaming, or had I? It had been so vivid, more like a memory than a dream. But even so, like the earlier images, they couldn’t possibly be true, these brand-new pictures that had just flashed so clearly through my brain, could they?

I sat up, my breath coming in ragged gasps, fingers clutching at the edge of the duvet, trying to order my thoughts. I’d been back there, yet again, back on the fourth of September. Back in the car, with Isla and Nell and Zander, pulling up at our house, expressing surprise and delight that there was an empty space right outside the front door, something which never happened. The car sliding neatly into the space, the engine being turned off, Nell, waking from her slumber in the back seat, shouting at us to hurry up and open her door, because she needed a wee.

All of it, exactly as it happened. Exactly as it happened, except for one small detail. As we pulled up outside the house, as we parked the car, as we laughed at Nell’s impatience, it wasn’t me in the driving seat. I was sitting on the inside, the side closest to the pavement, to the house. The passenger seat. I wasn’t driving the car. It was Isla.


20 

FLORA

I paced the kitchen floor, up and down, up and down the polished terracotta tiles, pausing during each pass to straighten a tea towel on its peg, pick a crumb from the draining board, wipe a smear from the shiny black kettle. Why was I feeling so ridiculously nervous? It was Saturday afternoon, a Saturday off for once, and all that was happening was that Annabelle had gone out shopping with Greg and Sienna, and Olly was spending the day with a friend, leaving me at home with Millie, who was waiting for Nell to arrive for a sleepover. The issue, though, the thing that had thrown me into this unexpected disarray, was that the person who would be delivering Nell today was … Isla Laird.

I couldn’t put my finger on it, not really. I just didn’t want to see Isla, just as I hadn’t really wanted to see Greg, not after our encounter last weekend. He’d been away all week, working at head office in London, which had been a relief, and he’d arrived home last night after I’d retired to my room with my latest box set, so other than a quick ‘good morning’ earlier, I hadn’t had to face him. I would, sooner or later, I knew that, but the longer I could put it off the better. There was no putting Isla off, though, and the prospect was proving to be strangely unnerving.

I stopped pacing, poured myself a coffee and sat down at the kitchen table, where Millie, seemingly unconcerned by my odd behaviour, was leafing through National Geographic Kids magazine, holding it up every now and again to show me another stunning photograph of a black rhino enjoying a mud bath or a seahorse floating in azure water. Her recent school photography project had clearly inspired her.

‘I think that’s what I want to do when I grow up. Go to all these faraway places and take pictures of animals. Is that an actual job though, Flora?’

‘Wildlife photographer? Certainly is,’ I said. ‘Maybe you could work on one of those TV shows, you know? Like Blue Planet?’

Millie’s eyes widened.

‘Wow, yes, I could, couldn’t I? I’m telling Mum and Dad as soon as they get home!’

‘Good for you.’

She turned back to her magazine, and I got up from the table again, bringing my coffee with me, and walked to the window, feeling restless. Why the hell was I so jittery? It was, I supposed, just that I hadn’t seen Isla for months, since I’d left Thea’s. Other than Nell, I hadn’t had any close contact with anyone from that period of my life since I’d been at Annabelle’s – I’d seen Rupert briefly once or twice when he’d dropped Nell off or collected her, but we hadn’t really spoken – and I preferred it that way, not wanting to revisit that stilltoorecent past, stir up those memories.

Today, though, I knew I wouldn’t get away with a simple ‘hello, how are you’ at the door when Isla arrived. She’d want to talk – she always did – so it was more a matter of how quickly I could get her in and out. A quick coffee, a bit of polite small talk … fifteen minutes? Twenty?

‘BRRRRRRRRR.’

Down the hallway, the doorbell rang, making me jump, my coffee splashing over the edge of my mug and down the front of my grey sweatshirt.

‘Bugger! Oh, gosh, sorry, Millie, you didn’t hear that, OK?’

‘Hahaha, OK, I didn’t hear you saying a very rude word!’

Millie ran past me, giggling, heading for the front door, and I swore again under my breath, grabbing a tea towel and dabbing ineffectually at the brown stain creeping across my top, then giving up with a sigh. I’d have to stick it in the washing machine later.

I walked into the hallway just as Millie and Nell were heading for the stairs.

‘Flora!’

Nell changed direction and ran towards me, wrapping her arms around my waist, and I hugged her back, dropping a kiss onto her dark curls.

‘Hey you! Go on upstairs, Millie’s been dying for you to get here. But we need to have a catch up later, OK? And take your bag up with you; we’ll all fall over it if you leave it in the middle of the floor like that.’

‘Sorry! OK, see you later!’

She released me with a grin, grabbed her bag then ran after Millie, and I turned to look at Isla, who was standing just inside the still-open front door. She looked exactly the same as I remembered her, although of course there was no reason why she shouldn’t – tall, her short red hair in soft layers around her face, hazel eyes outlined with a khaki colour which made them look more green than brown today.

‘Isla. How nice to see you.’

I smiled at her, trying to quell the sudden rush of nerves that was making my stomach churn, and she smiled back, showing teeth that were white and even.

‘And you. It’s been a while, Flora. You look well.’

‘Thanks. So do you. Look, do you fancy a coffee? I’ve just made a pot, and it’s cold out there. Come on in for a few minutes.’

She nodded immediately.

‘Aye, I could murder a coffee actually. Don’t suppose there are any of Annabelle’s famous biscuits going too, are there? I haven’t eaten since breakfast.’

I laughed.

‘I’m sure I can find some. Come in.’

A few minutes later, fresh coffee poured and a plateful of apple flapjacks and cranberry oat cookies on the table between us, and chit-chat about our respective jobs and the weather exhausted, Isla swallowed a mouthful of biscuit and leaned across the table, looking at me earnestly.

‘Flora, you haven’t heard from Thea recently, I suppose? I’m worried about her.’

I shook my head.

‘No. I haven’t heard from her at all since I left. It wasn’t intentional – I’m not avoiding her or anything. It’s just that I’m so busy here and, well, she hasn’t contacted me either, so …’

‘Oh, don’t feel bad about it. I get it, honestly. It’s just that the last couple of days she’s been a bit abrupt on the phone when I’ve called her, and last night when I got in from London, she told me she couldn’t see me. We were supposed to be hanging out, getting a pizza, you know, nothing exciting. But she told me she was too tired, hadn’t been sleeping. She sounded bloody weird, if I’m honest. And then she asked me if I could collect Nell from Rupert’s today and take her down here. She was going to do it herself, in a taxi, obviously, as she’s off the road at the moment, but she said she couldn’t now, because she needed some time alone. I mean, that’s strange, right? She has nothing but time alone these days. What does she have to do, other than the business?’

I ran a finger round the rim of my mug, unsure how to respond.

‘Well, maybe it’s to do with the trial. I mean, it’s not that far off now, is it? Mid-March? Maybe she needs time to process that, make plans for when … well, for if things don’t go her way?’

Isla was silent for a moment, then shrugged.

‘Maybe. But she usually talks things like that through with me. She doesn’t usually shut me out. I’m wondering if she’s upset about Mia. When I saw Rupert earlier, he told me he’d finally told Thea about her.’

‘Mia? Wow. Is that still going on?’

Isla nodded.

‘Yep. Who would have thought it? And out in the open now too. Must be serious, eh?’

She raised an eyebrow and reached for another biscuit. I nodded slowly, trying to take it in. Mia. It had been Isla who’d told me about Mia in the first place, all those months ago, one night in August when Rupert had been away working and Thea had gone upstairs to try to put a wakeful Zander back to bed. We’d been sitting in the lounge – the ‘good’ room at the front of the house, not my little snug at the back – sipping wine, the remains of a Chinese takeaway strewn on the coffee table. I’d said something, I couldn’t even remember what now, something innocuous about Rupert missing out on a good meal, and Isla had snorted suddenly, tossing an errant red lock back from her forehead.

‘He’s missing out on nothing, trust me!’ she’d said.

I’d frowned, not understanding, and she’d laughed.

‘Oh Flora, you’re so innocent. This “business” trip he’s on?’

She used her index fingers to draw little quotation marks in the air as she said business, emphasizing the word.

‘What? You mean …?’

‘Yes, I mean. He’s been shagging one of his colleagues on and off for a while. Her name’s Mia. Sexy little blonde, or so he says!’

I’d felt my cheeks go hot suddenly, ripples of shock running through me.

‘How … how do you know?’

‘Greg told me. Greg Garrington? Millie’s dad. He and Rupert got pissed at that garden party thing in Montpellier Gardens a few weekends ago and he confessed all. Then I bumped into Greg one night when I was out with a couple of my neighbours and he spilled the beans – he’d had a few drinks; you know what he’s like when he’s drunk. It started a couple of months ago, June-ish I think. Rupert’s a little shit, isn’t he? Thea doesn’t know, though, and I’m not telling her, not yet anyway. I thought about it, don’t get me wrong. She’s my best friend, and I’m fucking furious that he’s treating her like this. And I’m not keeping quiet to protect him; he can burn in hell for all I care after what he’s been up to. But …’ She had paused, pushing another strand of hair back off her face. ‘I just don’t want to upset her. It would kill her, and she’s got enough on her plate with the kids and the business, and anyway Greg says he doesn’t think it’s serious, with this Mia piece. It’ll probably blow over. So keep your trap shut, OK?’

I’d nodded, too stunned to speak.

Now, I stared at Isla as she took a gulp of coffee and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, waiting for her to tell me more.

‘He’s gone away with her today, to meet her parents, somewhere up in Staffordshire. Taking advantage of a Saturday night without Nell, seeing as she’s on this sleepover. Thea doesn’t know he started seeing Mia while they were still together, though; he told me that today. He asked me not to say anything, then told me that actually he supposed it didn’t matter if I did, as he didn’t very much care what Thea thought anymore. I won’t though. Tell her, I mean. I decided not to back then, so what would be the point now? They’ve split up anyway and they’re hardly likely to get back together. What difference would it make, in the long-term, except hurt her even more?’

I nodded.

‘Yeah. No point.’

Isla sighed, running her hands through her hair, then sank her chin into her cupped hands, elbows on the table, and looked at me intently again. Outside the sun had come out, the kitchen suddenly brighter, and her eyes now seemed flecked with gold. She really was very beautiful, I thought. Thea was beautiful too, or had been before what happened had taken its toll. They must have been a formidable duo, those two, when they were out together, the tall, outgoing redhead and the stylish, sultry brunette with the killer cheekbones. Oh. Killer. No pun intended, I thought, then said out loud: ‘He’s happy then? With Mia?’

Isla nodded, chin still in her palm.

‘Seems to be. Which is good, I suppose. Not enough happiness around these days. You’ve got to take it where you can, haven’t you? And, as we both know, he hadn’t been happy with Thea for ages, had he? Before, I mean, not just after … after what happened. They’d had their moments before Zander was born, but after … well, he and Thea just went downhill, argued so much, all the time. You lived with them; I don’t need to tell you that.’

I nodded.

She sighed and carried on.

‘I mean, he never liked me that much, not in the beginning, but we rubbed along all right eventually, and maybe the man deserves a bit of happiness. What do you think, Flora?’

She stopped talking, her eyes fixed on mine.

‘Yes. He does, yes.’

My voice was little more than a whisper. Isla continued to stare at me.

‘Because, as we both know, Thea was no angel either, right? Even before she killed that poor baby.’

I swallowed, my mouth dry, my tongue rough against my teeth.

‘Right.’

Isla looked at me for a moment longer, then stood up abruptly, her chair legs scraping on the tiled floor.

‘I’d better go. Thanks for the coffee, and the chat. Nice to see you again, Flora.’

I showed her out, and as the door closed behind her, my knees suddenly felt weak. I sank down onto the cold floor of the hallway, my armpits damp, hands shaking, and took a deep breath. Shit. I shouldn’t have agreed to stay here today, I shouldn’t. Why hadn’t I told Annabelle I was busy, had plans? Seeing Isla had been a mistake, had brought everything flooding back, had cracked the fragile carapace of my happiness. No, Isla, Thea was no angel. She’d done something bad long before Zander died. But what did that matter, in the wake of what had happened? What did that matter now? Yes, Thea had her secrets. But then again, we all had secrets, didn’t we?
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THEA

‘OUFF!’

I hauled another box down off the shelf, edged it along the floor with my foot until it rested against the others, then straightened up, breathing heavily. How could boxes of such small garments be so ridiculously heavy? That was the last one though, thank God.

I bent to pick up my bottle of water from the floor and took a long swig. I was feeling a little dehydrated today, and lugging boxes around in my warehouse wasn’t helping. Last night, alone at home, I’d succumbed to the wine bottle again, although not excessively, by recent standards. I’d finished one bottle, admittedly, but when I found myself walking to the fridge for a second, something had stopped me. Why cloud my mind, scramble my thoughts, when things were finally becoming clearer, when memories seemed to be finally resurfacing?

So, amazingly, miraculously, I’d put the kettle on instead, making myself a mint tea, and taking it to bed. The wine had done its job anyway, in the quantity I’d already drunk – just for a while, it had taken the edge off the stinging pain I’d begun to feel each time I thought about Rupert and Mia.

I’d thought I was OK, had quietly accepted it when Rupert had told me. But now I’d had time to process it a bit … Mia. I had no idea what she looked like, but in my head I was picturing Mia Farrow in her younger days, a gamine beauty with an elfin hairstyle and fine bone structure. Stupid, really – Rupert’s Mia could have been an Eskimo for all I knew.

I wondered how long he’d known her, how long they’d worked together, when they started to have feelings for each other. But really, what was the point of thinking about that, either? He and I were clearly over, and if he was able to find happiness, comfort, then I should be happy for him. I wasn’t there yet, of course … it would take time to adjust to this new state of affairs and, if I’d suddenly decided that drowning my feelings in alcohol was not the answer, then drowning them in work was the only other way I knew.

Hence, here I was, on a Saturday afternoon, sorting through boxes in my little warehouse on an industrial estate on the northern edge of Cheltenham, alone, pulling out looks for my next shoot and deciding what to order next. I was hoping to organize one more shoot and bring in a little more summer stock before the trial, even though I knew this would be construed by anyone watching me as grossly over-optimistic.

At my meeting with my solicitors this week I’d confirmed that I did want to continue to plead not guilty, meaning the trial would now definitely go ahead. It was a risk I had to take, and while there were no guarantees, certainly not in a case as high profile as mine, there was a chance, however small, that I’d be found innocent, Zander’s death ruled a tragic accident, and not manslaughter.

Even if I was found guilty, the sentence might not be a custodial one. I clung to these thoughts now as I worked, knowing that trying to stay positive was the only way to get through each day, that I couldn’t let myself dwell on the unthinkable alternatives. I simply had to carry on, despite everything.

I squatted down on the floor, a shaft of sunlight from the high windows of the warehouse lighting up the boxes in front of me, dust motes dancing in the air. Opening the box, I pulled out a tiny blue-green, Thai silk blouse, held it up and admired it for a moment, then dug back into the box again.

But as I sorted the clothing into sizes and colours on the big trestle table that ran along the side wall, laying the silk blouses out with little indigo jeans and washed denim skirts, arranging them into matching outfits, my mind began to wander again, the sunbeams warming the chill air around me, taking me back to another day, a day when the sun beat down and my life imploded.

I walked backwards and forwards between boxes and table, my footsteps gradually slowing, a strange calmness descending on me. And then, as if in a trance, I suddenly stopped moving, stood completely still, eyes closed, face tilted upwards to the soft yellow light streaming into the room, and there it was again, this time as if I was watching it on a cinema screen, in vivid, high definition, the colours brighter and clearer than ever. Me, climbing out of the passenger seat of the car, smiling, stumbling a little, wearing my long blue T-shirt dress, my strappy flats. Isla leaping from the driver’s seat, she and Nell rushing past me, shrieking, giggling.

‘I’m going first, out of my way!’ Nell yelled as she thundered up the path to the front door.

‘Noooo!’ Isla, hot on her heels, laughing as she ran. And me still standing there, leaning on the car for a moment, watching them, then turning to open the rear door, to take Zander from his car seat before I went inside too …

‘Oh my god!’

My eyes snapped open, and I was back in the warehouse, the pictures gone again as quickly as they had arrived. I ran my hands through my hair, my nails clawing at my scalp. What was going on in my head? Should I go and see Dr Evans, tell her about this? I’d skipped my appointment with her yesterday, telling the receptionist I had an important business meeting that couldn’t be rearranged, that I was fine, that I’d come back as usual next week, not wanting to see my GP just as I hadn’t wanted to see Isla this weekend, wanting to try to process all this in my own mind first.

Now, I wondered if I should have gone to see the doctor after all. I must be having some sort of breakdown. Why were these thoughts filling my head all of a sudden? Were any of them memories, or were they just fantasies, a vision of how I wanted the day to have happened? I mean, Isla couldn’t have been driving, could she? I still didn’t remember the journey home, but it was my car, she never drove it. Never had, not even once. Why would she start that day? Why would I let her? She’d been drinking as much as I had, hadn’t she? And if she had driven us home, she would have said, wouldn’t she? She wouldn’t have let the police take my driving licence. She wouldn’t have let me think I’d driven home drunk, as well as what happened afterwards. Would she? Would she? Of course she wouldn’t.

And even if for some weird, inexplicable reason she did, what difference did it make anyway? What did it really matter who was driving, in the light of the biggest crime of that day? I was still in charge of Zander. I was his mother. It was still up to me to bring him inside. Isla and Nell were already indoors, racing to get to the bathroom …

I groaned, a sudden sense of panic gripping me, a chill running down my spine. I could see it now. I could feel it. Zander in my arms, my feet moving unsteadily up the path and through the open front door, the welcome cool of the hallway. And yet, these must be desperate longings, falsehoods created by a subconscious mind which could not accept the truth. Because if Isla did drive the car home, and I did take Zander inside, which was what my brain was now trying to convince me of, what did that mean?

I dropped to my knees on the hard, dusty floor, trying to think clearly. Trying to imagine, just for a minute, the implications if what was in my head was actually true, humouring myself. If my visions, my new memories, whatever they were, were real, and I’d arrived home in the passenger seat of my own car, then that would mean that Isla – and Nell? Nell too? – were both lying to me about who was driving that day. But what would be the point of that?

And if the next bit, the bit where I took Zander safely inside, was true, that would mean … what would that mean? That somebody had taken him back out to the car again without my knowledge, strapped him into his seat, and left him there to die? That’s where he was found; but that scenario was obviously ludicrous, impossible, for who would do that?

Nobody would. Everybody adored Zander – well, except maybe Isla, who didn’t particularly like anyone under the age of eighteen, but even so … it was like not liking mice, or dogs. You might not want one in your living room, but that didn’t mean you’d go out of your way to harm one. To kill one. It was insane to even think like this. Stop it, Thea. Get a grip. You’re losing your mind.

I stood up slowly, brushing the dust from my jeans, scooping another bundle of clothing from the nearest box, thinking of my brief phone conversation with Isla last night, when I told her I couldn’t see her this weekend. She said she understood, told me to get some rest, but I knew she was hurt, confused. Almost as compensation, to show her that I still needed her, valued her, I’d asked her if she could do me a favour instead, and take Nell to the Garringtons for her sleepover.

But for the first time ever, it was something I’d had to think hard about, the doubts at the back of my mind making me desperately uneasy, making me wonder if Nell would be OK, would be safe, with Isla.

Then I’d angrily pushed the apprehension away. Of course Nell would be all right. This was Isla. What was wrong with me? Suddenly, I ached to have my best friend here, to talk everything through with her; but at the same time I knew that taking a break from Isla this weekend had been the right decision, because how could I tell her what was going on, truly going on, in my head? How could I see her, while I was feeling so bewildered? I knew I needed to talk to somebody about all this, though, and soon, or my brain might actually explode. Maybe if I wrote it all down, made a list …

I deposited the armful of clothes on the table and whirled around, looking for my bag. Finding it dumped on the floor by the door, I rummaged through it, pulling out a notebook and pen, then dragged the mini-stepladder I used to access higher shelves over to the table and perched on the top step, using it as a makeshift stool.

Right, a list. Stay calm. Make a list, think about this logically. Who was there that day? Who was there when it happened, in the run-up to it happening? Me, obviously, and Isla. Nell, who’d been upstairs playing with Millie Garrington. Rupert, and then Greg Garrington, who’d dropped Millie off and then hung around, having a beer in the garden. And Flora, who’d been working, and then heard the commotion outside and gone running out …

That was it. Nobody else. I stopped scribbling and looked at the list of names. What was I doing? None of these people would hurt Zander, harm me, would they? These were the people I loved and trusted most in the world, the people I was closer to than anyone else. My family, my friends.

And yet, as I sat there, staring at my barely legible scrawl, I couldn’t quell a rising sense of fear inside me, a sudden feeling that I didn’t quite know what was real anymore. I sat there for a moment, staring at the notebook, then with one swift movement ripped the page out, scrunched it into a ball and threw it into my bag. It landed on top of my purse, balancing on it neatly, and I glared at it as if it had been a living creature which had just crawled there, uninvited.

I groaned and sank my head into my hands. I needed to stop this insanity. I did this, nobody else. I killed my child. It was me, of course it was me. Yes, it was an accident, but it was still me. It had to be. Because if it wasn’t, that would mean something unimaginable. It would mean that someone else did something too terrible to even contemplate. It would mean that if it wasn’t me, killing my baby by accident, then it was someone else, killing him deliberately. And that would mean that one of them – one of my friends, one of my family – was lying about what happened, about all of it. And everyone who was in the house that day, everyone who witnessed it, all said the same thing. So it would mean everybody was lying. And that just wasn’t possible, was it?
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ANNABELLE

‘WEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!’

A small boy, bright red in the face, thundered past, a slab of cake in one hand and, close behind him, a further five screeching boys followed suit, whooping and hollering as they all headed back into the main party room where a lively Doctor Who quiz game had just commenced.

I peeled myself off the wall I’d flattened myself against and went in search of Flora, who was in the kitchen brandishing a large knife, frowning at a semi-demolished, four-foot high Tardis.

‘Good grief. Sugar high or what?’ I said. ‘Does it taste OK, that Tardis cake? Looked a bit dry to me.’

She nodded, carefully putting the knife down on the table.

‘It’s all right, actually. Sort of chocolate-orange inside. There must be so much food colouring in all that blue icing, though. I don’t envy the parents this evening. Those kids will be wired till midnight.’

I smiled and sank down into the nearest chair.

‘Indeed. Tabitha told me to take some home if I wanted to, but I think I might accidentally forget.’

‘Good idea. And I’ll accidentally forget to remind you. Don’t think any of yours need it. OK, what else? Goody bags all ready to go?’

‘All ready. Sit down for a minute, take the weight off. They’ll be doing that quiz for a while now, we can take a break.’

‘OK. Just nipping to the loo then, back in a mo.’

Flora turned and skipped out of the room, and I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths, rolling my head from side to side, trying to ease the tension in my neck. Flipping kids’ parties. It was bad enough doing them for my own brood, never mind other people’s, but it had been a quiet weekend, and this Sunday afternoon job had been easy money, just four hours’ work, close to home and not much to organize in advance other than the specialist entertainer, the themed goody bags and the food. The enormous cake had been delivered by the bakery, thank goodness … my estate car was roomy, but not that roomy.

It had done me good to get out of the house too, I thought, as I moved a precariously balanced bowl of melted ice cream away from the edge of the table, smiling as I heard a roar of laughter followed by cheers and loud applause down the hallway, and a brief blast of the Doctor Who theme music. Both Greg and Oliver were continuing to worry me, anxiety nibbling away at the edges of my mind, and being here, having a laugh with Flora, had done wonders for my mood, especially after what had happened this morning.

I’d been alone in the house, Flora out for her run, Greg having taken the kids for a bike ride. Sorting through some plans for upcoming events, getting organized for the next few days, I’d wandered into the spare room where I’d left a box of party poppers and streamers, when a sudden movement at the window caught my eye. I moved closer to take a look, realizing with increasing distaste that something – or several somethings – were wriggling on the windowsill. Ants? Beetles of some sort? Ugh. Not good with creepy-crawlies, I shuddered, keeping my distance, peering at the sill, trying to identify the creatures, their stocky bodies dark grey, familiar. They looked like … but what on earth?

I moved closer, curiosity replacing my nervousness now, and then my breath caught in my throat. Moving clumsily on the white painted wood were half a dozen or so flies. But flies in name only; flies walking with an ungainly gait, flies with their wings entirely missing, or just filmy remnants where their instruments of flight should be, useless wisps of membranous tissue, translucent in the morning light, the multiple amputations rendering the insects earthbound, helpless. My stomach churned, and I backed slowly out of the room, thinking only one thing. Oliver.

When I had told Flora about it, on the drive to the party, she’d gasped and then remained silent for several moments, a heavy frown creasing her smooth brow.

‘That’s … well, that’s horrible,’ she’d said, finally. ‘It’s kind of sick. But, look, I’m not trying to normalize it or anything, but I’ve definitely heard of kids doing that kind of thing before. It’s not that unusual, I think, particularly in boys. Experimenting, trying to see how things work. Maybe he wondered what would happen, if they could carry on functioning, eating and so on, if they couldn’t fly?’

‘But it’s so cruel!’ I said, slightly horrified that she could be so rational about it. ‘Those poor little things, wandering around looking all lost. It’s horrible! I can’t stop thinking about them. It made me feel sick to my stomach. It’s not normal, Flora. What’s wrong with him?’

‘It is pretty unpleasant,’ she admitted. ‘But assuming it was Olly – and I’m sure you’re right, because it certainly wasn’t me, and I can’t see Millie or Sienna doing something like that … well, maybe it’s a good thing? That he’s channelling his anger away from Sienna to something else? I think that last little outburst when they were watching Frozen shocked even him.’

I’d thought about that for a minute.

‘I suppose so. Maybe. But still … pulling the wings off flies? Isn’t that an early sign of being a psychopath or a sociopath or something? Honestly, Flora, this has totally freaked me out. I’m going to have to talk to him. And goodness knows what Greg is going to say.’

She’d laughed then, and patted me on the arm.

‘Annabelle, Olly is not a psychopath. He’s an almost-teenage boy, it’s a phase. It’ll pass.’

I smiled too, but felt only slightly reassured.

Now, a few hours later, I was still thinking about it, but a little less obsessively. Maybe Flora was right, and my son was just going through an angry, destructive phase. It was only occasional after all, not a daily occurrence. It would be fine, of course it would. Gosh, kids. Who’d have them, eh?

‘Cup of tea? I boiled the kettle a few minutes ago, thought you might be about ready for one?’

Flora was back. I nodded.

‘That would be lovely. Thanks, Flora.’

She flicked the switch to bring the kettle back to the boil, found two mugs and teabags and made the drinks, then sat down opposite me with a sigh.

‘Nightmare, these parties, but I’d have loved it as a kid. I never had a party, you know. Not ever, the whole time I was growing up.’

I swallowed a mouthful of tea and looked at her, surprised.

‘What, never? That’s awful, Flora. How come?’

She shrugged.

‘My parents were … well, always busy. Work, you know. Dad was away a lot and … well, it just never happened. Although I didn’t really have many friends anyway, so I’m not sure who would have come, even if I had had a party.’

She laughed, but there was a sudden stiffness in her body, her eyes downcast, staring into her mug.

‘Flora, I … but you’re so lovely, so bubbly. Why didn’t you have friends?’

She continued staring down at her mug, and I cringed inwardly. I shouldn’t have asked, should I? But it had been her who’d brought it up, after all …

‘Oh, I was just shy at school, didn’t really fit in.’

She looked up at me, a more normal expression on her face now, thank goodness.

‘Some kids just take a while to sort of, well, grow into themselves, don’t they? That was me. Once I got to uni I found it much easier to make friends, to find people with the same sort of interests. I didn’t keep in touch with many afterwards, but while I was there it was good. I sort of like my own space, you know? Not everyone needs lots of people round them all the time, and I suppose I’m one of those people. It helped me feel less odd, studying psychology – helped me understand myself a bit more, understand other people too. Sorry, I did English and Psychology, at Northampton.’ She paused. ‘Oh … duh. You know that already, don’t you? You’ve seen my CV.’

I smiled.

‘I have, and very impressive it is too. You got a first. Must have been really interesting. The psychology bit, especially. I’m surprised you didn’t go into it as a career.’

‘I thought about it. I just got a few casual jobs after uni, trying to decide what to do longterm. But then I saw an ad for the agency that recruited me for Thea’s and it all sounded quite exciting, working for an Internet fashion business, and well … the rest is history. But it was incredibly interesting, the psychology. Fascinating, actually. Learning how to analyse and understand human behaviour, how the mind works, how our emotions and thoughts can be shaped by other people as well as by ourselves … I loved it.’

She looked relaxed again now, her eyes shining.

‘I can tell. Probably why you’re so good with my troublesome kids. Pity I didn’t do psychology too, might have helped. Especially recently.’

She laughed.

‘Oh, you do all right, Annabelle. They adore you, I wouldn’t worry. I wish my mum had been like you. We were never close, you know? I’ve probably talked more to you in the past few months than I did in eighteen years with my mum …’

Her voice tailed off and the sadness was back, the passion fading from her eyes. Pushing my tea aside, I reached out a hand and touched her arm.

‘I’m so sorry about that. Do you see your parents often, speak to them?’

She shook her head.

‘The odd phone call. I visit maybe once a year. It’s enough.’

My hand was still on her arm, and I ran it gently down to her fingers, grasping them lightly.

‘Well, you know you can always talk to me, Flora, OK? You’re fantastic, and just like part of the family already, and I hope we can continue to work together for a long time. I’d like us to be friends too … well, not that we’re not friendly now, but, well, you know what I mean …’

She squeezed my hand, and the corners of her mouth turned upwards, ever so slightly.

‘I do. I’d like that. You’re so kind, Annabelle. I know I can be a bit … well, unsociable sometimes. I like my own space. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to be friends though, I … oh, damn it, who’s that?’

In her pocket, her mobile had started beeping. She pulled her hand gently from mine and retrieved the phone, frowning at the screen.

‘It’s a text. Oh … it’s … it’s … from Thea.’

Her face had turned pale.

‘Thea? Gosh. What does she want?’

‘Hang on.’

She scrolled down the screen, her body very still, only eyes and thumb moving. Then she looked up at me, eyes wide, an expression I couldn’t read on her face.

‘She says she’s starting to remember things. Things about the day Zander died, and she says they don’t really make sense. She wants to talk to me, see if I can help her straighten a few things out in her mind …’

She looked down at the phone again, and now I could see that her hands were shaking, her face even more drained of colour.

‘Straighten things out?’ I said. ‘But everyone knows what happened. Even she does. I mean, I know she’s supposed to have had some sort of memory loss since it happened, if what I’ve heard is true, but even so. Are you OK, Flora? Look, you don’t have to talk to her if you don’t want to, it’s not your responsibility, you know that, don’t you? She’s not being fair … it’s not fair on you, raking this all up again, just as you’re trying to get over it …’

Flora dropped her phone onto the table, shaking her head. She inhaled sharply, then let the breath out again, and looked at me.

‘No, it’s fine. I’m fine, Annabelle. She’s asked if we can meet up. I’ll do it. I’ll go and see what she wants. I’ll go and see her one more time. I was there, I was part of what happened. I owe her that, at least. I’ll go. And then I’ll never have to see her again.’
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FLORA

I first slept with Rupert Ashfield last April. I’d never told anyone about it, not a single person – it wasn’t something I was proud of. It was only a few weeks after that evening when he came to talk to me in my little snug, the cosy room off the kitchen at the house on Montpellier Terrace – the evening when I first realized, with a jolt, that I found him attractive.

In the days that followed that – that awakening, of sorts, I suppose you could call it – my stomach would flutter every time I heard the front door open, signalling Rupert’s arrival home from work. When we were in the same room, I was suddenly hyper-aware of his every movement, my eyes following him as he walked across to pick a book from a shelf or to close the curtains.

It was pathetic, and embarrassing – I felt like a teenager with her first crush – but at the same time it was a rush, that feeling that all of a sudden I was somehow more alive than I had been for months, my senses on high alert.

There was guilt, too, though – this was Thea’s husband after all. Thea, my boss, and now my friend too. How could I do this, how could I yearn for Rupert, when he belonged to her? It was wrong, really wrong. Still, though, somehow I convinced myself that it wasn’t my fault. It was Rupert who had first come to seek me out, come to talk to me, after all – Rupert who had touched my cheek and looked into my eyes that evening in the snug, and started these unexpected stirrings inside me. Rupert, who in the weeks since, had brushed against me ‘accidentally’ in the hallway, his hand lingering on my waist as he passed; who let his fingers graze mine when he passed the pepper mill at dinner; who sometimes gazed at me so intently across a room that I would start to become tongue-tied, stumbling over my words as I tried to update Thea on an order, making her laugh, oblivious to what was causing my discomfort. The covert flirting, which I suppose was the best way to describe it, continued until midApril, and then the inevitable happened.

It was a Saturday night, and Isla and Thea had gone out, first for dinner and then on to late-night drinks at a trendy bar opposite Montpellier Gardens. They’d asked me to go with them, saying Rupert was happy to babysit, but I’d declined, feigning tiredness and saying I fancied a few hours in front of the telly and an early night.

It had, in fairness, been a long week, but deep down I think I knew that if anything was going to happen between me and Rupert, it would be that night. We would be alone in the house – well, alone apart from two (hopefully) sleeping children – for hours.

Even so, my feelings of guilt kept me upstairs in my room until after nine o’clock. I couldn’t just saunter down there and into the living room and seduce him, could I? If anything was going to happen between us, it would have to be him making the first move.

I soaked in the bath for ages, trying to relax, to quell the butterflies, then rubbed in some of my favourite body butter, slipped into a soft cashmere sweater and leggings, added a touch of mascara and lip gloss then went downstairs, outwardly casual, inwardly quivering. The lounge door was open, and as I walked past, heading towards the kitchen, I saw Rupert standing by the window, beer bottle in hand, staring out into the dark night through the open curtains.

‘Flora!’

I turned, and he was already out in the hallway, smiling at me.

‘I thought you were hiding from me. Drink?’ His voice was warm, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners, the faint musky smell of his aftershave sending sudden little shivers of anticipation through me.

‘A drink would be nice, yes. Thanks.’

‘There’s red wine open in the kitchen. I’ll get it for you, hang on.’

He put his beer bottle down on the hall table and stepped towards me. I moved slightly to let him pass, but somehow in the wrong direction, and suddenly we were just inches apart, chest to chest, and I could feel his breath on my cheek, his arm slipping round my waist, pulling me in, and then his lips were on mine, soft and urgent, and I was lost.

Somehow, ripping clothes off as we went, we moved back into the lounge, Rupert flicking off the light switch as we passed it, the lamppost outside spilling its soft orange glow through the tall windows, illuminating our naked bodies. And then it was done, and we lay there, panting, staring into each other’s eyes, both of us slightly shell-shocked.

‘Shit, Rupert,’ I remembered saying.

‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I know.’

We didn’t really need to say anymore than that. It was wrong, and stupid, and shameful, and yet we kept doing it. Whenever Thea was out, and we were alone in the house, or at least when Nell and Zander were asleep, we would seek each other out. In my room, in the snug, even in the garden shed one warm night in July, giggling like children, trying to avoid the spiders’ webs and almost choking with suppressed laughter when Rupert ended up with one foot in a bag of compost.

For a while, I kidded myself that this could work. That, although it would be horrible and difficult and unpleasant, Rupert might one day leave Thea. I started to believe that this man could bring me the stability and love that had so far eluded me. It’s awful, isn’t it, what lust can do to you? How it can make you do things you never thought yourself capable of, how it can turn you into a deceitful, lying, cheating bitch. And into an idiot too. What an idiot I was. When Isla told me about Mia, over that Chinese takeaway on that August night, I nearly fainted. The shock made me breathless, dizzy.

He’s been shagging one of his colleagues on and off for a while. Her name’s Mia. Sexy little blonde, or so he says!

Still feeling sick and shaky the next day when Rupert had returned from his business trip, I’d pulled him aside and told him it was over. His eyes had widened in surprise, full of questions, but I hadn’t explained, and after that I simply refused to talk to him, other than basic polite conversation when Thea was around.

He’d tried, once or twice, to corner me, to ‘talk about it’, but I always wriggled away, and eventually he gave up. I was angry, for a while, and then the rage subsided, simmered and vanished, leaving only a feeling of emptiness. It would never have worked, would it? And he was Thea’s, after all. It was what I deserved.

Thea. It was her I was on my way to see now, this Monday afternoon, a day off after yesterday and the chaos of the Doctor Who party. Her text had stirred everything up again, brought back all the old feelings I’d had about what had happened with Rupert, and I walked slowly, reluctantly from the bus stop on Cheltenham’s Promenade, passing the Queens Hotel and cutting across Montpellier Gardens, heading for the Terrace and Thea’s, my feet dragging.

It was a beautiful day, cold and bright, joggers pounding past, dogs bounding across the grass, and I remembered summer days here, throwing a ball to a laughing Nell, Zander gurgling in his pram, fat little fists pumping the air.

I didn’t want to see Thea today, didn’t want to go back there, to that house, the house with so many memories. But when she’d sent the text yesterday, asking me if I would, how could I say no? I owed it to her, didn’t I? I’d slept with her husband. I’d betrayed her trust. I owed her this, at least.

I passed through the pedestrian gates at the edge of the park and waited to cross the road, wondering if Nell would be coming home from school later, or if tonight was a Rupert night. I missed her. We’d been … well, it sounded odd to say we’d been friends, were friends, considering the massive age difference, but it was true. We were a little team, me and Nell. Pals, keepers of each other’s silly little secrets, and I still felt protective over her.

I’d seen her on Saturday evening, of course, when she’d been sleeping over at Annabelle’s with Millie, and we’d found time for a chat, just the two of us, after Nell had had a bath and Millie had gone off to have hers. She’d told me about her visit to a therapist, a woman called Karen something, a visit her parents had insisted on, and how she was feeling better now, about Zander. How this woman had told her she must stop worrying that she could have done something to save her little brother, how it’s the parents’ responsibility to keep a child safe, how she must let it go now, put her feelings about it into a little red balloon, let the balloon go, watch it float away up into the clouds.

‘I did it, Flora. I did it, and it works! Imagine that! Karen said you can do it with any worries. You know, if you’re scared in the night, or you think something bad is going to happen, you just push it all into the balloon, in your head, all those horrible thoughts, just shove them in, and watch them float away. And then you feel better. I’m going to tell Millie and Sienna how to do it, because they get scared too sometimes.’

I’d pulled her close then, burying my face in her soft brown curls, inhaling the clean scent of her, filled with relief. Nell was going to be OK.

I could see the house now, the bright blue door, the grey-painted railings, the bay tree in its tall pot by the gate. A space outside, where Thea’s car had been, the day I found Zander limp and hot and dead in his car seat inside it. I walked the final few steps, took a deep, slightly shaky breath, and rang the bell.
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THEA

TICK. TICK. TICK.

I was sitting in the dining room at the front of the house, laptop open in front of me, trying to work, but the clock in the hall was distracting me. It seemed so … so LOUD tonight, ticking its way into my brain, insisting on being heard. And what sort of clock goes tick, tick, tick anyway? Where was the tock? Clocks were supposed to go ‘tick TOCK’, weren’t they? Why had I never noticed that before? I had a disabled clock. Oh, this was ridiculous. I was obsessing about a clock now, instead of trying to keep my business on track, or trying to keep myself out of prison.

I pushed the laptop aside and stood up, paced restlessly around the room a few times and then decided tea might help. It was too quiet here tonight, without Nell, I thought, as I made my way to the kitchen. That had been my choice, though. Rupert wasn’t due to have her until Wednesday, but I’d asked if she could stay another night this week. I had yet another solicitors’ meeting tomorrow, and I needed time to organize my thoughts, I’d told him.

That was true, more or less anyway. I needed to think, but I was also feeling increasingly unstable, increasingly scared. The memories, real or otherwise, of the day Zander died, were becoming so vivid, so clear now, that they were making me feel unbalanced, terrified that I was spiralling into some sort of madness. I hadn’t mentioned them to anyone apart from Flora, not yet, still hadn’t made a new doctor’s appointment either, but I knew I probably should. I should probably be on some sort of medication too, and yet I didn’t want that, for I knew that pills would cloud my mind, and now, more than ever before, I needed to stay away from drugs, from booze. I needed clarity. I knew I would never hurt Nell – never knowingly harm anyone, ever – but I was frightened that I was so distracted at the moment that I might not, right now, be the best mother. She was better off with Rupert, just for a day or so, while I tried to straighten things out in my head.

I’d hoped that today, meeting up with Flora, might help. But it hadn’t, not really, even though seeing her had been nice. She looked great, fresh-faced and pretty as always, dressed in tight black leggings, a leather jacket, funky red trainers. She’d seemed a little nervous though, for the first few minutes, rubbing at the old scar on her wrist, looking anxiously around the living room, eyes flicking towards the window and back to the corner of the room where Zander’s pram used to sit. Understandable, of course. She’d left because the aftermath of what had happened had been too hard for her to deal with, and now I’d asked her to come back, to relive the events of that day all over again. I was surprised she’d agreed, to be honest, but that was Flora – always willing to assist, even if she wasn’t really able to help in the end this time, or not much anyway.

She’d looked a little shocked when I’d opened the door, although she recovered quickly, and for a moment I couldn’t work out why she’d reacted liked that. But as I’d let her in, and followed her into the living room, I’d caught a glimpse of myself in the hall mirror and realized what was wrong. I looked dreadful. I was even thinner now than I had been a few weeks ago, when I’d first noticed I’d lost weight, my appetite virtually gone. My cheekbones jutted out beneath the dark circles under my eyes, my skin was deathly pale and free of makeup – free of even moisturizer most days, if I was honest – my hair was stringy and greasy, scraped back in a scraggy ponytail. I hadn’t even put clean clothes on today, and my white, lambswool jumper and jeans were both looking less than pristine. I’d always taken care of myself, before, always enjoyed a bouncy blow-dry and a red lipstick, but there didn’t seem to be any point, not anymore.

As we sat down, I touched my hair self-consciously, and apologized.

‘Flora, I’m so sorry, I look a mess. It’s just with all this on my mind, I’ve neglected the old personal grooming a bit …’

She held up a hand, shaking her head, her composure returned.

‘Don’t be silly, Thea, honestly. I totally understand. You look fine. It’s nice to see you again.’

I smiled.

‘You too.’

I had already prepared coffee and biscuits, expecting that, as usual, she would arrive exactly on time, so I busied myself pouring the drinks and sliding salted caramel cookies onto the saucers, knowing I wouldn’t touch mine. Once we were settled, cups in hand, I leaned back in my chair and began.

‘Flora, I’m so sorry to ask you to come back here – I know how difficult this must be for you.’

She opened her mouth, probably to protest, but I carried on, the words coming out in a rush now.

‘The thing is, and this is going to sound mad, crazy even, but the thing is, Flora, after months of not being able to remember anything, having this amnesia thing, well, over the past little while things have started to come back, memories, about the day Zander … about that day, but the thing is these memories, thoughts, whatever they are, they’re just … well, they’re just weird, because they’re telling me that things happened really differently, totally differently, to how everyone else says they happened, and I know that can’t be possible, but it just seems so real, Flora …

I paused for breath. Her eyes were fixed on mine now, frowning.

‘Diff … differently? In what way? What are you remembering?’

I sighed.

‘Well, this is the thing, you see. I don’t know if I’m actually remembering, or if it’s some sort of false memory. A sort of wishful thinking, if you know what I mean? My stupid brain not being able to cope with the truth and trying to come up with a more … I don’t know, a more palatable version of what happened. So I thought it might help to talk it through, with someone who was there, but I can’t talk to Rupert, he hates me too much, and Isla … well …’

I put my coffee cup down on the table in front of me and rubbed my eyes. Flora sat in silence, waiting.

‘Isla … well, I’ve remembered something a bit odd that involves her, so I feel I can’t talk to her about this either, not right now anyway. So you seemed the best person. Someone who was there, but someone a little bit removed, you know, from my immediate circle? I’m so sorry to bring you into this, but I feel like I’m going mad, Flora, and it just might help, to run this all past you, if you can bear it? I have another meeting with my solicitors tomorrow, you see—’

‘It’s fine, it’s fine,’ she interrupted me, leaning over to put her own cup down too. ‘Tell me, Thea. Tell me what you’re thinking, and I’ll see if I can help.’

‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’

And so I told her. I told her that, although I still couldn’t remember the actual drive home from the bar that afternoon, that I remembered us pulling up outside the house, and being in the passenger seat. That, in my head, Isla and Nell had gone ahead, running into the house, and that I had taken my sleeping baby out of his car seat, up the path, inside. Had put him, still asleep, in his pram in the corner of the living room, before collapsing onto the sofa. How Isla and Nell had returned from the bathroom, and how Isla and I had decided to have a few more drinks and opened a bottle of wine. And then how everything became a blur again, until the only part which was, and would always be, horrifically crystal clear – the part where she, Flora, had come running in, white-faced with fear, my dead baby in her arms.

She listened, eyes flitting between my face and the empty corner where the pram used to be, her expression unreadable. When I’d finished she sat in silence for a moment, then cleared her throat.

‘OK. Look, the car driving thing, that’s weird. I mean, I was upstairs in my room, which was at the back, of course. So I suppose, thinking about it, I have no idea who drove the car home, because I didn’t actually see that. I know I heard the front door open, and slam shut, and then I heard Isla and Nell both shouting and laughing and running. And then a minute or so later, I heard the door open again, and I assumed it was you, bringing Zander in. And then … well, when the police came and everything, and you were telling them what happened, you told them you couldn’t really remember anything, but you did say you’d driven home, didn’t you? I mean it was your car, and you always drove, so why would Isla be driving that day? Nobody questioned it, didn’t even think to question it. I certainly didn’t.’

She was looking deeply puzzled, and I nodded.

‘I know, I know. And it doesn’t really mean anything, not on its own. It doesn’t matter who was driving, not really. It was still up to me to bring Zander in. But it’s just so odd, don’t you think? That I think now that it was Isla?’

‘Yes. Yes, it is. I don’t know what to say, Thea. I didn’t see. I just assumed that it was you. It could easily have been Isla though. Haven’t you asked Nell, does she not remember?’

I had asked Nell, eventually, a few days ago, after agonizing about it for ages. I hadn’t wanted to stir things up for her, especially not now when she seemed to be feeling a little better, and knowing how any reference to that day could send her into meltdown. But it had got to the point where I needed to, I had to. She was the only other person in the car that day – surely she’d remember who was driving?

‘I did ask her. She says she thinks it was me. But she says her head is … well, fuzzy is how she describes it. But she’d fallen asleep in the back seat, of course, with her headphones on, and didn’t really pay much attention to what was going on in the front. And it’s true, kids don’t, not really. She says she just remembers opening her eyes when we got home and realizing she was dying for a wee, and jumping out of the car and racing Isla up the path.’

Flora nodded slowly.

‘I mean, that’s what we all thought happened. I don’t know how you could find out for definite, not really, without asking Isla, unless a neighbour or someone passing by saw the car pull up and noticed who got out of the driver’s seat? Unlikely, I suppose, though, after this long?’

‘Pretty unlikely, yes.’

I’d thought of that too, had even plucked up the courage to knock on a few doors on Saturday morning, asked my bemused neighbours the question. I’d been greeted by blank stares, shrugs, ill-concealed hostility. You weren’t friends with your neighbours, not on this road. But they all knew who I was, what I’d done. It had been a waste of time.

I topped up the coffee, offering Flora another biscuit, even though her first two, like mine, were untouched. Then I sat back in my chair again.

‘So, the other bit. The most important bit. Why do I think I brought Zander in from the car? Why is that so clear in my head now? Because that bit, that can’t have happened, can it?’

Flora turned to look out of the window again. A car was parked outside now, in the space right next to the gate, a blue estate of some sort. She stared at it for a moment, then looked back at me.

‘Well, again, I was upstairs when you came home, so I didn’t see. But if it did happen like you think, what would that mean, Thea? I found Zander … I found Zander dead in your car, out there. If you brought him in, how would he get back out there again? He couldn’t walk, couldn’t unlock the car and climb back in by himself, could he? He was eight months old.’

Her voice had an edge to it now, and I glanced down at my hands, suddenly feeling ridiculous, sick.

‘I know. I know that what I’m suggesting is impossible, Flora. I’m suggesting that if I did bring him in, somebody else must have put him back out there again. Which is insane, right? Because who would do that? But—’

‘Yes, who would do that? Come on, Thea. I want to help you, and I agree with you that the issue of who was driving the car could be up for debate, if you think it wasn’t you. But … well, the rest of it …’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t help you, Thea, I’m sorry. And I need to get going. I have some shopping to do and I don’t want to miss my bus back to Cirencester. I’m sorry, really, but …’

She shook her head again, sighed and stood up, zipping her jacket. I stood, too, and reached out to touch her arm.

‘Don’t be sorry. It’s just me, clutching at straws. I shouldn’t have involved you, I’m really sorry. But thank you so much, for coming up here and seeing me. You didn’t have to, and I appreciate it.’

She shrugged.

‘That’s OK. Good luck, Thea, with the trial and everything. I know you would never have hurt Zander intentionally. I know how much you loved him. I’m so sorry about how it all turned out. You’re a great mum. I hope it all … I hope it all goes your way.’

The unexpected kindness of her words brought sudden tears to my eyes, and I stammered a thank you. But as I saw her to the door and said goodbye, the memory was there again, the blue door, my stumbling feet, the weight of my baby in my arms. I slammed the door shut and leaned my forehead against the cool wood, my brain racing. I was going insane. I was ill. What other explanation was there?

Now, hours later, as I sat in the quiet kitchen cradling my mug of tea, trying to still my churning thoughts, I was still as confused as I had been before Flora’s visit. My appointment at my solicitors was at ten tomorrow morning. I had still been undecided about whether to tell them about all this, whether to confess to this sudden, senseless confusion I was experiencing about the events of that day. But now, I suddenly realized that I had to say something, just in case. Tell us everything, they had told me at earlier meetings. Everything you remember, no matter how trivial.

Oh, you’re going to love this, I thought.
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FLORA

‘OUCH.’

I rubbed my arm, scowling at the corner of the kitchen worktop, then made my way unsteadily to the sink, reached for a glass on the shelf to the right, and turned the tap on. The water splashed noisily into the sink, and I moved the glass under the stream of water, catching a little before glugging it down and returning the glass for more.

‘Flora? You OK? What are you doing in here in the dark?’

It was Greg, and suddenly the kitchen lights blazed.

‘Urgh, too bright!’ I said, turning to squint at him across the room. He was leaning on the door frame, looking fit and lean in a close-fitting long-sleeved navy T-shirt, looking me up and down with an amused smile.

‘You sound like Gizmo. From Gremlins? The film?’

He paused, as I stared at him, not understanding. Then he frowned.

‘Flora … are you … are you drunk?’

I put the glass down and took a step towards him, staggered a little, then stopped again.

‘I’m … I’m not drunk, exactly. I may have had a glass of wine. Or … two, or … look, it’s allowed, isn’t it? I’m not working today.’

Oh dear, I thought. I am drunk, aren’t I? What on earth possessed me to open a bottle of wine in my room after I got back from Cheltenham? Greg was right … I was definitely rather drunk.

‘Well, yes, of course it’s allowed. It’s just not like you, that’s all. It’s not even eight thirty. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen you even remotely drunk before. Are you all right?’

He was crossing the room now, the amusement on his face turning to concern, and suddenly, to my horror, I felt tears sliding down my cheeks. I brushed them away fiercely with the backs of my hands, but he’d already noticed.

‘Flora! What is it? What’s wrong? Come here.’

With one swift movement he took me by the shoulders and pulled me into an embrace, one arm moving downwards to wrap around my waist, the other gently patting my hair. For a moment I rested my head on his hard chest, enjoying the comforting warmth of him, the soft murmurings of: ‘Hey, don’t cry, it’ll be OK, whatever it is.’ Then I pulled away, embarrassed.

‘Greg, I’m sorry … I saw Thea today. She asked me to go and see her, to talk through what happened, you know, when Zander … and it’s just upset me, that’s all. Going back there, remembering …’

‘Talk through it? Why? What’s to talk about?’

He was frowning now, his face darkening.

‘Oh, she says she’s remembering things, her memory is starting to come back and she’s remembering it differently to how she thought it all happened … she wanted to see if I could help shed any light on it, but I couldn’t, not really. Excuse me …’

I turned away, intending to get a piece of kitchen paper from the roll on the wall to wipe my face, but Greg grabbed my arm, pulling me back towards him.

‘God, that woman. She’s crazy. We all know what happened, and it wasn’t fair of her to upset you like this,’ he said quietly. He cupped my chin in his hand, tilting my face upwards, and before I could think or move away again he had dropped a quick, soft kiss onto my lips.

‘I hate seeing you upset, Flora,’ he whispered.

‘Dad? What’s going on?’

We both jumped as Oliver suddenly appeared in the doorway, and I took a step backwards, shocked. How much had he seen?

‘Olly.’

Greg turned and smiled at his son, then gestured at me.

‘Flora’s just a bit upset. She … bumped into Thea Ashfield today. It brought back bad memories, you understand?’

There was a suspicious look on Oliver’s face, but he looked slowly from his father to me and back again, then nodded.

‘Sure. Zander and all that. Sorry, Flora. Hope you’re OK.’

‘I’m fine, thanks, sweetie,’ I said. ‘Just a bit embarrassed your dad caught me having a sniffle. I think I’ll go upstairs and have a bath and an early night.’

I turned back to Greg, not quite meeting his eyes.

‘Thanks, Greg, for being so nice. Goodnight.’

‘’Night, Flora. Take it easy.’

His tone was light, casual, and I slipped gratefully out of the room, patting Oliver on the arm and smiling at him as I passed. He smiled back, and I was relieved to see that the look of suspicion was gone. Maybe he hadn’t seen the kiss, after all? Shit, why had Greg done that? And why hadn’t I stopped him? What was it with these bloody men?

Deeply grateful that the girls were in bed and that Annabelle had gone to the cinema with some of her mummy friends, I climbed the stairs to my room, locked the door and ran a deep, bubbly bath. I stayed in it for nearly an hour, topping it up at regular intervals, feeling my muscles finally relax and the tension in my neck and shoulders ease.

I’d have a little chat with Oliver tomorrow, I thought – get him on his own and make sure everything was OK. I was pretty sure that even if it wasn’t, even if he had seen something of what had just happened with Greg, I’d be able to make it all right. I knew how to handle Oliver. But Greg … I wasn’t so sure how to handle Greg. Keeping away from him was the obvious answer, but it didn’t seem to be that easy. I was still pretty certain he didn’t actually fancy me, though, despite what he had done tonight. It was like the last time, when he’d got me alone in his study. He wanted to know what I knew. He was scared, and that made him dangerous.

I wriggled my toes against the tap and thought back to the night I found out. It was a Friday night, and Rupert was away on business – or, more likely, away shagging bloody Mia, again – and Thea had called to say she was stuck on a slow-moving train from Glasgow, where she’d been on a buying trip to a kilt factory or sporran shop or some such thing. Isla had arrived early evening anyway, as she did most Fridays, so once the kids were in bed we’d ended up chatting in the lounge, over a bottle of Prosecco. And that’s when she told me.

To this day, I don’t know why she did – it’s not like we were the best of friends – we got on OK by that point, but not to the level of sharing our deepest secrets. I found it weird, how even though she and Thea were so close, obsessively so at times, she would sometimes say really nasty things about my boss. I’d thought about it a lot, trying to apply what I’d learned in my psychology classes at uni to Isla and Thea’s relationship, trying to analyse the complexities of it. And I’d come to the conclusion that Isla’s feeling of no longer being number one, of coming in fourth in Thea’s affections behind Rupert and the children, was sometimes hard for her to handle, and that her way of dealing with this perceived snub, this demotion, was to occasionally let rip at Thea, try to humiliate her. To her face, now and again – I’d heard a few bitchy, vicious remarks being exchanged between them, although their rows never lasted long – but more often, behind her back, to me or even to Rupert, who would be taken aback on occasion to find Isla backing him against her friend. That night, though, she dropped the bombshell.

‘We were out, Thea and I, and we were on one of our biggest ever benders. I mean, we can both drink, but that night we were so pissed. I mean, properly pissed. Rupert was away, and Nell was at a friend’s for the night, and I don’t remember where you were. It wasn’t long after you’d started working here. Anyway, we were in All Bar One, and …’

And she told me the whole story. How two men had come in, acquaintances of theirs, both out without their wives, and how the four of them had carried on drinking together until closing time, and then somebody had suggested, half-jokingly, that it might be fun to get a hotel room and order room service and have a bit of a party, and how they’d ended up getting not one hotel room but two, and then the obvious had happened. And how Isla had actually ended up dating her guy, Alan, for a month or two afterwards – ‘well, I say dating. Having an affair with, more accurately,’ she said – but how it had then fizzled out, and she hadn’t seen him since. But how things had turned out a little differently for Thea. Because, a few weeks later, Thea had discovered she was pregnant. She’d hoped, prayed, that the baby was Rupert’s, even though she’d had a feeling, right from the beginning. But when Zander was born she’d managed to do a sneaky DNA test, and her fears were realized. The baby wasn’t Rupert’s. He was the child of the man she’d had the one-night stand with. Horrified, she had told nobody except Isla, desperate to stop Rupert finding out, and as far as I knew he still didn’t know, still thought Zander had been his baby. She didn’t tell the biological father either, Isla said.

‘But I’m pretty sure he suspects, Flora. Because just look at him. Look how like his real dad Zander looks.’

And she was right. Zander looked exactly like his real dad. That hair, those eyes. The likeness was, when you thought about it, unmistakable, and it still astounded me that, even now, it seemed that nobody else had ever guessed, or even suspected. How nobody else knew that Zander was, quite, quite obviously, Greg Garrington’s son.
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THEA

‘Thea, I’m really not sure what your barrister can do with this information in court. I mean, it’s great that you’re remembering things, finally. But – I mean, are you remembering, really? We’d need proof, you know? And … well, how likely is it, when you think about it? That somebody deliberately put your baby back outside in your car, on one of the hottest days of the year? Who would do that? The house was full of your family and friends. Why would any of them do something so wicked? What would the motive be? It would be murder, plain and simple. And with not a shred of evidence? Unless somebody actually confessed, you’d have a pretty impossible time convincing a jury.’

Bernard Gilchrist grimaced at me, tapping his pen on the legal pad on the desk in front of him. My solicitor was a short, rotund man with cheeks so pink they looked as if he spent several minutes scrubbing them with wire wool every morning. To his left, his colleague Robina Watson was nodding, agreeing with him.

‘I feel for you, Thea, I really do. It’s a terrible thing you’re dealing with. But you took responsibility for your child’s death right from the beginning, remember? To change your story now … I mean, the jury just needs to decide whether the mitigating factors – your probable postnatal depression, your alcohol issues at the time – are enough to find you not guilty of involuntary manslaughter. To begin to suggest at this late stage that the baby’s death wasn’t down to you at all, that somebody killed him … well …’ She sighed heavily. She was in her fifties, an attractive woman with auburn hair in a severe, upswept bun, her skin free of make-up other than a slash of vibrant red lipstick. ‘I just don’t think it’s going to help, to start throwing accusations around, with zero evidence. I’m sorry, Thea.’

I looked from one to the other, a tight knot forming in my chest. I knew they were right, but I’d woken up this morning feeling more convinced than ever that no matter how impossible it was, I had to try to work out why I was so sure now that things didn’t happen the way everyone said they did. The fact that my solicitors clearly thought I was crazy was a blow, but I’d half-expected it. I was going to have to do this on my own.

That afternoon, I cleared all my Just Enfant paperwork off the dining table and sat down with my notebook. It was raining, one of those raw, early February days when it never seems to get quite bright enough to turn the lights off, the wind making the windows rattle, the sky bruised, grey with angry purple patches.

Nell was coming home later, after school, but I had several hours before she’d be dropped off, and I needed to do this now, feeling that if I wrote it all down it might suddenly become clearer. It was probably pointless, but at least I would feel that I was doing something. So, how should I go about it? I thought for a moment, trying to separate my own feelings from this, to think about it dispassionately. I needed to think like a detective, I decided – needed to treat it like a crime scene, with an unsolved murder. If I was Poirot or Miss Marple or someone like that, I’d treat everyone as a potential suspect, wouldn’t I? And then look for motive. So that’s what I’d do.

I began with a list of everyone who’d been in the house that afternoon. Me, obviously, and Isla, and Nell. Flora. Rupert, later. And two Garringtons, Greg and Millie. Seven of us, but only four to consider if I was ruling myself out, and the children too. Eight-year-old girls didn’t kill babies, especially as both Nell and Millie had adored Zander so much. He was like a real live doll to those two. I crossed out their names and looked at the list, trying to pretend that I didn’t know these people, trying to be objective. Isla, Flora, Rupert and Greg. Shit, if any of them saw that I was doing this they’d think I’d finally lost it, wouldn’t they? But I’d started now. I took a deep breath, cracked my knuckles and added a column to the right headed ‘Possible Motive’.

Right, Isla first. I wrote down (did she drive car home?) in brackets after her name, then paused. I still had no idea what that would signify, but it needed to be asked, and noted. My pen hovered on the motive column. God, this was hard. Then I wrote: was unhappy about me having children, especially when Zander was born. Resented time I spent with them and not with her.

Hardly a motive for murder though, I thought. Nobody kills a baby just because they’re not getting to spend as much time as they used to with the child’s mother. Ludicrous. Still, carry on. OK, Flora. I blew out forcefully. This was stupid. I couldn’t remotely think of a motive for Flora. She was good at her job, good with the kids, kept herself to herself … I left the line blank for now and moved on to Rupert. Shit. OK.

We hadn’t been getting on. He hadn’t bonded well with Zander. Possibly suspected he wasn’t his father.

I stared at the words. Written down, it looked so callous, so cruel. But, looking back, if I was honest I think Rupert knew, or at least suspected, right from the start. It was just so bloody obvious. Zander looked so … so different, from any of us. I was so dark, my hair such a deep brown it was almost black, Nell’s too, our eyes both a matching chocolate. And although Rupert shaved his head, what hair he did have was brown too, not quite as dark as ours but still dark. Then there was Zander – the blondest, most blue-eyed baby ever, his hair almost white, his eyes bright as a summer sky.

I’d been horrified, when I’d seen him, when the doctor first put him on my chest in the delivery room, when Rupert had leaned in to drop a kiss on his new son’s head. Well, not horrified, not by Zander, that sounds dreadful – I loved him desperately, almost painfully, from that first second, just as I had Nell. But I’d hoped so fervently, so feverishly, through my entire pregnancy, that my gut feeling was wrong, that this would be my husband’s child. That I wouldn’t be punished for my one, huge mistake, for getting drunk and sleeping with Greg. That I’d been weak enough, yet again, to be led astray by Isla, and this time with unthinkable consequences.

It had been a moment of madness, something I’d bitterly regretted from the moment I’d crawled out of that hotel room bed, something that had haunted me every day since. But as soon as I saw Zander, in that first second, I knew. I knew he was Greg’s, and that a lifetime of deceit and pain lay ahead.

Rupert said nothing, not initially, but I would see him sometimes, in those early days, staring at Zander while he slept, running a finger across that white-blond hair, a slight frown on his face.

I managed to avoid Greg for about two weeks, sending Flora or Nell to the door when he came to drop off or collect Millie, but I knew I couldn’t do it forever. And so came the day when Rupert was at home, all of us there together, and Greg brought both Millie and Sienna round, the younger girl desperate to meet this beautiful baby her big sister kept coming home full of stories about.

Zander was in his pram in the corner of the room, and the three Garringtons stood around it, Sienna and Millie cooing and stroking, while I sat rigid in an armchair, waiting for the inevitable, my stomach churning so badly I thought I might actually vomit.

It didn’t take long. Greg stared into the pram for a moment, then turned to look at me, his face such a picture of fear and realization that for a moment I was transfixed, unable to move or speak. Then he turned away again and I knew that he knew, and then I looked at my husband and instantly knew that he knew too. His eyes were glued to the little tableau in the corner, flitting between Greg and the white-blonde heads of Millie and Sienna, and there was so much pain in his eyes that my heart suddenly felt as if it was breaking.

And still – and this was almost the weirdest, most bizarre thing about this whole ludicrous situation – nobody said a word. Not ever. I never admitted it, Rupert never asked me, Greg never confronted me. Why? Why on earth did none of us ever talk about it? Were we really all happy to live a lie, live out this unspoken conspiracy? It seemed so.

Rupert never spent much alone time with Zander, not like he had with Nell, never truly bonded, but when we were together as a family he was fine, playing with the baby, feeding him, smiling at him. Nobody would ever have known. How crazy was that? He just carried on, and he and Greg carried on acting totally normally when they were together, too. They were never best mates, but on social occasions, at parties, they’d always end up drinking beer together, chatting football or cricket or politics or whatever, and that didn’t change.

The way they behaved, both of them, meant that I was able to kid myself, a lot of the time, that it was all OK, that neither of them knew anything at all. And I took that, and I ran with it, because that way I could live with the guilt a little more easily. That way, the shame of what I’d done wouldn’t completely destroy me. And so that was how it was, for months. All three of us, living a big fat lie. Four of us, if you count Isla, the only person I’d actually told. All of us, sharing an unspoken secret.

I’d stopped breastfeeding Zander within a couple of months. My milk had begun to dry up, something I was still convinced was a physical symptom of my inner turmoil, and he wasn’t getting enough food, waking in the night, crying with hunger. I knew Rupert thought it was strange, uncaring of me, to stop so soon, but how could I explain?

By then, I was as sure as I could be about Zander’s parentage, but even so, I needed to know for definite, just in case. So, like in a scene from a soap opera, I furtively rummaged through Greg’s jacket in the hall one day when he was drinking coffee in the kitchen while he waited for Millie. I found a comb, which I sent off to one of those online DNA test companies. And of course, the test was conclusive.

Probability of paternity given the DNA evidence is at least 99.9999% compared to an untested random man of the UK population.

I still remembered that there were four 9s after the decimal point.

I started avoiding Annabelle after that, too, making excuses to rush off when I saw her at the school gates or during Millie/Nell exchanges, although I was pretty certain that she, like most people, never suspected a thing. She never even remarked on Zander’s colouring, just admired his good looks.

Poor, innocent, sweet Annabelle. I hated myself even more each time I bumped into her, feeling lower and more depressed daily. It was, later on, easy to explain those feelings away as postnatal depression, to use that as an excuse for what happened, but I knew it was the guilt that was predominantly to blame. It was around then that my drinking got worse, my need to escape from what I had done leading me to seek oblivion from time to time, the strain of living with it every day sometimes overwhelming. And still, the secret remained a secret, even though it wasn’t a secret at all, not really, because we all knew the truth. Twisted, wrong, perverse, wasn’t it? But that was what we all chose to do, to ignore it, to carry on. And so it continued.

I dragged my thoughts back from the convoluted mess my life had become and tried to concentrate on my list. Rupert.

We hadn’t been getting on. He hadn’t bonded well with Zander. Possibly suspected he wasn’t his father.

I crossed out the words ‘possibly suspected’ and instead wrote ‘knew’. He did, of course he did. But was that a motive, really? If you think a child isn’t yours, you don’t hurt the child, do you? Of course you don’t. It’s not the child’s fault. You’re more likely to want to hurt the mother, punish her for being unfaithful. Although … my breath started to quicken. What would hurt a mother more than to kill her child? And even worse, to kill her child and make her think she had done it? It would be the ultimate revenge, wouldn’t it – to take away the thing that is most precious to your cheating, lying bitch of a wife, and then get her locked up for years too, as a sort of bonus? Oh my god. Could Rupert … was it possible?

I flung the pen down onto the table, where it landed with a clatter, and stood up, my whole body suddenly shaking. It was the most logical motive so far, but Rupert? This was my husband, a man who I’d loved and trusted for years, a man who I’d rarely even seen roused to temper until recent months, never mind hurt anyone.

I started to pace the room, my mind racing. Rupert couldn’t, wouldn’t. And yet, grief and anger and betrayal might do terrible things to someone, might cause them to do things they would never normally dream of. And Zander wasn’t, after all, Rupert’s son. They were not related, not at all. Could what I had done, my deceit, have made my husband do something so terrible? If it did, then it was my fault after all, that Zander had died. It was all down to me, whichever way you looked at it.

I stopped pacing, trying to calm myself, deliberately slowing my breathing. Stop winding yourself up, Thea, I thought. This is all just speculation. Finish what you’re doing first, then think about what it all might mean. I sat down again, reached for the pen and tapped it on the paper next to Flora’s name. I needed to write something next to it. I thought for a moment, then scribbled: was sometimes annoyed by his crying when she was trying to work. It was pathetic, but it was all I had. And it had been Flora who’d found Zander, who’d run frantically inside with my dead baby in her arms, shaking and crying, horrified. You can’t fake that sort of shock, that grief. This wasn’t Flora. Move on.

Greg.

I looked at the last name on my list:

knew/suspected he was Zander’s father. Looked terrified when he realized. Didn’t want Annabelle to find out?

But again, would anyone go as far as murdering a child to stop his wife finding out that he’d been unfaithful? It wouldn’t really help in any case, not when so many people knew, or suspected, the truth. Annabelle could easily find out, couldn’t she, whether Zander was dead or alive? Rupert could have gone to her and told her what he suspected at any time. I was surprised he hadn’t, in a way. Wrecking Greg’s marriage would be a good way to get revenge on him …

My head was starting to throb. I put the pen down again and stared at my list. That was all I had for now. And, now that it was all there in black and white, the possible motives of three of these people seemed tenuous, at best. Isla, Flora, Greg? No. There was only one person on this list who really had a reason to kill Zander. To destroy my life. To punish me. I felt a sudden rush of nausea, and clasped my hands to my mouth, willing myself not to be sick.

Rupert.

If I didn’t kill Zander, if I did take him inside, and put him safely in his pram, then the only other person who could realistically have put him back in harm’s way, who had a real motive, was my husband. Rupert.

‘I think Rupert killed Zander,’ I whispered.
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ANNABELLE

‘Wonderful. The velvet looks amazing, thank you.’

I smiled at the two young men on the ladders by the tall windows, and they mumbled an acknowledgement, concentrating on getting the final folds of the deep rose-coloured fabric to fall perfectly to the deep pile, shell-pink carpet below. Draping the windows in great swags like this instead of using formal curtains had been Flora’s idea, and it had been a genius one, the perfect finishing touch.

We were basically temporarily redecorating an entire room for this week’s biggest event – a pyjama-party-style baby shower for a mum-to-be in Malmesbury. Wife of a wealthy London stockbroker, Octavia MacdonaldBrown had given up her Mayfair art gallery job as soon as she’d fallen pregnant and had begun to nest in the couple’s country home. Now, with just weeks to go before the baby, a little girl, was born, it appeared she’d stopped going out at all.

‘It’s this bump, Annabelle,’ she’d said to me earlier with a pained expression on her beautiful face. ‘I just don’t have anything to dress it in.’

The pyjama party baby shower had hence been the perfect solution. Octavia had asked me to order twenty pairs of baby pink silk pyjamas – the tops with her guests’ names embroidered across the back in fuchsia – with matching faux fur mule slippers.

The pink theme carried through to the food – there would be rosé champagne and pink lemonade, smoked salmon canapés and beetroot hummus, rhubarb fools and raspberry cupcakes. A manicurist who’d been instructed to bring only shades like ‘Pink Bubblegum’, ‘Cotton Candy’ and ‘Misty Rose’ had been hired, and a flashing pink neon sign rigged up above the door of the dining room, pronouncing that ‘Girls Do It Better’.

‘No gender stereotyping here then,’ Flora had muttered sarcastically as Octavia had waved us off after our first visit, and I tended to agree with her. Neither of my girls were particularly into pink, and it wasn’t something I’d ever encouraged, not being the biggest pink fan myself. But hey, a well-paying event was a well-paying event, and money definitely seemed to be no object to Octavia, who had declared at that first meeting that none of the nineteen rooms in their stunning Victorian Gothic mansion was right for the party, and asked us if we could redecorate the little-used formal dining room for the occasion.

‘We can change it back afterwards. Toby won’t care. Probably won’t even notice. He prefers to eat in the kitchen most of the time anyway,’ she’d said breezily, giving us an eyewateringly large budget for a new carpet, curtains and paintwork.

We’d rented several chaises longues upholstered in orchid chenille, due to be delivered on Friday morning for the party that evening, and the flowers for the tables – stargazer lilies, alstroemeria, gerberas and hydrangeas – were all arranged too. Now, on Wednesday morning, the paint was dry, the carpet in and the windows almost finished, meaning Flora and I could relax and concentrate on a couple of other little jobs before returning here to make sure everything ran perfectly on the day.

Relaxing, though, was not something I was finding easy at the moment. My low-level anxiety of recent weeks had worsened, for reasons I couldn’t quite understand, but it seemed as though a strange current of unease was rippling through my home, as if something unnamed was bubbling menacingly under the surface, about to erupt.

We’d talked to Oliver, Greg and I, about the wingless flies, and he’d totally denied any involvement, yelling that he always got the blame for everything, and that it was ‘probably that little brat, Sienna’. I’d seen the look in his eyes, though, when we first confronted him, and I knew. I knew he was lying, and maybe I would have too, at his age, in his position, but I still hated it, hated the fact that my baby son, my first born, was lying to me, was acting so oddly, seemed to have such a violent streak, seemed capable suddenly of such nasty things. It scared me, and I had no idea what to do about it.

Then, this morning, something even more horrible had happened, and now I couldn’t banish the awful, gripping fear that Olly might be behind that too. I’d been making breakfast, pausing to sip my coffee while I gazed out of the kitchen window, eyes flitting across the garden, making a mental list of jobs to be done out there, when I noticed it, an unmoving reddish mass at the edge of the lawn. What was that? A dead fox, maybe? I’d slipped some outdoor shoes on and walked down the garden to investigate, but as I’d got nearer I’d seen that it was no fox, but something familiar, something so familiar and, in its present state, so horrific, that I’d actually screamed. Frozen to the spot, I stood and pointed as Greg and the girls came running out of the house, and then they saw it too and Millie and Sienna both burst into frightened tears.

‘Hamish! Poor, poor Hamish! What’s happened to him, Mummy?’ Sienna wailed, clinging to my legs, eyes wide and terrified, Millie covering her eyes with her hands, sobbing. Hamish was the big ginger tomcat owned by our nearest neighbours, the Wares, but he’d always spent a lot of time in our garden, and Sienna, in particular, adored him. We’d never had dogs or cats, Greg and I knowing the bulk of the pet care would fall to us and our working hours just too long and erratic to make it fair on the animal, so Hamish had almost been a surrogate, a stand-in pet, Sienna spending hours playing with him on the lawn on sunny afternoons, cuddling him, even on occasion dressing the tolerant cat in her dolls’ bonnets and laughing hysterically as he wandered off to climb a tree or chase a bird, looking like a feline Jane Austen taking a turn around the lawn.

Now, we saw, Hamish was very dead, a deep slash across the soft orange and white fur of his throat, his eyes wide open, unseeing. A fox maybe? A dog? But as Greg had swept our weeping daughters back into the house, muttering to me that he would deal with the corpse and break the bad news to the Wares, and I had turned to follow them inside, a movement up above caught my eye. It was Oliver, standing at his bedroom window, staring down into the garden, his face pale, blank. He’d caught my eye, met it for a moment, then turned away, and a chill ran through me that was nothing to do with standing in a windy garden so early in the morning in just a thin sweater and jeans. Olly? Could he? But why? Why would he?

I had said nothing to Greg this time, unable to face it, letting the theory of a dog or fox killing Hamish stand. I couldn’t confront Oliver again, couldn’t listen to him lying to me again. Something had to be done, though, if I was right, if I wasn’t being paranoid, for how could we go on like this?

Flora had missed it all, out for her morning run when we’d found Hamish, but as we’d driven down to Malmesbury I’d asked her advice, yet again. She’d listened, raising her eyebrows when I told her about Oliver’s silent watching from his window, and then shrugged.

‘Annabelle, I just don’t know. Killing a cat? Olly can be a bit aggressive with Sienna, and the flies thing was pretty horrible, but that’s a whole new level. Are you sure it was him? Why would he? I’ve seen him stroking Hamish loads of times, talking to him. He loved that cat as much as the girls did, I’m sure he did. Maybe it really was just a fox?’

‘Maybe. I don’t know. Oh Flora, it’s just all getting to me, you know?’

I hit the brake as the lights changed to red up ahead, then carried on talking.

‘Olly just seems to have developed this aggression. He wasn’t always like that, especially with Sienna. It started fairly recently, and I can’t figure out why. It worries me, Flora. I’m scared he’s going to hurt somebody, one day. Properly hurt somebody, I mean. I just don’t know what to do … telling him off just doesn’t seem to make any difference …’

‘Oh, it won’t come to that, come on.’ Flora’s hand briefly covered mine on the gearstick.

‘It’ll pass, this phase. And Sienna irritates him, that’s all. It’s the age difference. He’s heading into his teens soon and she’s still a baby. At least he and Millie have some interests in common – some of their games, even TV shows. Sienna is so much younger, it’s tricky for him to relate to her. It’ll get easier as they get older, wait and see.’

I gave her a sideways glance, but her words made sense, and some of my anxiety began to dribble away. She was right, of course she was.

‘We ended up promising to get Sienna a kitten,’ I said. ‘After we’ve said for years we didn’t have time for pets. It was the only thing that calmed her down. It has to be white, she says. So that she can call it Olaf. After the snowman, in flipping Frozen.’

Flora snorted, and I found myself smiling too.

‘You’ll love it, you know, when it arrives. It’ll be good for you. It’s a known fact that stroking a pet is very calming. Good for stress relief. Trust me.’

I took a hand off the wheel for a moment to poke her gently on the arm.

‘How did you get so wise, Flora Applegate? Honestly, you do make me feel better. It’s like talking to a sensible older sister sometimes. I forget that I’m more than a decade older than you.’

There was a second or two of silence.

‘Until you look in the mirror, obviously,’ she said, then shrieked and ducked as I yelled ‘OI CHEEKY!’, my left arm flailing at her as I tried to keep the car steady with my right.

We took a diversion to Cheltenham on the way home, me needing to collect a pair of shoes I’d ordered from Cavendish House, Flora wanting to pick up a few bits and pieces in Boots, both of us fancying a quick mooch around the shops.

I parked the car in one of the spaces in front of the municipal offices on the Promenade, agreeing with Flora to meet back there in an hour, and nipped across to Cavendish House, buying some new tights too, before whiling away a good fifteen minutes browsing the shiny shelves of Space NK. As I left, clutching a tiny bag containing an equally tiny but vastly expensive pot of moisturizer, I almost walked straight into Thea Ashfield.

‘Annabelle! I’m so sorry, I was miles away.’

I stared at her for moment, shocked not just at her unexpected presence but also at her dishevelled appearance, her hair greasy and pulled back from her thin face, her skin dry, lips chapped, eyes red-rimmed.

Then I mentally shook myself and held out a hand. Being polite wouldn’t kill me, I thought, and no matter what I thought about this woman and what she’d done, she was clearly in a bad way.

‘Thea, how are you? I wasn’t looking where I was going either, don’t worry. How are … how are things going?’

She took my outstretched hand and gripped it between both of hers, her black leather bag sliding down her shoulder to rest in the crook of her arm. Her hands were freezing, and reflexively I began to rub them with my own.

‘You’re so cold! Do you … do you fancy a coffee? I have to meet Flora, but I have about half an hour.’

Gosh, what was I doing? It was too late now though – Thea was nodding gratefully.

‘We could nip up to the Costa in Waterstones? I’d love a coffee, actually,’ she said, and I nodded. It was close, and I had my excuse to leave quickly. A quick drink, and I’d be out of there.

It was warm in Costa, and quiet, just a few tables occupied by couples or small groups of elderly women, gossiping over tea and muffins, winter coats draped over nearby empty chairs. The air was aromatic, the scent of coffee mingling with warm caramel. A couple of people looked curiously at Thea as we entered, and I wondered for a moment if this had been a good idea, being seen in public with a woman who had done what she had done, but nobody said anything, and the moment passed. I was here now.

I sent Thea to find a table while I got our drinks, and she chose one in the far back corner, next to the steamed-up windows that looked out onto the wide roof terrace. I sat down opposite her, and we made small talk for a few minutes, chatting a little awkwardly about Millie and Nell, and about work, as if things were completely normal, as if I didn’t know that this bedraggled, broken-looking woman had left her baby to die in a hot car, and would soon be on trial for the crime. And then, quite suddenly, she put her mug down on the table and leaned across towards me, gripping my right forearm.

‘Annabelle. I don’t know what to do.’

She was speaking in an urgent whisper now, her fingers digging into my flesh.

‘I’ve been … I’ve been remembering things. About that day, the day Zander … the day it happened. And I’m scared, Annabelle. I don’t think it happened like everyone said it did.’

I pulled my arm from her grip and stared at her. Flora had vaguely mentioned something about this, after she’d met up with Thea on Monday, told me that Thea’s memories were coming back, that she was beginning to recall the events of the day Zander died, but she hadn’t been specific, and I hadn’t asked, too busy concentrating on dinner and trying to make the kids finish their homework.

‘What do you mean, it didn’t happen like everyone said? I don’t understand, Thea? I didn’t think there was any question about what happened – I mean, you … you left him in the car, didn’t you?’

I flinched inwardly as I said the words, but she was shaking her head, eyes fixed on mine.

‘That’s just it. That’s what I thought happened, that’s what everyone thought, or assumed. At least, that’s what everyone said, at the time. But Annabelle, I remember now. I remember bringing Zander inside, putting him in his pram. I remember it clearly. At first I thought I was just imagining it, because I couldn’t bear to accept what I’d done. But every day, it’s becoming more and more vivid, and I know, I just know, that it’s a memory, Annabelle. A real memory, not just my imagination. I did bring him in. And that means … well … it means something dreadful, doesn’t it?’

I shook my head, frowning, unable to grasp what she was getting at.

‘That would mean … well, what? You must have left him in the car, because that’s where Flora found him. Otherwise—’ I stopped, stunned, as realization dawned. No. Come on. Was that what she was suggesting, really?

‘Hang on … are you really saying that you think somebody put him back there, in the car, deliberately? Seriously?’

She nodded so vigorously that a strand of hair came loose from her messy ponytail, flopping down across her face. She pushed it back roughly, tucking it behind her ear, and suddenly her eyes filled with tears.

‘I know, I know, it sounds insane. And I have no idea why I’m telling you this, and I’m so sorry to lay this on you. I have no right. But Annabelle, I know now that I didn’t do this. And that means somebody else did. And there were only a few other people in the house that day, and now I don’t know who to trust, or what to do …’

A sob escaped her, and a man a few tables away turned abruptly, casting his eyes around the café, clearly trying to see where the noise had come from, before turning back to his companion again. I rummaged in my coat pocket, found a tissue and passed it to Thea, my mind racing.

‘Thea, I don’t know what to say.’

She shook her head, dabbing at her eyes.

‘No, no, you don’t have to say anything. I’m so sorry. You must think I’m crazy. Please, don’t say anything to anyone, will you? I can’t prove anything anyway, so … look, you need to go; it’s getting late; you’re meeting Flora. Sorry, Annabelle. Thanks for the coffee.’

She was standing up now, pulling her coat on, fumbling for her bag.

‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘Put it down to the ramblings of a mad woman. Grief, guilt, all that stuff. But thank you, for listening. And for your kindness, you know, to Nell. I don’t know how she would have coped, without Millie and … well, without you and your family, these past months. I appreciate it more than you know. Bye, Annabelle.’

And then she was gone, moving swiftly across the café and out of the door, a slight figure hunched inside a too-big camel coat. I sat there, staring after her, and then it hit me, like an icy cold wave, making me gasp. Oh my … GOD. Could this be happening? For months, I had thought terrible thoughts about Thea, and the dreadful, unthinkable thing she had done, and yet now, I had sat in front of her, and looked into her eyes, and there had been something … something in her expression, in the tone of her voice … something which, in a matter of seconds, had changed everything.

I think she’s telling the truth, I thought.
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THEA

Nell was bright red in the face, tears streaking down her cheeks, huge sobs sending spasms through her slender body. I’d tried for a full five minutes now to calm her, to hold her, but she was too angry, too distraught to let me anywhere near her.

The change Karen Ballerton, the therapist, had made in my daughter had lasted precisely eight days, I calculated, trying to give myself something else to think about for a moment, to distract myself – I felt on the verge of joining in with Nell’s hysteria, and that would help nobody.

Even worse, Rupert would be here shortly to collect her – he normally picked her up from school on a Wednesday, but today he’d been delayed – and the thought of him arriving while she was in this state horrified me.

I wasn’t even totally sure what had precipitated this outburst – she had come home from school in a perfectly normal mood, drunk a glass of milk and eaten two chocolate chip cookies, and then happily sat down at the dining room table to do her homework. My mobile had rung just as I was about to join her, my solicitor calling to clarify a few small points about my case, and I’d chatted quietly to him, moving away to stand by the window, not wanting to disturb my daughter’s concentration. It was only when I finally sat down, too, muttering that I needed to send a follow-up email, that Nell suddenly began to fly into a rage.

‘Do it somewhere else, Mum! That tapping noise is SO ANNOYING!’

I’d looked down at my keyboard and back at Nell, surprised. I didn’t think I was a particularly heavy-handed typist, and I’d often sat there working while she did her homework across the table from me.

‘Sorry, darling. I didn’t realize it irritated you, I can—’

‘OH, FORGET IT! I DON’T WANT TO DO THIS STUPID HOMEWORK ANYWAY!’

She swiped violently at her school books, sending them crashing to the floor, and then the tears began, as my daughter stomped around the room, kicking chairs and howling, before slumping to the floor in a sobbing heap, refusing to let me anywhere near her.

Now, I stood over her, my gut twisting with misery, fists clenched. What was wrong with her? This wasn’t just grief over her brother’s death, there was something else going on here. I suddenly wondered if it was the call from my solicitor. Had she been listening in, as we’d chatted briefly about the upcoming trial? Was it that that was frightening her? Could she be that scared of me going to prison? I mentally kicked myself. Idiot. Why hadn’t I left the room to take the call?

We had talked to Nell about the chances of me going to jail, both Rupert and I, regularly over the past few months, tried to reassure her that it was unlikely, but that if the worst happened that it probably wouldn’t be for long (this with crossed fingers – we both knew that if things went wrong, I could get years) and that she would be well looked after by Daddy while I was … while I was away. She’d seemed to take it in her stride, but now I thought that maybe my tough-acting little daughter was more affected by the prospect than we had realized. The thought sent a wave of guilt through me, my chest tightening. I wiped a bead of sweat from my top lip and reached for her again.

‘Nell, darling, please … come here.’

She lifted her face from her knees, and the pain in her eyes was almost more than I could stand.

‘Mummy, I’m scared …’

‘Oh Nell. My darling, darling Nell. What is it? What are you frightened of?’

She gulped, and swallowed, wiping a hand across her face.

‘I don’t want you to go to jail.’

Her voice was little more than a hoarse whisper, and my chest tightened further, a physical pain now. I’d been right, and it was unbearable. I sank to the floor and pulled her towards me, wrapping her tightly in my arms, and now she wasn’t resisting, her body shaking with fresh sobs, her face buried in my neck. I rocked gently back and forth, stroking her soft curls, murmuring in her ear.

‘Everything will be all right, Nell, I promise you. Everything’s going to work out just fine. Don’t cry, baby, please. I love you so much, and I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. It will all be OK, Nell …’

But would it, really? As I tried to comfort my trembling daughter, anger began to rise inside me, a hot rush of rage mixed with fear and, now, something akin to despair. Why had I said what I’d said to Annabelle earlier? We weren’t even close, so why on earth had I told her what I was increasingly thinking – that someone else, not me, was responsible for all this pain, this grief? She must have thought I was barking mad, and who would blame her, maybe I was. And if I doubted myself – if even I didn’t entirely believe what I was saying about what happened the day Zander died, then how on earth could I expect anyone else to? I knew, though, that now I’d come this far, in my thought process if nothing else, I had to keep going. I had to think, logically, about that day, about the timescale, timeline, whatever it was called in those TV cop dramas. I had to work out if Rupert would have had time …

‘Mummy? Mum? I’m OK now. You’re squeezing me so hard I can’t breathe!’

Nell was trying to wriggle out of my arms, eyes puffy and red but a hint of a smile back on her face.

‘Oh darling, I’m sorry, I was miles away! Are you sure …?’

She was standing up now, straightening the tunic of her school uniform, looking down at me and nodding.

‘Yes, I’m fine. Shall I finish my homework and then can we watch Friends? Please?’

I clambered to my feet and laughed, massively relieved at this sudden return to normality. Nell had only recently discovered Friends, and would sit, captivated and giggling, in front of the endless reruns on one of the satellite TV channels for hours if I let her. I didn’t mind too much to be honest – I was quite a fan myself, and often joined her if I needed an hour of escapism.

‘Of course. I’d love a Friends binge actually. I’ll take my laptop into the kitchen so you have some peace while you finish off, and then we can eat in front of the telly. Lasagne for dinner? I think there’s some garlic bread in the freezer too.’

Nell nodded happily, her outburst seemingly forgotten. She gathered her books from where she’d flung them onto the floor and arranged them neatly back on the dining table, even humming to herself now, and I picked up my laptop and files and left her to it, marvelling at how children could switch from extreme distress to placidity so seamlessly.

As I settled down in the kitchen, though, I wondered if I needed to book another session with Karen Ballerton, and scribbled it on my to-do list. Maybe she could help Nell come to terms with the idea of me potentially going to prison, help her with some sort of extra coping strategies. A shiver ran through me. And maybe Nell could share them with me …

Stop it. Stop it. Don’t think about going to prison, try to find a way of staying out of it, I berated myself. Right, Thea, think. I leafed through the file of legal paperwork until I found the document that included the timeline Bernard Gilchrist, my solicitor, had drawn out for me when I was trying to get the events of the fourth of September clear in my head. He’d put it together based on the timings given in all the statements the police had taken from me and the others, and now I studied it carefully, running my finger down the page, reading the notes attached to each of the marked times.

Approx. 3 p.m. – Thea Ashfield, Nell Ashfield, Zander Ashfield (deceased) and Isla Laird return to Montpellier Terrace.

That had come from Isla’s statement, of course, and had probably been verified by Flora, who was the only person in the house when we got back, and the time seemed accurate enough.

Approx. 3.30 p.m. – Flora Applegate enters sitting room to find Thea Ashfield and Isla Laird asleep. Takes Nell Ashfield upstairs to play, returns to work in her room, does not check on Zander Ashfield as hears no noise and assumes is asleep in pram in corner of room.

My stomach flipped, as it had the first time Bernard went through this with me in his office. I knew that Nell had been able to verify to the police that this was what had happened – that she and Flora had gone upstairs together, but that neither of them had checked on her little brother. My first anguished reaction, in those early days, had been tears and rage – why hadn’t Flora looked in the pram? Why? If Flora had checked, at that point when she was taking Nell upstairs, if she had looked and realized Zander wasn’t there, she would have raised the alarm immediately, and it would have meant that my baby would only have been in the car alone for half an hour, and that would have meant … well, that might have meant … that he would still be alive. If only Flora had looked, had taken those few seconds to walk to the pram and peer in, everything would have been different. Everything.

Even so, I never confronted her about it, because I knew I couldn’t. I knew it wasn’t fair, or right. She wasn’t a nanny, she was my PA, and although she helped out with the children now and again, it wasn’t her job to take charge of them. And I knew how much pain she was in, how much she was suffering, as we all were, and how dreadful it would be to try to shift any of the blame onto her when what had happened was entirely down to me. The baby wasn’t her responsibility, he was mine, and mine only, but the agony of that terrible what if had haunted my dreams for weeks.

Now though, reading the 3.30 p.m. note again, I was thinking something entirely different. Because now, I believed that at 3.30 p.m., Zander was in his pram. He was in his pram, safely sleeping, just like Flora assumed he was. He was, because now I remembered bringing him in from the car, laying him there, dropping a kiss on his warm, soft cheek before sinking onto the sofa, The rest of the afternoon was still a blur but that bit, that crucial part, was so clear. So real. And now, I still wished that Flora had checked on him, but for a totally different reason. Now, I wished she’d checked, because then she would know too. She would know that at 3.30 p.m., my baby was safe. And yet …

And yet he was still dead, wasn’t he? I thought for another moment. What else could have happened during this time period? Isla could have woken up, and taken Zander back outside. But why? Why would she? OK, she didn’t coo over him like others did, but we’d just had a lovely afternoon out when, as far as I knew, he’d been no trouble at all. If she ever had an urge to hurt him, it was unlikely to have been then. OK, what else? Flora could have come back downstairs, while we were both asleep, and put him outside. But again, why on earth would she? She just had no motive whatsoever. Those two simply didn’t make any sense to me as suspects, but I had to consider them, didn’t I? I couldn’t trust anyone, believe anyone’s story, not while I was doing this. I took a deep breath and read on.

Approx. 5 p.m. – Rupert Ashfield returns home. Flora Applegate calls down to suggest he be quiet as Isla Laird and Thea and Zander Ashfield are sleeping. Checks on his daughter Nell Ashfield in her room and retires to garden.

I read the entry again and swallowed, hard. This was from Rupert’s statement. At this point Nell was upstairs playing alone in her room, and Flora was up there too, working. Isla and I were still asleep. Who would see, then, if Rupert had slipped into the sitting room, taken Zander from his pram and carried him out to the car? Nell’s and Flora’s rooms were both at the back of the house, the car at the front. It would be risky, yes – it wasn’t the quietest road, always traffic and pedestrians, and there were houses all the way along, but if he’d thrown a blanket over Zander, if he’d covered him and moved quickly …

I pushed the sheet of paper away, suddenly feeling dizzy. This was crazy. I was ill, I had to be, to even think like this, to think my husband, my friends, capable … then I took a deep breath. No. Come on, play the game. This wouldn’t work if I was going to start bringing emotion into it. I wasn’t accusing Rupert. I wasn’t accusing anybody. I was just looking at alternatives, at possibilities, that was all. There was no need to get upset. I needed to do this calmly, dispassionately. Simply look at the timeline, and think about different scenarios, different ways this could have played out, as if I had no connection with the case.

I inhaled again and reached for the list, forcing my body to relax. So, logically then … logically, if Rupert had returned Zander to the car at around 5 p.m., and Zander’s body had been found at … I ran my finger down the page … approximately 6.15 p.m., that was an hour and fifteen minutes. Was that long enough? It was. I’d learned far, far too much in recent months about the horrors of leaving anyone, animal or human, in a hot car. The temperature on a day like that would have risen to fatal levels inside an hour. It was long enough.

The light-headedness was returning, but I made myself read on.

Approx. 5.30 p.m. – Greg and Millie Garrington arrive, let into house by Rupert Ashfield and seen briefly by Flora Applegate who comes downstairs to collect some files. Millie joins Nell upstairs in her bedroom. Greg joins Rupert Ashfield in garden where they remain.

Greg’s and Rupert’s statements agreed on this sequence of events. But … I thought for a moment, trying to keep an open mind, to remain impartial, like an outsider. One of them could have been lying. Both of them could have been lying. Greg might not have gone straight out to the garden, could have said he needed the bathroom maybe, could have slipped into the sitting room before joining Rupert out back, and taken Zander … it was still about forty-five minutes before his body was found, would that be long enough? Maybe. I couldn’t rule Greg out, not yet. And Rupert could have left the garden at any point … but why would those two cover for each other, if either of those scenarios were true? Rupert certainly wouldn’t cover for Greg, would he? Not if he suspected, as I was positive he did, that Greg might be Zander’s father. He’d do anything, surely, to get revenge on him for that, not protect him? Although … oh God. What about the reverse? Would Greg cover for Rupert? He might, if he felt guilty enough. He might, if he thought it was better for everyone if Zander was no longer around …

A shiver ran down my spine. Rupert. It all kept coming back to Rupert. Suddenly struggling to fight back tears, I read the final note.

Approx. 6.15 p.m. – Flora Applegate comes downstairs to dining room to file paperwork, hears commotion on street. Rushes outside, finds Zander Ashfield dead in car.

Dead. Dead in car. My baby. My baby, my love, my life. I stood up, pushing the piece of paper fiercely across the polished wood. It slid off the edge, fluttering to the carpet, and I stared at it. Nothing I could do, nothing I could say, would bring Zander back. But it was time to start asking questions. It was time to start confronting these people, my friends, my family. It was time to get to the truth. And if the truth was that I was insane, that it had been me after all who left Zander in the car to die, then so be it. But right now, I was fighting for my life. For my freedom, for my sanity, for my daughter’s happiness. It was time to speak up, to tell everyone what I was thinking. To tell everyone what I remembered. And I was going to start right now.


PART TWO 
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THEA

I started with Isla. She’d been calling me, leaving messages I’d ignored, for days, since I’d told her I couldn’t see her last weekend. So the next morning, Thursday, the morning after I’d gone through the police timeline, I gave her a call at work.

‘Isla, I’m sorry. I’ve had a few tough days, and I shouldn’t have cut you out. Are you coming down to Cheltenham this weekend? Please say you are?’

There was a pause on the line, but Isla could never be angry at me for long. She was coming, of course she was, she hated staying in London at weekends, and she’d love to come round tomorrow evening. Nell would be there – Rupert was away again, I hadn’t asked where or with whom – but that would be fine. We could eat early, watch some TV, and then chat properly once Nell was in bed.

I was nervous on Friday evening, wandering distractedly from room to room, straightening cushions, lining up the wine glasses on the coffee table, lighting candles and then blowing them out again as Nell watched from her perch on the end of the living room sofa, a rather bemused look on her face.

‘You’d think someone really important was coming. It’s only Isla, Mum. Not Kate Middleton,’ she said, as I passed through the room once again, cloth in hand, swiping at imaginary particles of dust. I stopped dead and threw the cloth at her, and she yelped and ducked, then flung it back at me, both of us laughing now, the tension I was feeling ebbing away a little.

It eased further when Isla finally arrived, half an hour later than expected (‘bloody Friday night traffic, the 417 was just crawling, I almost cracked the wine open in the car I got so desperate’), engulfing me in an enormous hug and brandishing Sauvignon Blanc and – to Nell’s immense delight – a bag full of chocolate creme eggs.

‘Creme eggs? In February? It’s not Easter for yonks, where did those come from? After dinner, Nell,’ I said, as my daughter tried to slip a surreptitious hand into the bag.

She groaned theatrically.

‘They’ve been in the shops practically since Christmas,’ Isla said, wriggling out of her tan-coloured knitted poncho with its dangling pompoms. ‘Right, where are the glasses? Ahh, very organized. Well done, Thea. I’ll do the drinks, you order the takeaway. I’d kill for Indian tonight, what do you think?’

She poured us two large glasses and joined Nell on the sofa, and as I headed out to pull the Indian restaurant menu from its drawer in the hall cabinet, I listened to their casual chitchat, suddenly wondering how on earth I could ask Isla what I wanted to ask her tonight. Yes, she’d struggled with the fact I’d chosen motherhood, disliked my children, ignored them even, but that had been in the past, in the early days. She and Nell got on fine now – in fact, Isla had made such an effort with Nell since Zander’s death that I’d go as far as to say that they were actually quite fond of each other even – and as for Zander … well, she hadn’t exactly been all over him, but … oh, this was ludicrous! How could I ask Isla – my oldest friend, my closest friend, the friend who knew all my secrets, who knew more about me than anyone, than my own husband – how could I ask her if she’d callously put my baby back into a hot car, one terrible afternoon back in September, and let him die? How?

And yet, I had to. I had to, even though it was highly likely, now I had decided to plead not guilty, that she, and Rupert too, maybe others, would be called as prosecution witnesses in my trial. I’d been shocked when Bernard Gilchrist had told me that, had warned me that the prosecution would want to establish my state of mind before Zander died, the extent of my depression and alcohol abuse, would use my friends and family to try to prove that I was a bad mother, neglectful, uncaring. Could I afford to alienate any of them now, with so much at stake? No matter the consequences, though, I had to ask Isla, had to ask all of them, one by one. Had to judge their reactions, had to see if there were any cracks in their stories. I had no choice, not anymore.

The Indian food was delicious, and to my surprise I ate as much as Nell and Isla did, suddenly ravenous, wolfing down naan bread and chicken tikka masala, scooping up dal and matar paneer, washing it back with mouthfuls of cold wine, but with sparkling water too, careful not to drink too much.

When Nell had been finally packed off to bed, shortly after nine, promising to read for just twenty minutes and then turn the light off, I sat down next to Isla on the sofa.

‘Isla? I need to ask you something. This is going to sound really weird, OK …’

I paused, and she looked at me quizzically.

‘Weird is your normal, Ashfield. Shoot.’

I smiled, but a nervous flutter had started in my stomach, the food suddenly laying heavily.

‘Right, well, it’s about September. About the day Zander died. The thing is, I’ve started remembering things, finally. And … well, I suppose I’m not sure if I’m really remembering, or if my mind’s playing tricks on me. I know how things happened – well, I know how everybody said they happened. What I assumed happened. But these memories, or whatever they are – well, there are some contradictions, I suppose you could call them.’

‘Contradictions?’ Isla had put her wine glass down on the table as I’d been speaking, and now she turned to face me, frowning. ‘What sort of contradictions? What do you mean?’

I put my own glass down too.

‘Well, first of all … and this doesn’t really make sense, no sense at all actually, but I always assumed I drove the car home from lunch that day. I mean, it was my car, and I always drove it, and obviously I shouldn’t have that day, because I was pissed, but I assumed I did, and nobody said any different. I mean, you didn’t say any different, did you?’

She was staring at me now, eyes wide. Was I imagining it, or had some of the colour drained from her face? She looked paler somehow, her skin milky against the deep red of her hair.

‘The thing is, Isla, and this is going to sound mad, but as these memories have started to come back, I keep thinking that I didn’t drive home after all. I mean, not that it matters, in the light of what happened after that, drink-driving is the least of it all. But I’ve got these pictures in my head … these … these images, and every time, I see myself in the passenger seat. Not in the driver’s seat, Isla. And I don’t know why. I mean, tell me I’m crazy, but … well, was I? Was I the passenger that day, and not the driver?’

Isla was sitting very still, eyes fixed on my face, and I definitely wasn’t imagining it now – she was so pale her skin had developed a greenish tinge. My stomach lurched. Why was she reacting like that? What was …?

‘Holy shit, Thea? Are you serious? Why would … why would I drive your car home? I was just as pissed as you, remember? And you never let me drive your car. Why would I suddenly drive that day? I can’t believe you’re asking me this. What do you think I am? For fuck’s sake, Thea …’

She was on her feet now, pacing the room, repeating: ‘Fucking hell, are you serious? I mean, for fuck’s sake …’ over and over. I sat for a moment, watching her, then stood up too.

‘OK, OK, I’m sorry. Isla, please, sit down. I’m sorry, OK? It’s just an image, in my head … but you’re right, it makes no sense. I’m just really confused, OK? I have all these pictures, flooding back, and I don’t know how to make sense of them, don’t know which are real and which aren’t. I’m just trying to sort it all out in my mind, before the trial, you know? I’m sorry. Come on, sit down. Have some more wine.’

I sat down again, picking up her glass, topping it up with more wine and holding it out towards her, and she stopped pacing, stared at me again for a few moments, then came and sat next to me, grabbing the glass from my hand as she did so. She took several gulps, draining the glass, then put it down on the table.

‘We’re going to need more, if we’re going to carry on with this conversation. You’re a freaking nutter, you know that? Go on then, what other memories have come back? Anything else you want to accuse me of?’

She drew air quotes as she said the word ‘memories’, her tone deeply sarcastic. I looked at her for a moment, relieved that she hadn’t walked out, and that her colour had returned to something near normal. Did I dare though, ask her this next question, the most important one? I had to, but the enormity of what I was about to say was suddenly hitting me. It was the sort of conversation that could destroy our friendship forever, and I couldn’t bear that. I needed to ask her, but I needed to phrase it carefully.

‘There is something else, yes.’

My hand fluttered to my throat, and then back to my lap. Isla was reaching for a new bottle of wine, one she’d popped in the cooler on the table earlier.

‘Oh good. Go on then. Can’t wait.’

The sarcasm was still there. I sat in silence as she picked up the opener and uncorked the bottle with a practised twist, then refilled our glasses. I took a deep breath. I’d just have to say it.

‘I have another memory, Isla. And this is the craziest one of all, and please don’t laugh. But … well, I know what’s supposed to have happened is that I left Zander in the car, and then we fell asleep, and everyone assumed he was in his pram so nobody checked, and then he wasn’t in his pram at all … but the thing is, Isla … the thing is, I remember now. I remember bringing him inside. I remember putting him in his pram. And then sitting down, and falling asleep. And so how can it be, that later he was back out in the car again? If what I remember is right, and every day now I remember it more clearly … if what I remember is right, how can that be, Isla? How did he get there? How did my baby get back into that car, when I brought him in, Isla? How?’

I was suddenly aware that I was on my feet again, my voice high-pitched, screaming the words at her, tears rolling down my face, and that Isla was staring up at me, open-mouthed, a look of pure horror on her face.

‘Thea? Thea, what are you talking about? What are you …?’

And then there was a terrible wailing sound, a primal, guttural howling, and we turned in unison to see Nell, standing in the doorway in her pyjamas, fingers clawing at her hair.

‘Nell!’

I reached for my daughter, and she staggered towards me, eyes blank, and collapsed into my arms.
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ISLA

The wine bar was packed, bodies five deep at the counter, punters waving twenties or leaning provocatively forward in low-cut tops, trying to catch the barman’s eye. The air was thick with beer and perfume and a hint of sweat – the smell of Friday night. Miraculously, I’d found a single empty stool at the far end, near the door to the toilets, and sat there, still reeling from what had happened at Thea’s.

When Nell had come staggering in, making that hideous noise, sleepwalking or having a nightmare or whatever the hell was wrong with her, I’d simply walked out, left without another word, grabbing my bag and coat from the hall where I’d dumped them and slamming the front door hard behind me.

Once out on the street, I’d hesitated, suddenly unwilling to turn right and go back to my empty bedsit so early on a Friday night, and in desperate need of another drink. So I’d turned left instead, turning my collar up against the cold, walking so fast I was practically jogging, until somehow I found myself pushing open the door of the Montpellier wine bar, wincing as the wall of heat and noise hit me. I stumbled through the throng, the suited after-work crowd, the groups of overdressed women clinking Prosecco glasses, looking hopelessly for a quiet corner, then spotted the bar stool and bulldozed my way towards it.

Now, clutching a double whiskey, I gave the man behind me a further sharp elbow in the ribs as he leaned drunkenly and, seemingly, obliviously, against my back for the third time, and tried to breathe normally. I felt sick, but I knew it wasn’t the alcohol. On the stools nearest to me, a woman in a black leather miniskirt was running her fingers lasciviously up the pinstriped thigh of a shaven-headed man, who responded by leaning over and licking her neck, slowly and noisily. I shuddered, downed my whiskey and gestured to the barman for another. He nodded, busy with an order, and further down the bar another lone drinker winked at me. I looked at him for a moment – he was quite attractive in a louche, Bill Nighy type of way – then looked away, my fingers tapping an impatient rhythm on the countertop.

Shit. My head was beginning to pound, my stomach churning. I was still in shock, I thought. Had that really happened at Thea’s? Had she really asked me those questions, made those accusations? How much did she really remember? I shivered, despite the heat of the bar. I’d been terrified this might happen, that her memories might start to return. The traumainduced amnesia, or whatever it was called, had been such a gift, but now …

‘There you go, love. Add it to your tab?’

Another whiskey had appeared in front of me. I pushed the empty glass towards the barman, mumbling an appropriate reply to his question, and picked up the new one, trying to ignore the tremor in my hands. As I drank, the fiery liquid searing my throat, I thought of those early days, the days when Thea and I were both young and single, when we would sit side by side in bars like these, drinking together, and dreaming.

Until everything changed. I hated it when she had Nell, hated it more than Thea ever knew. I hated it. I despised this mewling being who had taken my best friend away from me, who had turned her into this alien mother creature. She tried to be the same, when we were together, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it anymore, not like it used to be, and it broke mine. Things improved a little when Nell got older, went to school, became less dependent on Thea, easier to leave at home. I even started to like the kid a bit, to find her entertaining and intelligent and quite sweet on occasion, which came as a massive shock to me. It made Thea happy though, and so for a while things were good.

And then the silly cow got pregnant again. Got pregnant by fucking Greg Garrington, and decided to keep the baby. Seriously? SERIOUSLY? Who does that, for Christ’s sake, when they’re married to someone else? But that was Thea, and there was no changing her mind.

I cried for days when she told me, although she never knew that. One kid had been bad enough, had stolen enough of her from me, but two? I kept her secret, though. Of course I did. I loved her, so I kept her secret, and kept my fingers and toes and legs and everything else crossable firmly crossed that this new baby wouldn’t take us backwards again, that nothing would change.

But it did change, of course. It really changed, after Zander was born. It was never just the two of us anymore, or hardly ever, and I couldn’t bear it. If we went for lunch, Zander was always there, in his pram, demanding attention, and then Nell needed picking up from school … if we went out at night, Thea’d always be running late because the baby needed to be fed or bathed, or she’d have to go home early because he’d be up in a few hours for his 1 a.m. feed, and blah and blah and BLAH.

It was insufferable, and it had been making me miserable. I’d tried to rationalize it, to tell myself I was getting too old anyway for the drinking and the partying, we both were. That I was being a selfish cow. That it was time I started thinking about settling down, too, about stopping the wild nights out and the one-night stands with men who had no interest in me other than a quick shag. That Thea and I were still friends, would always be friends, best friends, but just in a different way, a more … a more adult sort of way.

It wasn’t as simple as that though, of course. Thea and I were far more than just friends. I don’t mean we’d ever been sexually involved, nothing like that. But there was something intense between us, a deep connection, something entirely different to the connection I had with any of my other friends. I’d felt it that first time I met her, the evening when she spilled a drink all over me in that bar in London, and clumsily tried to wipe it off, her face all flushed. I felt it then, and I know she did too, and so many years on nothing had changed, not really. We just got each other, like nobody else did.

Except it had changed now, hadn’t it? Now, suddenly, she didn’t trust me anymore, had flung these horrible accusations, questions, whatever they were at me, and worst thing was, the most dreadful awful thing, the thing that made me sick to my stomach, was that she was right. I’d done something terrible, and I’d thought I was safe. But now Thea was remembering, and suddenly I wasn’t safe anymore, and I had no idea how to handle it.

I swallowed the last of my drink, the alcohol starting to make my head swim, and looked for the barman. He was down at the far end of the bar, so I waved a hand, trying to get his attention.

‘Jaz! Lady here needs a drink!’

The barman turned and nodded, and the Bill Nighy lookalike grinned at me.

‘He won’t be long,’ he said. His voice was deep and mellifluous, and I held his gaze for a moment, then smiled a brief thank you and looked away. Any other night, Bill, I thought. Not tonight though. I can’t.

‘Same again?’

Jaz was standing in front of me, wiping his hands on his black apron.

‘Make it a double,’ I said.

I hadn’t planned to drive the car home. I’d actually thought Thea wouldn’t really be drinking much that day, not with both the kids there. I thought she’d have one glass, maybe two maximum, which would have been fine over a couple of hours with a big lunch. But when we got there, to the pubby restaurant place out on the London Road, with the lovely sunny terrace and views over the fields, and ordered champagne, it was as if the old Thea suddenly re-emerged. Two, three glasses disappeared effortlessly, and then we were ordering another bottle. She didn’t seem to notice that I was barely touching my drink, was drinking mainly water and just the odd mouthful of champagne.

I’m not even sure myself why I decided to do it … it certainly hadn’t been planned, hadn’t been in my head at all when I’d got into the car with Thea earlier, heart sinking as I realized not just one but both of the bloody kids were coming too, again. I just suddenly thought, I suppose, that maybe I could somehow use this to change things a bit. That maybe if I kept a clear head, stayed relatively sober, but Thea got really pissed, out of her head drunk, when she was supposed to be in charge of the kids, that Rupert would ban her from taking them out again like this, and that I’d get her back to myself. That in future, she’d have to leave them at home. That I could have a quiet word with Rupert later, say how concerned I was that she’d drunk so much, that the kids had been distressed, that sort of thing. I knew how he’d react. Rupert was predictable like that.

This all sounded dreadful now, sounded as if I was trying to portray my friend as a terrible mother, but that wasn’t what I intended, not at all, because she wasn’t. I just wanted a little bit more of her for me, I suppose. I wanted her to come out and spend time with me, alone, and if Rupert told her she couldn’t take the kids out when we were drinking, then I’d get what I wanted.

Selfish, or what? God, so, so bloody selfish. But at the time, it had seemed like a good idea. And so I sat there, the sun burning my skin, sipping my champagne and drinking my water, and I let her get drunk. Properly, steaming drunk, despite the steak and French fries we ordered along with the bubbly. Zander was kicking happily in his car seat, in the shade under our table, playing with some coloured plastic animal, and Nell was down there with him, staying out of the sun, engrossed in a game on Thea’s iPad.

‘Can’t see it in the sunshine. And it’s nice down here. Can you just pass me a drink now and again?’ she’d asked, and every now and again a slender hand would emerge from under the table and Thea and I would laugh, and one of us would put apple juice with a straw carefully into it, and it would disappear for a minute then re-emerge, waving the empty bottle.

Shortly before three o’clock we decided it was time to go home. I’d noticed Thea’s eyes looking bleary, dark shadows under them. She looked exhausted suddenly – she never got enough sleep anyway, but the heat and alcohol were clearly making her everyday weariness significantly worse that day. She was slurring her words by then, wobbly on her feet when she stood up, almost falling over when she reached down to grab Zander’s car seat, dropping her car keys onto the hot stone of the patio. Good. I wanted her like this, worse than this ideally, when Rupert got home.

We could have some more wine back at the house, I thought, as I retrieved the keys, then gently took the baby seat from her, Zander sound asleep now, and carried it to the car myself, slotting it carefully into place. Nell, who’d still been tapping away on the iPad as she walked behind us, seemingly oblivious to the state her mother was in, clambered into her own seat, yawning and complaining about how hot the car was.

‘We’ll put the air con on, Nell. It’ll cool down in a minute. Sssshh, you’ll wake your brother,’ I said, slipping into the driver’s seat and turning the key in the ignition, then getting out again to deal with Thea.

‘I’ll drive,’ I whispered to her, as she stood unsteadily by the bonnet of the car, blinking in the bright sunlight, the alcohol clearly really getting to her, and she nodded mutely. I opened the passenger door, helping her in, clipping her seat belt into place, then climbed back into the driver’s seat. Behind me, Nell was leaning back in her seat, eyes closed, headphones on, hands limp on the iPad which was resting on her knee. Next to her, Zander was also still sleeping, head tilted to one side, long lashes resting on his creamy cheeks. To my left, Thea was slumped in her seat, chin on her chest. Was she asleep too, already?

I sat there for a moment, trying to calculate how much I’d actually had to drink. Was I really safe to drive us home? I felt sober enough, but it had probably been somewhere between two and three glasses of champagne in total. That should be OK, shouldn’t it, with all the water and food?

And so I drove the car back to Montpellier Terrace, and amazingly there was a space right outside the house, and I manoeuvred the car into it and turned off the engine. As I did so, Thea and Nell opened their eyes simultaneously, Nell suddenly shrieking that she needed the loo, reaching for the door handle, and I leapt out too, realizing I was in desperate need of a wee myself, telling her I’d race her, and she laughed and scampered up the path to the front door. Thea was climbing out of the car herself at that point, so I left her to it. She’d get herself and Zander inside OK, I reckoned … she was drunk, but not entirely incapable. And as I chased Nell into the coolness of the hallway, something in me hoped that maybe outside Thea would be making a bit of a mess of it. That she’d trip, or stumble, as she came up the path with the baby, that the neighbours would see, that somebody else as well as me would have a little word with Rupert about the state his wife was in, would add fuel to this fire I was building, this fire that would bring my friend back to me. The fire that, as it turned out, burned out of control instead, and nearly destroyed my friend. Nearly destroyed all of us. A fire which clearly, I now realized, was still smouldering, ready to flicker into life again …

There were beads of sweat on my forehead now, and I wiped them away with the back of my hand, wondering vaguely how it was possible to be so cold and yet sweating at the same time. I took another gulp of whiskey, not even enjoying the taste anymore but needing it, needing the oblivion it was slowly bringing, the events of that sticky September afternoon still racing through my mind.

It was pretty well documented what happened next, of course. Or what the police thought happened next, anyway. When they questioned us, afterwards, I told them the last thing I remembered was falling asleep. And when they asked about the events leading up to that, and asked me why I had got into the car with Thea, knowing how drunk she was, I realized that she must have told them that it was her … that she had driven us home. She’d obviously been so drunk she simply didn’t remember … she’d just assumed that she’d been behind the wheel. It was her car after all – I suppose it was a natural assumption.

And so I’d gone along with that. I could hardly say it had been me, not at that stage, could I? What would be the point? A drink-driving charge was the least of Thea’s worries, and I relied on my licence so much for work. I wasn’t even sure if I had been over the limit, not when I’d driven the car home, but we’d drunk more since then. If I was breath-tested, would they believe me if I said I’d been fine at the time? I didn’t know how far the police would go to prove that someone was drink-driving, but what if they went to the pub we’d had lunch in, asked people, waiters, bar staff maybe, if they’d noticed how much we’d both drunk? I had no idea if they could do that or not, but what was the point in risking it?

So I just agreed, said Thea had driven. I lied and said I hadn’t realized she was so drunk, that if I had I would never have let her drive, that I would never have left her alone to look after Zander, to bring him inside …

I’d lied to them. I’d lied to everyone. All I’d wanted to do was teach Thea a lesson, shake things up a bit. But what I’d done that day, the consequences of it … my stomach heaved, and I took a deep breath, willing it to settle. My glass was empty again. I stared into it, my vision blurring, then jumped as a hand gently touched my arm.

‘Penny for them, Red?’

The Bill Nighy guy was standing next to me, looking at me quizzically. I straightened up, pushing my hair back off my hot forehead, and felt a sudden surge of recklessness, my eyes roaming from his full lips to his taut biceps, the flat stomach under his close-fitting black sweater.

‘I’m Isla,’ I said, and held out my hand.
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THEA

‘What time is Millie coming, Mum?’

I looked up from my laptop.

‘Around one thirty, I think. So in about ten minutes?’

‘Ace! I’ll be up in my bedroom, OK?’

‘OK, darling. I’ll send her straight up when she gets here.’

Nell, grinning, nodded and raced from the room. She seemed absolutely fine this morning, bright and cheerful, with no mention of last night and her sudden appearance downstairs, shaking and screaming. I wondered if she even remembered it – she had seemed to be sleepwalking, and she hadn’t said a coherent word as I’d comforted her and guided her back to bed, stroking her back gently until the sobs subsided and her eyes closed again. The incident had reinforced my concern about her state of mind, though, and I decided I had to talk to Rupert about taking her back to see Karen Ballerton. One session had clearly not been enough.

I picked up my phone, checking for new texts or emails for the umpteenth time today, but there was still nothing from Isla. I hadn’t heard from her since she stormed out of here last night, even though once I’d calmed Nell down I’d called repeatedly, left a voice message and several texts, apologizing and asking her to please call me back. She was obviously way too pissed off to oblige, though, and I didn’t blame her.

What had I been thinking of, suggesting that maybe she could have been lying to me about what happened? How could I have thought even for a second that my friend for so many years could have done anything to hurt me? It had seemed logical at the time, to ask everyone who was there that day, but I now realized I should have left Isla off my list. It was just ridiculous to think that she—

‘BRRRRING. BRRRRING.’

I jumped as the doorbell rang, and leapt from my seat to answer it, foolishly hoping that I might see Isla standing on the doorstep. It was, of course, Millie, Greg standing behind her holding her overnight bag. The girls were spending the afternoon here with me, but Rupert was due to collect them at five, with plans for a theatre trip to Bath before a sleepover at his place. Mia wasn’t part of tonight’s plans, and for that I was grateful. Nell was in a fragile enough state at the moment without the stress of meeting Daddy’s new girlfriend, and I was pleased that Rupert seemed to be aware of that, and was taking things slowly.

‘Millie, welcome! Nell’s upstairs, do you want to go on up?’

Millie beamed up at me, her golden bob sleek, freshly brushed. Annabelle always did turn her children out extremely well.

‘Hi, Thea. Yes, please. Bye, Daddy!’

She turned, standing on tiptoes to peck her father on the cheek, and he bent down to meet her.

‘Bye, baby. Have fun.’

Millie scooted past me and thundered up the stairs, and I watched her disappear then turned to Greg.

‘Greg … I need a quick word. Have you got time for a coffee?’

He hesitated for a moment, then shrugged.

‘Sure. Shall I just leave this here?’

He waved the overnight bag awkwardly at me, and I nodded.

‘Yeah, just leave it in the hall. Come on through.’

He wiped his feet vigorously on the doormat and came in, dropping the bag and following me down the hallway to the kitchen. I flicked the kettle on then crossed the room again to close the kitchen door. I don’t want Nell or Millie to hear this, I thought, a rush of nervousness making my stomach roll. I busied myself making the coffee, making idle chitchat over my shoulder about the weather and weekend plans, then, placing the two mugs on the table, took a deep breath.

‘You might want to sit down,’ I said.

‘Ohhh-kaaaay.’

Greg, who’d been leaning against the kitchen counter, suddenly looked wary. He looked very handsome today, I thought, as he crossed the room to sit down opposite me. He was wearing a pale blue denim shirt which somehow made his eyes an even deeper grey, and his hair looked as if it had been recently cut, tightly cropped at the temples, a little longer on top. A memory flashed through my brain, an image of my hands gripping that head as he thrust into me, his cheek rough against mine, and I felt an unexpected little shiver of desire. I’d been drunk, very drunk, the night Greg and I had slept together, the night we conceived Zander. But I knew the sex had been good. Not something to think about now, though. Bloody hell, Thea. Concentrate.

‘What’s up?’

He looked nervous, fingers running around the rim of his coffee mug.

‘I … I just wanted to talk to you about … about the day Zander died. You know I’ve had a sort of amnesia? That I haven’t been able to remember much, well, anything really, about that day?’

He nodded.

‘Yes. So I’ve heard.’

‘Well, recently I’ve started having, I don’t know, flashbacks, little bits of memory coming back. And it’s confusing me, you know? Because what I’m remembering doesn’t quite seem to fit with what everyone says happened that day. And the trial’s only about a month away now, so I’m trying to get everything clear in my head. I thought it might help to talk it through with everyone who was around that day, here in the house I mean. Do you mind?’

I was trying to keep my voice calm, steady, but even I could hear the tremor of anxiety. Greg shifted in his chair.

‘Flora mentioned something about this, after you had her round? And Annabelle too – she said she bumped into you, had a coffee. But I didn’t really get it. I thought it was pretty obvious what happened, wasn’t it? Thea, I know it was an accident, OK? I know you’d never hurt a child, your child. Not deliberately. I mean, everyone was shocked, horrified but … well, we’ve known you for years, and terrible things happen to good people, and we’ve tried not to judge …’ He shifted again, looking uncomfortable. ‘But … well, OK, if you need to go through it, if it will help. But I was out in the garden, with Rupert, when … I mean, I don’t know what I can tell you, Thea.’

I was silent for a moment, looking at him. And then – and I had no idea why I said it, where it came from – I simply said quietly: ‘You know, don’t you, Greg? You know he was yours?’

He jerked backwards, as if I’d hit him. For a few seconds his mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, like a fish struggling to breathe on land. Then he said: ‘I … I didn’t know, not for definite. But I guessed, yes. He just looked so … so like me. So like my kids. But – are you sure, Thea? How can you be sure?’

His voice sounded tight, as if something was squeezing his throat. I stared into my coffee. I’d have to confess everything now, I supposed. But what did it matter, at this stage?

‘I went through your pockets, when you left your coat in the hall one day. I found a comb with some hair in it. Had a DNA test done. He was yours all right. Well, 99.9999 per cent definitely anyway, they said, to be precise. Which is about as definite as you can get.’

His eyes widened, eyebrows raised.

‘Wow, Thea. Little miss detective or what?’

‘I suppose. Sorry. For sneaking around I mean. And for doing it without your permission. I should have told you. But you know, I was thinking of Rupert … and Annabelle, of course. Actually, I suppose I wasn’t thinking straight really for a while there, if I’m honest. I was feeling depressed, struggling to cope, and I just didn’t see the point in telling anyone. I thought it would just make everything worse, split up my marriage probably, and yours. And you never said anything, and Rupert never did. So … well, I just kept quiet,’ I finished lamely.

Greg reached a hand across the table and rested it on mine for a moment, then withdrew it again.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered. ‘Thank you for telling me, finally. And please, don’t apologize. I’m the one who should be sorry. I am, you know? I’m so, so sorry. I did wonder, right from the beginning, when Millie came home and said Nell’s mummy was having a new baby. I wondered then, if it could be mine, the timing seemed to fit, you know, after we … but then you never said anything, so I just let it go. But when I saw him, that first time … I knew, Thea. I just knew. He was … he was so beautiful.’

His voice cracked, and I realized he was crying, his eyes brimming with tears. He stood up, turning away from me, and I stood up too.

‘Greg … Greg, please don’t cry.’

I could feel myself starting to go too, my throat tightening, and I needed to try to keep emotion out of this, finish this conversation. I walked closer and gently took his arm, turning him back round to face me. He wiped his face with both hands, shaking his head.

‘God, sorry. What a moron.’

‘You’re not a moron, it’s fine. Here, let me get you a tissue.’

There was a box on the worktop and I pulled out a handful and handed them to him. We both sat down again, and Greg took a deep breath.

‘OK, so … you said earlier, you’re starting to remember things? What did you mean by that?’

I thought for a moment, wanting to choose my words carefully. I didn’t want a repeat of last night with Isla.

‘It’s just the timeline. The order things happened in, I suppose. It’s a bit hard to explain, but … when you arrived with Millie that day, Greg, that was at around five thirty, right? Can you talk me through what happened, after you got here?’

I knew the timings by heart by now. He crinkled his brow, looking puzzled.

‘OK, well … yes, it was about five thirty, I suppose. Rupert opened the door to us, said hi and so on. Then Millie ran straight upstairs to see Nell, like she did today. Rupert asked me if I fancied a beer while I waited for her, and I said yes, so we came through here to the kitchen and he grabbed a couple out of the fridge. Then we headed out into the garden.’ He gestured towards the back door behind me. ‘It was cooler out there, nice and shady under the tree. It was hellish hot that day …’ His voice tailed off. ‘Shit. Sorry.’

He covered his face with his hands and groaned.

‘It’s OK, honestly. I’m sorry, to ask you all this. But … what happened then? Anything you can remember?’

He raised his head, looking at me in silence for a moment.

‘We had a bit of a row,’ he said.

‘Who did?’ I was taken aback. I didn’t know anything about a row.

‘Me and Rupert. Well, not a row exactly. But he started … well, not accusing me, not exactly, but insinuating …’ He paused.

‘Insinuating what?’

Another pause.

‘Insinuating … well, that I fancied you. I can’t remember what he said, not the exact words. But he sort of implied that he thought I fancied you, and to keep off. It was all jokey at first, but I suddenly got scared, Thea. I thought … does he know? Does he know what we did? Or at least suspect? I mean, Zander didn’t look like either of you, not at all, did he? So I wouldn’t have blamed Rupert, for being suspicious. I suddenly wondered if he suspected, was testing the water maybe, seeing how I’d react. And instead of just laughing it off, moron that I am, I got defensive. Asked him why on earth I’d want you when I had a beautiful wife like Annabelle …’

I snorted. ‘Thanks.’

‘Oh shit, I didn’t mean it. You know I fancied you, Thea. It would never have happened if I hadn’t. I’d always thought you were gorgeous, every time I saw you, right from the beginning at that first school gathering we went to when the girls were small. I was just trying to protect myself, and you I suppose …’

‘OK, OK, I was only joking. So how long did it go on, this row? What happened next?’

‘Well, as I said, it wasn’t really a row. But the next thing, it was about six fifteen, I think, well, we heard the screaming. Flora, screaming. And we dropped the beers and came running in, and—’

He stopped talking abruptly. I nodded, swallowing hard. I knew the rest.

‘So … from the time you arrived, you and Rupert were together the whole time?’ I asked.

He frowned.

‘Errrm … yes, I think so. He went back in to get another couple of beers at one point but that was just into the kitchen. Only took a few seconds. Why?’

I shrugged. This had been a waste of time. All of it was just a waste of time, wasn’t it? I’d destroyed my friendship with Isla, was probably going to destroy what was left of my relationship with Rupert next. And for what? A desperate attempt to convince myself that I didn’t kill my child. That somebody else was responsible. What the hell was wrong with me? I needed to let Greg go, leave it, stop digging. He was a victim in this too, if you thought about it, wasn’t he? He’d lost a child, just as I had.

‘Nothing. Just trying to get everything clear. I’m so sorry, Greg. Sorry to make you relive it again. I know it’s not easy, for any of us. But especially you, especially now you know for definite. I’m so sorry, Greg. For your loss. Sorry for both of us.’

‘So am I. And for Zander. I know you had your problems, Thea, but what happened to Zander … it was terrible. I can’t … and now I know, that he really was my son …’

Oh God. I felt the tears welling again and swallowed them back. Greg was clearly trying to control his emotions too, his fists balled on the table in front of him, eyes fixed on the smooth wood, his breathing laboured. We both sat there for a few moments, then I exhaled and stood up.

‘I need to get back to work. Thank you for that. I … I’m so sorry, Greg. For everything.’

He stood too, shaking his head.

‘So am I,’ he whispered.
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GREG

I drove home in a daze, my hands gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles were white. Zander was my baby. My son. My fourth child. My dead child. Deep down, I’d known it from the start, known it from that very first time I’d seen him lying there in his pram, but I hadn’t dared admit it even to myself, not really. I’d looked, and known, and then cast the thought out again, refusing to allow it to stay, terrified of what it meant.

I’d tried to avoid looking at him after that, sick with fear, with guilt. Wishing he would just go away. Wishing he wasn’t there, that he didn’t exist. And then, the day he actually did stop existing, my initial reaction to his death horrified me. Appalled me, then and now, every time I thought about it, every time I let my mind go there. Because my first feeling, the first emotion that hit me when I saw that tiny body in Flora’s arms, wasn’t one of grief, or loss, or sadness. My first reaction was a second, just a brief moment, of overwhelming relief. He was gone. I’d wanted him gone, and it had happened.

And then, almost as soon as that terrible, sick thought entered my head, it rushed out again, and the guilt roared back, sweeping over me like a tidal wave, making it almost impossible to think, to breathe. The hideous, never-ending sense of shame, that I could feel, even for a second, relief about the death of a child. A baby. My baby.

Annabelle mistook it for shock and sadness, of course. Night after night, my wife cradled me in her arms, stroked my hair, tried to soothe away the pain.

‘Just such a terrible thing for you to witness, my darling. I’m so, so sorry, that you had to see that. That poor little mite, I can’t bear it. That woman is a monster. To leave your own baby in a car, to forget about him …’

And that, of course, made it all so much worse. I knew Thea wasn’t a monster. She wasn’t perfect – who was? – but she was a good woman, a good mother.

But why had I slept with her? Why? That should never have happened, didn’t need to happen. It was one thing fancying the pretty mother of your daughter’s best friend – and hell, yes, I always thought Thea was incredibly attractive, that lithe body, those cheekbones. But it was quite another to get pissed out of your head and shag her in a hotel room on a wild night out, shag her and not use any fucking protection.

I’d had flings before, now and again, but not for ages, years, and I’d never slept with any of them. It had never gone further than a snog before, a quick fumble. I loved Annabelle, and I had no intention of leaving her, of abandoning my marriage. It was just that sometimes … well, she was always so busy, so stressed, so tied up with the children, the business. No excuse, I knew that. Pathetic, really. My wife’s too tired, so I’m looking elsewhere.

I’d even tried it on with Flora, a little. She was so pretty, so nice, and I’d seen the way she’d looked at me too, sometimes. But I’d stopped myself – what was I thinking, right there in the house, under Annabelle’s nose? Again, pathetic. But I’d wondered, too, if she might know about Zander. She and Thea had been close, and it had crossed my mind once or twice that she might know something, and that frightened me. If I could get closer to her, maybe I could find out if she knew, and if so, make her promise to keep it to herself. Because if she told Annabelle …

But why did I have to try it on with her? Why not just talk to her, for fuck’s sake? Midlife crisis or what? I sometimes thought Annabelle knew – not about Thea, but about some of the others – or suspected anyway, but she never said. Didn’t want to know, I supposed. Didn’t want to admit it to herself, a bit like me with Zander, because then what?

I slowed for a red light, my heart thudding dully in my chest, aware that I could feel the pulse in my throat. The bigger question now was now what? I hadn’t asked Thea if she’d told anyone else, I suddenly realized. Did anyone else know that I was Zander’s father? And what was she starting to remember, about the day he died? I hadn’t asked her that either. She’d been the one asking all the questions. What had she said? That she didn’t think things had happened like everyone said they did that day? A shiver ran through me, my body suddenly deathly cold despite the heat pumping out through the car’s vents. What did she remember?

I sat rigid in my seat, my limbs leaden. The court case, the trial, was just weeks away now. It was something I’d started to worry desperately about in the past few weeks, something I’d tried to blame on work stress when Annabelle asked me why I was so tense, so distracted. It had suddenly occurred to me that if my suspicions were true, if I really was Zander’s biological father, that it might come out at the trial, and the thought horrified me.

Now that I knew for definite about Zander, the fear was suddenly becoming paralyzing. Would everyone find out that I was Zander’s father? Rupert had left Thea anyway now, so what did it matter if it all came out at her trial? Their marriage was over. A bit of infidelity thrown into the mix wouldn’t change anything, not at this stage, would it? Would she do that to me, to him?

I swallowed hard, then jumped as a loud honk came from the car behind. Shit. The lights had changed, and I waved a hand in apology, moving the car off, suddenly unsure if I was actually fit to drive. My legs had started shaking, my foot jerky on the accelerator pedal. During those long, dark nights in the weeks after Zander died, I’d begged the universe, begged a god I didn’t believe in for forgiveness, vowing that my life was going to change, vowing never to cheat on Annabelle again, promising that if my dreadful secret could remain a secret I’d make a new start, become a new, better person. But I realized now that, somehow, in the past hour, my life had started to fall apart. That’s what lying did to you, in the end, didn’t it? Your lies always find you out. Do terrible things, and terrible things happened to you. Karma, they called it.

The road ahead was clear now, and I put my foot down, Annabelle’s face suddenly floating into my mind. The pain, the grief in her eyes, if she were to find out about Zander, about what I’d done, from somebody else. From Thea. From the police. A sense of panic gripped me. I needed to go home. I needed to talk to my wife. I needed to confess.
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ANNABELLE

‘Heart-shaped invitations, heart-shaped biscuits, heart-shaped balloons, pink champagne in heart-shaped glasses, heart-shaped pizzas … heart-shaped pizzas? Seriously? Ugh. Tacky or what?’

I giggled at the undisguised disgust in Flora’s voice. She really was not the hearts and flowers type.

‘Well, it is a Valentine’s Day party. People like hearts on Valentine’s Day, Flora, what can I say? We give the client what the client wants. She can have heart-shaped flipping loo roll in the bathroom if she wants it.’

Flora’s eyes widened.

‘Someone makes heart-shaped loo roll? How does that work then? How does it fit on the … oh, very funny.’

Still laughing, I moved to one side as Flora threw her pen at me.

‘Ouch, don’t! Sorry, it was just your face as you read the list of heart-shaped stuff … you don’t realize how funny you can be, Flora.’

‘Hmmph.’ She snorted in an exaggerated fashion, but there was a little smile playing on her lips now.

‘Well, I’m glad I amuse you. Shall I pour the tea?’

‘You do. And yes, please. I’m just going to move Olaf into the living room. Every time I stand up I worry I’m going to trample him, poor love.’

I bent down and gently picked the kitten up, stroking his soft head as I carried him into the front room and gently deposited him on the hearth rug, where he immediately curled into a sleepy ball. Remarkably, the very next day after the Hamish tragedy, Greg had seen an advert in the local paper offering Persian kittens for immediate rehoming. To Sienna’s intense joy, the adorable ball of white fluff now known as Olaf had joined us that very evening, and after just a couple of days already felt like part of the family.

Smiling – he really was the sweetest little thing – I returned to the kitchen, where my tea was waiting for me. Flora and I had just settled down at the kitchen table for a quick debrief on last night, and a look ahead to Wednesday, when we’d be throwing the Valentine’s party for Lara Foster, the Cheltenham Town footballer’s wife. The pyjama party had been a resounding success – Octavia had been thrilled, hugging us both as we left and pressing an extremely generous cash tip into my hand. When we’d arrived home just after midnight, I’d handed most of the money to Flora.

‘For all your hard work recently,’ I said. ‘You deserve it.’

She’d gaped at the notes and then, to my surprise, flung her arms around me. When she released me a few moments later, she had tears in her eyes.

‘Oh Flora, sweetie, don’t cry! It’s only money. I’ll take it back if it upsets you!’ I laughed.

She laughed too, stuffing the cash into her jeans pocket.

‘No way! Thank you so much, Annabelle. I’m sorry, I’m an idiot. It’s just that … well, you’re so kind to me. I feel … I don’t know, sort of valued here. And sort of part of the family too. You’ve made me so welcome, and I love my job. I appreciate it so much, and I’m sorry if … well, I’m sorry if I don’t often show it. I’m not that good, with emotion …’

She wiped her cheeks with the backs of her hands, and I felt a sudden wave of affection. She was so young, really, and I remembered how insecure I’d been at twenty-five and suddenly wondered if I should be doing more to show how much I appreciated her. She worked so hard, and was so great with the kids. I really couldn’t imagine life without her now.

‘Oh my goodness, don’t apologize,’ I said, and reached for her hands, squeezing them. ‘You are absolutely part of the family, and highly valued, and I should tell you that more often too. Treat yourself to something nice with that money, please. You’ve more than earned it.’

We’d headed for bed after that, and I’d fallen asleep with a warm glow, remembering the smile on Flora’s face as we’d parted on the landing. I was glad she was finishing the day on a high note. Earlier, as we’d eaten breakfast together, I’d mentioned Thea, and what she’d said to me when we’d bumped into each other in Cheltenham. I hadn’t mentioned seeing her former employer to Flora when we met up again to drive home after our shopping, not wanting to sour the mood, so why on earth had I mentioned it now?

I knew instantly by Flora’s face that I’d made a mistake, and mentally kicked myself. What Thea had said to me, about remembering things about the day Zander died, about the fact that she thought someone else had been responsible, had haunted me the evening after I’d seen her, but I’d been vague when I’d mentioned it to Greg, just saying that Thea’s memories were returning and she was feeling confused. He’d been there that day after all, and the more I thought about it, the more ludicrous Thea’s claims sounded. She had looked wretched, broken – was that why she had temporarily convinced me that there might be some truth in what was she was saying? Was it just sympathy for a woman whose life was crumbling that had made me believe her? Probably. So why had I brought it up now, with Flora? What was wrong with me, always going on about the Ashfields, when I knew she couldn’t bear to talk about them, when I knew she was still traumatized by what had happened there?

‘Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry, Flora. There I go again. Forget I said anything.’

I stopped buttering my toast and turned to look at her. Her eyes were fixed on her plate, her hands still working her knife and fork, cutting up a sausage, but her body looked stiff, her movements suddenly jerky. She shrugged, not looking at me.

‘It’s OK. It’s the same sort of stuff she said to me, that time she asked me to go round to see her. I think she’s crazy, Annabelle, honestly, and I hate saying that. But I think she’s lost it a bit. I don’t blame her – I can’t even imagine what she’s going through; it must be horrendous; it was bad enough for me, for the rest of us, seeing … well seeing Zander like that. But she was his mother, and I’m almost not surprised that her brain is finding it impossible to accept what she did; it must be unbearable. Even so … what she’s saying, that she doesn’t think she did it … I mean, it’s bonkers, right?’

I sat still for a moment, thinking, then nodded slowly.

‘Yes. It probably is. And it’s just the saddest thing in the world, isn’t it?’

Flora’s eyes met mine, and she nodded too.

‘It’s the worst thing I’ve ever had to witness,’ she said quietly, then dipped her head again, spearing a piece of sausage with her fork.

We ate in silence after that, and the more I thought about it, the more I knew Flora had to be right, just like Greg was.

I was thinking about it again now, as we sat at the kitchen table sorting out the final details of the Valentine’s party, my mind constantly drifting away from pink confetti and heart-shaped everything to Thea. She had been so convincing, when she had told me what she’d told me, but now that I could look back on our meeting with a level of objectivity, it seemed insane to think that anyone other than her could have been responsible for the baby’s death. Who on earth would do something like that?

CRASH.

Flora and I both jumped as, down the hallway, the front door banged open, flung inwards so hard it bounced back against the wall. I pushed the notes on the Valentine’s do aside and stood up, alarmed.

‘Greg? Is that you?’

It was. My husband was staggering down the corridor, his face deathly white.

‘Annabelle.’

His voice was a hoarse gasp, and my alarm grew as he flung himself into an empty chair. His eyes were red-rimmed, his hair wild, as if he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly.

‘Greg! What’s wrong? Has something happened? Have you … have you been crying? Oh no, no no no … please don’t tell me it’s one of the kids? Greg, talk to me!’

I was standing over him, practically screaming, panic gripping me. My husband sank his head into his hands, and I turned to look at Flora, who looked as horrified as I felt.

‘Greg … Mr Garrington? What is it? Please, you’re scaring us,’ she said, her voice shaky.

Greg raised his head and looked at me.

‘The kids are fine. Well, our kids are anyway.’

Relief flooded through me, to be instantly replaced by more fear.

‘What do you mean, our …?’

He was looking at Flora now, ignoring me.

‘I’ve just been talking to Thea,’ he said. ‘She told me something. Confirmed something, Something I’ve suspected for a long time. Something I’m wondering if you already knew, Flora.’

Flora frowned, and then her eyes widened.

‘Oh.’

Her voice was a whisper. Simultaneously, they both turned to look at me, and the expression in their eyes sent a chill down my spine.

‘What? For God’s sake, what is going on?’

‘Annabelle.’

There were tears in my husband’s eyes now, and I had a sudden terrible sense of foreboding, a sudden absolute knowledge that whatever this was, whatever he was about to say, was going to change everything, was going to destroy life as I knew it.

‘Greg. Don’t, please …’ I whimpered the words, but he wasn’t listening.

‘Annabelle. I have something to tell you.’
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THEA

I looked at my watch for the fifth time in about three minutes. Ten to five. Rupert could be here any time now, I thought, and I resumed the nervous pacing, up and down the dining room, that I’d been doing periodically ever since Greg left so abruptly a few hours earlier. He hadn’t even called up the stairs to say goodbye to Millie, barely looking at me as he departed, his voice sounding hoarse as he muttered that Rupert had arranged to drop Millie off at home tomorrow morning after the sleepover so I didn’t need to worry.

Our encounter had left me unsettled, jittery, unable to get down to work or even watch television. The girls were playing happily up in Nell’s bedroom, emerging just once to ask for a drink and some biscuits before running back upstairs again, and that at least gave me some peace of mind.

An afternoon and evening with her best friend would be good for Nell – for Millie too, probably, as I feared that things might not be particularly good at the Garrington home this evening. Greg had seemed so shaken, so terribly upset, even though he said he’d suspected all along that he might be my son’s father. The confirmation that he’d been correct had seemed overwhelming to him, though, and the dreadful guilt I was now feeling about not telling him sooner was slowly becoming mixed with fear. What if he went straight home and told Annabelle? Would he?

I’d stopped my pacing as this thought struck me, suddenly frozen. Shit. The possible repercussions terrified me. If Annabelle knew I’d slept with her husband, had his child, what would that mean for Millie and Nell? She’d never let her daughter through my door again, and that would be devastating for Nell. I’d thought about this before, of course – tortured myself for months, after that night with Greg, after I found out I was pregnant. But as time went on, and Zander was born, and nobody said anything, I foolishly let myself believe that it would never happen. If Greg never asked if the baby was his, and Rupert never confronted me, we could all just go on as we were, and Annabelle would never find out the truth. Nobody would.

But now … I shivered, and slumped down on the nearest chair, feeling a little queasy. He wouldn’t tell Annabelle, would he? Of course he wouldn’t. I was just being paranoid. What would he have to gain? It would probably destroy his marriage, and for what? A baby son who was no longer around to be a problem for him? I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. No, it would be OK. He’d get over it, in time.

I needed to put Greg out of my head now anyway, because Rupert would be here soon. Rupert, the only other person in the house that day. The only person who really had both time and motive. The person who, of everyone there, had the biggest reason to want to hurt me, to punish me. But could I really confront him? As I ran through the words I wanted to say to him in my mind, I began to feel woozy, as if my brain was floating outside my body. Was I actually about to do this? Was I really about to accuse my husband of killing our baby? Well, of killing my baby?

He hated me enough already, his whole family did. My parents, dead so long before it had happened, had been spared the terrible shame, hadn’t had to go through this ordeal. But Rupert’s parents … they’d come to the funeral, that dark day which I could barely remember now, the pain so great it robbed me of all speech, of all coherent thought. They’d come, and they’d looked at me with so much hate, so much contempt, that I was left reeling. They expressed their disgust that I’d even been allowed to attend, and then they’d left, and I’d never heard from them again. And now, would Rupert leave too, forever, after what I was planning to say to him today?

The futility of what I was doing suddenly struck me. Was there really any point? After all, what had I gained by talking to Flora, to Isla, to Greg? All I’d done was upset them all, offended them deeply. Made them think I was crazy, if they didn’t already.

Should I even do this? Things between Rupert and me were tense enough already, and with Nell so fragile … I closed my eyes briefly, and it ran through my head again, like a scene from a movie. My arms, reaching into the back of the car. Zander, head heavy on my shoulder, sound asleep. My feet on the path, slightly unsteady with alcohol. My lips brushing his skin as I laid him in his pram. How then? HOW? How could he still be in the car hours later? How, when I remembered? My heart rate had speeded up, the dizzy feeling worse now, and I rubbed frantically at my face, then dropped my head down between my knees, willing myself not to faint, trying to breathe normally. No, it was no good. I had to do this. I had to see his reaction. I had to ask Rupert the questions that had gone round and round in my head for weeks, the questions I so desperately needed the answers to.

BRRRRR.

The doorbell rang. I stayed motionless, trying to get back in control of my body, knowing that Nell would probably answer it anyway, hearing her pounding feet on the stairs and her shriek of ‘Daddy!’ a moment later. By the time the dining room door opened and she and Rupert walked in, I was on my feet, making a show of tidying some papers on the table.

‘Rupert. How are you? Nell, go and make sure you have everything in your bag, will you? And maybe check Millie’s, too. If she’s forgotten anything we can lend her something of yours to bring. I just need a quick word with Daddy, OK?’

‘OK!’ Nell grinned at me, then turned and ran out of the room, thundering up the stairs as she shouted: ‘Mills! We have to check our bags and then we can go!’

I waited until I heard her bedroom door close, then turned to Rupert, who had a puzzled look on his face.

‘What’s up? I don’t have a lot of time, I promised the girls a burger before the play and we have to drive to Bath first …’

‘This won’t take long. I just need to ask you something. I’m putting together my thoughts for the trial,’ I gestured at the piles of paperwork on the table, ‘and, well, my mind is clearer now, Rupert. The amnesia seems to be easing, and things are coming back to me. And these things … well, some of them don’t make sense.’

He was frowning now, staring at the papers on the table.

‘What doesn’t make sense?’

I said nothing for a few moments, then took a breath, the words coming quickly, practised so many times in my head.

‘Rupert, everyone said I left Zander in the car. Even I thought I left Zander in the car. But in the past few weeks, I’ve started to think that’s not how it happened. I remember, you see – the memories, they’ve started to come back. And now, I remember bringing him in and putting him in his pram, before I sat down with Isla to have another drink, and then fell asleep. And yet, a few hours later, Flora found him in the car. And the only way that could have happened, if I didn’t leave him there, is that somebody took him back out and put him there. And I have no idea why anybody would do something so horrendous, so sick, but Rupert, I—’ I stopped speaking, suddenly aware that my husband was staring at me openmouthed, his face flushing a dark, angry red.

‘You … hang on, let me get this right. You think somebody put him back out there? What the fuck, Thea? Are you fucking mental? Has all the drinking rotted your fucking brain cells? Tell me you’re not serious, please!’

He took a step towards me, a wild look in his eyes, his fists clenched in front of him, and a little ripple of fear ran through me. Was he … was he going to hit me?

‘It’s what I remember, Rupert. I can’t help it.’

My voice was small, feeble, even to my own ears. He took another step forward, his eyes narrowed, his breathing heavy, and I backed away, fear like an icy bubble running up my spine.

‘Rupert, please …’

And then, quite suddenly, he turned away from me, walked to the window, and began to laugh. I was so shocked, so relieved, that I sat down heavily on the nearest chair again, watching him. It wasn’t his usual laugh – Rupert had an infectious, almost girlish giggle normally, the kind of giggle that set everyone else off too, even if they weren’t quite sure what the joke was. But today his laugh had a hysterical quality, and I suddenly realized that he was crying and laughing at the same time, tears running down his cheeks. I sat, perfectly still, not knowing what to do, desperate for him to stop, to talk to me. To say something. To say anything.

‘Rupert? Are you OK?’ I said eventually.

I expected him to ignore me but he stopped laughing, crying, whatever it was, quite abruptly, and turned to look at me.

‘OK? You’re asking me if I’m OK? Christ, Thea. You’re the one who’s not OK. You think somebody else put Zander back into the car? And who is this somebody else, then? Can I assume that as it’s me you’re telling about this, that you think it was me? You think I … what? Sneaked in when nobody was looking, stole him out of the pram and put him back into a hot car to die? Are you fucking serious? I mean, I know you’re trying to stay out of prison, but surely even you can’t be that desperate?’ His voice was rising, his face reddening again, the anger back.

‘Rupert, please. I’m not accusing you. I’m not accusing anyone. I just remember what I remember, and it doesn’t make sense. So I’m trying to work out how …’

I stopped, my throat suddenly tight, my own eyes filling with tears now. I shouldn’t have done this, I shouldn’t, I shouldn’t. What was it going to achieve, except make Rupert hate me even more than he did already? All I’d done was alienate everyone, at a time when I needed them more than I’d ever done. When I was going to court, and most likely, I realized now, to prison too; for what jury would believe me when I said I remembered taking my child to safety, when I’d already taken responsibility for his death months ago? I’d ruined it, ruined it all, and for what?

My head was spinning, and I gripped onto the seat of the chair for support, aware that Rupert was talking again.

‘What are you trying to work out, Thea?’ His voice was quieter now, calmer, but with a hint of menace. ‘Are you, by any chance, trying to work out how to tell me that Zander wasn’t actually my son?’

I gasped, as if he’d thrown a bucket of cold water on me. Had Greg … had Greg called Rupert, as soon as he’d left here earlier? Surely not …

Rupert was still talking, moving closer to me again.

‘Because he wasn’t, was he, Thea? Whose son was he? WHOSE SON WAS HE?’

He screamed the final words, banging a fist on the table, his face so close to mine a fine mist of spittle sprayed my face as he spat the words out, and I shrank back in my chair, the tears streaming again. I had no choice now, did I?

‘He was … he was Greg’s. Greg Garrington’s. But it was only one night, I swear …’

‘FUCK! FUCK FUCK FUCK!’

He spun on his heels and stomped across the room, hands clawing at his scalp, and an anguished wail escaped him, the sound of a wounded animal in pain. And then suddenly there was another noise, another wailing sound, but this time more high-pitched, more frightened, and I turned to see Nell standing in the doorway, a look of terror on her face, her whole body visibly shaking.

‘STOP IT!! STOP IT!’ she screamed.
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‘You two OK there for a bit? We’ll leave for Bath in about half an hour, OK?’

Nell, calm again now, although her eyes were still red, nodded.

‘OK, Daddy.’

She and Millie were in front of the TV in the small lounge of my rented flat, watching some old sitcom. It was Friends, actually, I realized as I left them to it and headed to the kitchen. I hadn’t known it was still running. I closed the door behind me and sat down at the narrow breakfast bar, exhaling heavily. What an afternoon. What a shitty, shitty afternoon. First Thea and her revelations, and then my daughter, who was clearly still not right, not right at all, despite her visit to that bloody counsellor woman. Waste of money that was, then. When she’d appeared in such a state, Thea and I had both tried to comfort her, but she’d been inconsolable, her little face red and wet with tears.

‘I want to just go, now,’ she said, over and over again, pushing us both away, begging us to stop arguing. In the end, Thea, in tears by then herself, told me to take the girls and go, and that Nell would eventually calm down, and she was right. With a white-faced Millie, clearly traumatized by the whole thing, by her side in the back seat of my car, Nell’s sobbing gradually lessened during the short drive to my flat on the edge of town, and now she seemed more or less fine again, which was more than I could say for myself.

The last, the very last thing I wanted to do this evening now was take two kids to eat burgers and sit in a theatre watching a dramatized version of some kids’ TV programme – I’d rather sit here and drink myself into oblivion – but there was nothing I could do to get out of it.

I rubbed my eyes hard with the heels of my hands, then stopped rubbing and just sat there, resting my head in my hands, brain racing.

Greg Garrington. GREG FUCKING GARRINGTON. I’d suspected it, of course I had, for so long, but somehow I’d managed to convince myself it wasn’t true, it couldn’t be true, certainly at the beginning. Thea and I had had our issues, but she’d never be unfaithful, would she? It was one of the reasons why I hadn’t fought her for sole custody of Nell, when I’d finally left her after that horrific day last September.

I couldn’t live with her anymore, I knew that. The love that had been fading, shrivelling, had finally died when Zander died. But despite all that, despite the nightmarish days and weeks that followed, I still felt that Thea was basically a good person. So many people tried to change my mind about that – friends, colleagues, even strangers. How can you ever trust her again? they’d ask. How can you leave your daughter with a monster like Thea? But I’d known Thea for years, and I knew they were wrong. She’d always been a good person, a good wife, a good mother. Not a perfect wife, not a perfect mother, clearly. But then what mother, what parent, what marriage, was perfect?

She was a better mother than I was a father, that was beyond doubt. Work, to my shame, had always taken precedence for me, certainly during the early years of our marriage. And Nell adored her mother, and my little girl had suffered enough. To take her entirely away from her mum, her home, after what she’d gone through? No. I needed to make sure my daughter was safe, and happy, and at the time it had seemed to me that the best way to ensure that was to let Thea share in her care, even if it was for less than half the week.

And even though I couldn’t stay with my wife, couldn’t bring myself to comfort her, could barely look at her in those early days, I couldn’t cause Thea anymore pain either. She’d lost her baby – how could I take her only other child away too?

But now, for the first time, I was regretting that decision, the decision I’d made to spare her anymore suffering. More fucking fool me. Greg Garrington. My fists clenched under my forehead. OK, so we weren’t the closest of mates, but we’d always got on, always had a laugh when we bumped into each other. He was the father of my daughter’s best friend, a bloke I’d so often shared a beer with, talked footie with. Shared a fucking wife with too, it now seemed.

I banged my fists hard on the table, suddenly filled with a red-hot anger. How often had it happened? When had it happened? Was it still going on? Did Annabelle know? And who else knew that Zander wasn’t mine? Isla must know, surely? Thea told her everything. But who else? Had they all been laughing at me behind my back, all this time? I stood up, pushing my stool back so violently it toppled over onto the floor.

‘FUCK!’ I shouted, then remembered the girls in the living room and groaned. I had to keep it together, for this evening at least. But tomorrow, when I dropped Millie off at home as agreed … I clenched my fists again, wanting nothing so badly right at that moment than to slam them into that bastard’s smug face. How fucking dare he drink my beer, sit chatting with me in my own back garden, knowing all the time that he’d been shagging my wife? Getting my wife pregnant, for fuck’s sake? And as for her …

I walked to the kitchen window and looked out onto the tiny paved courtyard that now served as my back garden. I’d loved Cheltenham so much when we’d first arrived here, this classy town with its Regency terraces and ornamental parks, and we’d been so happy for a while in our Montpellier home, me and Thea and Nell. My rental was bleak, featureless, unloved, but I’d seen it as a stepping stone: somewhere to rest my head and put myself back together before I could move on again. But how easy was that going to be, really, after this?

I bent to pick up the fallen stool, breathing heavily. The doubts had started from when Zander was born, and he looked so different to what I’d expected. Somehow, though, I’d buried the feelings, refusing to acknowledge what my gut was telling me. OK, so the kid didn’t look like me, didn’t look anything like Thea or Nell either, with all that white-blond hair and blue eyes. But these things happened, right? Nature, genetics, were quirky things. We’ve all seen the stories in the newspapers about the black parents producing white offspring, some throwback to a mixed-race ancestor, right?

So I ignored how he looked, tried as hard as I could to bond with my son, tried to keep my relationship with Thea on track, even though somewhere deep inside the suspicions were growing, the questions bubbling to the surface. Was he mine? But if not, whose? Yes, Greg Garrington crossed my mind again from time to time, but apart from the hair and eye colour, well … I couldn’t see it, him and Thea. He was just one of Nell’s friends’ dads – fair enough, the one we saw the most of, but even so. Just a dad, someone we met at drop-offs and pickups at the school gates and the occasional social thing. I hadn’t even noticed Thea talking to him much, ever, even now as I thought about it hard, running some of the parties or events of the past couple of years through my mind. So how the fuck …?

So Greg remained on the periphery of my mind, and somehow I carried on behaving completely normally around him. Christ, I even confided in him about Mia, back in the summer, when we got pissed at some festival thing across the road in the park. I never told him about Flora, though, hadn’t told anyone about that.

I still didn’t really know why I did it, and did it so many times, with her. Yes, of course, she was attractive – fit body, cute smile, always there in the house, always a temptation. But when I looked back, I think being with Flora was a way of silently punishing Thea, punishing her for the doubts in my mind about Zander, for the problems in our marriage, for her tooregular nights out with bloody Isla. I was shagging Mia at work at the same time, for the same reasons, and when one day Flora suddenly told me it was over between us, it was almost a relief. My life was too complicated anyway, and for a while I thought maybe I could pull things back together, stop seeing Mia, too, concentrate on rebuilding my marriage, pretend all was well.

I managed it until just before Zander died. A few weeks before my son – his son – breathed his last. It was as if it hit me all of a sudden – the truth that had been staring me hard in the eyes for so long, the truth I’d tried to ignore. Greg had come round to pick Millie up, passing the time of day with me and Thea in the lounge while the kid gathered her belongings, and he’d wandered over to look at Zander, asleep in his pram. I’d walked over to join him, and suddenly it was there, right in front of me. I looked at Zander, looked at Greg, looked at Zander again, and it was as if somebody had rammed a fist into my throat, making me gasp. They weren’t just a bit alike, they were … they were identical. The hair, the eyes, the shape of the fucking jawline, for fuck’s sake.

I left the room, fast, saying I’d remembered an urgent work call I had to make, my heart beating so fast I thought I might keel over. And even then, I never confronted her. Never confronted either of them. I still hadn’t known for definite, of course, and my suspicions, strong as they were, could have been wrong.

But inside me, the anger was growing. And although if what I feared was true, it was Greg I wanted to hurt – wanted to kill – the main force of my anger was directed at Thea. At my wife, my cheating whore of a wife. So while I maintained an amicable relationship with her, most of the time, and mainly for the sake of the kids – it wasn’t Zander’s fault, after all, and certainly not Nell’s – I started sleeping with Mia again, and this time I was deliberately careless. I would very obviously leave the room to take Mia’s calls, leave dinner and hotel receipts in my pockets, even on my bedside table once, hoping that Thea might get suspicious. Hoping to hurt her. To cause her pain, like the pain I now believed she’d inflicted on me. But, well – she didn’t even notice. She was too wrapped up in the kids, in Just Enfant, in Isla, as usual. And so I got angrier and angrier, and I knew I had to do something, something drastic. Something to confirm everything I was thinking, something to bring all this to a head, once and for all.

And so came that last day. That’s how I thought of it now, the last day … the day life as my family knew it ended for ever. The day I finally found the guts to confront Greg Garrington in the garden, to ask him if there was anything, ever had been anything, between him and Thea. The day Zander died. A shudder ran through me, as the image of his face, his limp body, flashed through my mind. He didn’t deserve that. No child deserved that. But then I thought of Thea. Of Thea, who had slept with another man, brought his child into the world and tried to pass it off as mine. My wife, who had betrayed me in the worst possible way. I thought of Thea, and her face when she saw her dead child in Flora’s arms. Her screams of anguish. Her screams of guilt, finally. And I smiled.


36 

THEA

It was all over. I sat, slumped on the end of the sofa, in complete despair. The room was warm, the central heating on, but I felt cold, chilled to the bone, my fingers numb, my skin covered in goosebumps. Why hadn’t I kept my mouth shut? Even Nell was gone from me now, my beautiful daughter, the child I’d hurt so much, damaged so much. I remembered her face, twisted in grief as she begged Rupert to take her away from here, away from me, and I felt a physical pain, a spasm that shook my body. Why had I let these delusions of mine take hold, make me confront people who might have supported me, make me throw such ridiculous, terrible accusations at my friends, my family? What was wrong with me?

I was responsible for Zander’s death, nobody else. I had to be. Why couldn’t I just accept that? Well, I had now. Rupert’s reaction had finally opened my eyes. It was over. I’d had hope, these past few weeks – tiny tendrils of hope, frail but still there, still strong enough to hold me together. Now that hope was gone, and I could feel myself starting to fall apart. In a few weeks’ time I’d be heading to prison, and my whole life – my family, my home, my business – would be gone. Done. Changed for ever. There was no way out of this now, nobody else to talk to, nobody who could help me. I was alone.

I cried then. Cried for everything I’d lost, and everything I was about to lose.

And then I reached for the gin bottle.
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‘Millie. Millie, I need to tell you something.’

We were sitting on the sofa, me and Millie, and Friends was on. I loved Friends, but today I couldn’t concentrate. It felt as if butterflies … no, something worse than butterflies, something with flappy wings, but heavier – what was heavier than a butterfly though? Birds? – were fluttering around in my tummy.

Out in the kitchen, Dad was banging around, and I was pretty sure I’d heard a bad word too. He was angry, and Mum was upset, and everything was horrible. So, so horrible. Things had been horrible for a long time now, and I knew that it couldn’t go on like this any longer. I needed to tell somebody something, something really, really important. Something really, really bad.

I knew I should have told somebody ages ago, but I’d been told not to, because it was a big secret, the biggest secret ever, and I was just … well, I was just really scared. At first, the scaredness (was scaredness a real word?) was that something really terrible would happen to me if I broke my promise not to tell, because bad things can happen if you tell a secret, can’t they?

And then I got less scared of that, but more scared of how angry Mum and Dad would be with me, for not saying anything for so long. And so I didn’t know who to tell. I’d tried to tell Millie once, a long time ago, but she hadn’t really believed me, and then I’d thought I shouldn’t have told her after all, so I pretended I’d been joking. And then I’d thought about telling that nice counsellor woman, Karen, but I started and then got scared and changed my mind again, and only sort of told her, but she didn’t really get it, and she was really kind and told me none of it was my fault, and that made me feel better for a while, because I thought about it really hard and I thought she was right, and it wasn’t my fault at all.

But then my head got all confused again, and I kept having really bad dreams, and now I just didn’t think I could keep it in anymore. I needed to tell somebody, and I thought that Dad might be the right person, and then he could tell Mum, or maybe we could go home and I could tell them both at the same time, and then … well, I didn’t know what would happen then. It might be an awful mistake, doing this. But I suddenly knew that I had to do it. And I had to do it now.

‘Millie?’

She turned away from the telly, where somebody – Joey? – was running around with a turkey stuck on his head, her face a big smile.

‘This is SO funny! What, Nell?’

‘Millie, I …’ The words seemed to be stuck in my throat. I did a little cough and tried again.

‘I need to go and tell Dad something. And Mum too. About the day Zan … Zander … you know, that day?’

She crumpled up her forehead.

‘What about it?’

‘Something. Something bad.’

I felt as if I was going to cry all of a sudden, and Millie must have noticed I looked a bit strange because she picked up my hand and held it.

‘What’s wrong, Nell? Shall I go and get your dad?’

I shook my head.

‘No, let’s go into the kitchen. I think I want him to take me back to Mum’s.’

‘But what about the theatre?’

I shook my head again, and now there was a big lump in my throat and I couldn’t say anything. I pulled my hand away from Millie’s and stood up, and she stood up too, her face all frowning.

‘OK, come on, let’s find your dad. You look awful, Nell, do you feel sick?’

I was already walking out of the room, down the little short hall and into the kitchen, and Millie followed me. Dad was sitting on one of the high stools, like the kind you see in a pub, and he was just staring at the breakfast bar, not doing anything. He looked up when we came in, and smiled, but it wasn’t a proper smile, it was just his lips moving upwards.

‘What’s up, girls? We don’t need to go for a few minutes yet.’

I took a step forward, and swallowed hard so the lump in my throat went down a bit.

‘Dad. I need to tell you … I need to tell you something. And Mummy. Can we go back, so I can tell you both at the same time?’

‘Huh?’ He looked really surprised all of a sudden, as if somebody had just put a big box in front of him and he’d opened it and it was full of lizards or something.

‘Don’t be silly, Nell. We’re off to Bath, remember? And you begged me to take you away from Mummy’s. You were in a terrible state. And now you want to go back? Don’t be ridiculous. Tell me whatever it is now, and tell Mum when you go home. It can’t be that important.’

‘It is. It’s really, really important.’ My voice sounded all squeaky, and my chest felt all funny, as if somebody was sitting on it. I looked sideways at Millie, and she looked at me, and then at Dad.

‘Nell told me it was something about Zander, Mr Ashfield,’ she said, and Dad stared at her for a few seconds and then looked back at me.

‘About Zander? Oh love, come here. It’s all going to be OK, you know? If Mummy does have to go to jail, I’ll look after you, everything will be fine …’

He got off his stool and started walking across the room, and I backed away, banging into Millie who was standing just behind me, and she moved backwards too, and I suddenly felt scared again, so scared that I started to feel dizzy, and then the words just started to bubble up inside me, like they were coming from my tummy and up through my chest and then into my mouth and I knew that I was going to say them, and then they all came out in a shout, the loudest shout I’d done for ages and ages, and I shouted:

‘MUMMY DIDN’T LEAVE ZANDER IN THE CAR IT WAS ME I PUT HIM BACK OUT THERE WHEN SHE WAS ASLEEP!’

And then all three of us were standing totally still, still like the stone statues in the park, and Daddy was staring at me with his mouth open, and a little gasp came out of Millie’s mouth, and then I spoke again, and this time all the shouting was gone and it was just a teeny little whisper.

‘But it wasn’t my idea. Somebody made me do it,’ I said.
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I tipped the glass sideways, pouring the remains of my gin down the kitchen sink, then rinsed the glass out and sat it upside down on the draining board. I’d only drunk a few mouthfuls when Rupert had rung, sounding frantic, terrifying me. Had something happened to Nell, an accident? He told me everyone was fine, but something had happened and they were on their way back, and he’d explain everything when they got here, and then despite my barrage of questions and demands for him to tell me what was wrong now, he’d cut the call.

What the hell was going on? I could smell my own sweat, the acrid smell of perspiration and fear, and knew I should take a shower, but I couldn’t make myself go upstairs. Instead, I wandered through the downstairs rooms, straightening cushions, tidying papers, walking to the dining room window every minute to see if his car was outside. When the doorbell finally rang I almost tripped over the coffee table in my rush to open it.

‘Rupert! Nell, are you all right? What’s wrong?’

I ushered them in, the three of them, and realized they all looked pale, shaken.

‘Come in here, into the lounge, sit down. What happened? Did you see an accident or something? Nell, darling, baby, come here. You look like you’re in shock.’

Rupert was still standing in the doorway, shaking his head.

‘No, nothing like that. Nell just needs to tell you something, Thea.’

I dragged my eyes from Nell, who was perched on the edge of the sofa next to Millie, both of them looking white and scared, and looked at my husband. He had a strange expression in his eyes, one I couldn’t work out.

‘What? Tell me what? Why didn’t you just phone? What’s going on, Rupert?’

In reply, he stepped further into the room and waved an arm at Nell.

‘This couldn’t be done over the phone. Nell, come here. Come here, and say it again. Tell Mummy what you just told me.’

Nell sat very still for a moment, then stood up slowly, and walked a few steps nearer to me. She looked up at Rupert with frightened eyes, and he smiled a tight smile, obviously trying to reassure her.

‘It’s OK, Nell. You’re not going to be in trouble, all right? But you need to tell Mummy. This is very, very serious. Tell her exactly what you just told me. Go on.’

What the hell? I looked at Rupert and then at Nell, waiting, my mind racing. What ‘very, very serious’ thing could my eight-year-old daughter possibly have to tell me?

‘Nell, darling … whatever it is, I promise I won’t be angry, OK? Come on, spill.’

I tried to keep my tone light, but the fear in her eyes was still there, and then she opened her mouth, took a little, gasping breath, and said something so bizarre, so unexpected, that I almost laughed.

‘I put Zander back in the car, Mummy. That day, when he died. You took him out, then you went to sleep, and I put him back in.’

Her voice was so quiet, so steady, and when she’d said the words she stood completely still for a few seconds, looking at me, then turned away and walked slowly back to the sofa, where she sat down again next to Millie.

‘What?’ There was a tremor in my voice, halfway between a giggle and a sob.

‘What did you say? Rupert, what’s …?’

He was looking at Nell, that weird look still in his eyes, and then he turned to me.

‘That’s what she said to me too. At the flat. Thea, I just don’t know. I don’t know why she’s saying it, or if it’s true, and if it is true, why on earth … but she said something else too. She said she did it, but that somebody made her do it.’

A chill ran down my back. Somebody … somebody what? I turned to Nell again.

‘Nell … why? Who? What are you saying? You would never do that, not to Zander. Why would you say something like that?’

She was staring at the floor now, motionless as if in a trance, ignoring me, but Millie’s eyes were darting between me and Rupert.

‘Mrs Ashfield – I think she’s telling the truth. She said something to me once, about doing it, about someone making her do it, but then she said she was joking; but I was worried, so I told somebody about what she’d said, and they said it wasn’t true, and that I should forget about it … but now, I think maybe it was true …’

‘JESUS!’

Rupert crossed the room suddenly, standing next to me, the two of us shoulder to shoulder now, the girls perched on the sofa in front of us.

‘JESUS,’ he said again. ‘Jesus Christ, Millie! Who, for fuck’s sake? Who made her do it? And who did you tell, and why didn’t they tell us? Who the fuck are these people you’re talking about?’

‘Rupert.’ I began to admonish him for swearing and then wondered why on earth it mattered right now. This couldn’t be real, after all. Could it? Could this possibly be happening? Was this conversation actually taking place, or was this some sort of dream?

Millie had started to cry, a fat tear running down her pale face.

‘I don’t know who made her do it. I—’

‘AAARGH.’ Rupert made an angry, strangled kind of noise, and I put a hand on his arm.

‘Let me,’ I said quietly.

‘Thea, I just …’ He started to speak then shook his head.

‘It’s OK.’ Why did I feel so calm, suddenly? I walked to the sofa and crouched down, putting my right hand on Millie’s knee and my left on Nell’s. Nell jumped slightly, as if she’d just woken up, and her eyes were wet now, too, and I leaned forward and spoke very softly, looking from one tearful face to another.

‘OK, I think we all know how serious this is now, don’t we? So what’s going to happen, girls, is that you’re going to tell us everything. You’re going to tell us the truth about what happened, you both are. And you’re going to start now. Go.’
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I wasn’t quite sure why I wasn’t crying. Instead, a sort of numbness had crept over me, seeming to freeze any emotion that might be trying to surface. I felt, in fact, very relaxed – unnaturally so, for someone who was always as anxious as I was. It was weird, very weird, and I didn’t really know how to deal with it. I knew, in my head, that I should be reacting in some intense way right now – screaming, sobbing, howling, shouting – but I just wasn’t, and I didn’t know why. Maybe I was in shock? I mean, actual, medical shock? After all, my husband had just told me that he’d fathered a child with another woman. Was that sort of bad news enough, though, to send a human body into actual shock?

I turned to look at my husband – my cheating, scumbag of a husband, I thought now, calmly – who was slumped at the kitchen table, head in his hands, then returned my gaze to the garden, where Flora, wanting to give us some alone time, had just returned from a run and was leaning against a wall, balancing on one leg and using a small stick to poke the mud off the sole of the trainer on the opposite foot. Flora, who had probably known about this all this time, and who had never told me. I would talk to her about it later, but I began to wonder, casually tossing the thoughts around my brain, about how I was going to tell the children that I was highly likely to be sacking my assistant, and that their parents’ marriage was over, that their dad had come home from dropping Millie off at Nell’s this afternoon and blown our world apart.

Because our marriage was over, wasn’t it, now? Or did women actually stay married to men who did things like this? Did they? Did they forgive husbands who slept with the mothers of their daughters’ friends, and impregnated them? Impregnated. What a strange word that was—

‘AAAAGH! NO, NO, NO!’

I jumped violently at the anguished, terrified scream.

‘Sienna?’ It was coming from the lounge, and before I could think I was running, aware that Greg was on his feet too and following me.

‘STOP IT! OLIVER, STOP IT!’

Sienna was still screaming, and as I reached the door to the lounge and shoved it open, gripped by a sudden dreadful fear, I heard Oliver bellowing back at his sister.

‘SHUT UP! SHUT UP, YOU STUPID LITTLE BITCH.’

‘Oliver!’

‘What the f …?’

Greg and I spoke at the same time, and the fear intensified as I tried to take in the scene in my living room. Oliver was standing on the sofa, Sienna clawing at his legs, sobbing hysterically. In my son’s left hand was Olaf, the little kitten, wriggling and mewling, the fur around its neck streaked with red. And in Oliver’s right hand, a kitchen knife, the bloodstreaked blade angled towards the animal’s throat.

‘OLIVER!’ There was a roar from Greg as he flung himself at our son, twisting his arm violently behind his back, making Oliver scream with pain, the knife falling onto the sofa cushion and then, as if in slow motion, sliding to the floor, leaving smudges of blood where it had been, and then Olaf was on the floor too, mewing piteously.

I ran to Sienna, pulling her into my arms, dragging her onto the other end of the sofa, then reached for the kitten too, scooping him up, fingers probing the wound at his throat. It was bleeding, but not a lot, and I snuggled him into the crook of my arm, stroking his trembling body gently, muttering soothing nonsense. I’d have to get him to the vet, but he’d live. But what on earth?

‘Oliver!’ Even I could hear the fear in my voice as I turned to look at my son. Across the room, a puce-faced Greg was standing over Oliver, who was crouched on the floor now, rubbing his shoulder and rocking backwards and forwards, words spilling from him in a low, shaky monotone.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry … I didn’t mean to do it, she just makes me so angry … I’m so sorry, I know that wasn’t right, I don’t even remember getting the knife, is he OK, Olaf, is he dead, Mum?’

‘He’s not dead. He’ll be OK. Maybe a few stitches. But Oliver … however irritating you may find your little sister, there’s no excuse … I mean I just can’t believe …’

Still cradling the kitten and clutching a sobbing Sienna to me, I stared at my son, suddenly remembering Hamish again, knowing without any doubt now that my worst fears had been realized.

‘Olly … you killed Hamish, didn’t you?’

The memory of the cat’s mutilated body flashed into my mind, and I suddenly felt sick. Greg, who’d been staring at me, a horrified look on his face, turned back to our son.

‘Holy shit, Olly. Did you? Oh CHRIST.’

Oliver was nodding, tears streaking his cheeks now.

‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry—’

BRRRRING.

In his pocket, Greg’s mobile phone had started ringing. Cursing, he pulled it out, not looking at the screen, and put it to his ear.

‘Thea? No, this isn’t a good time … what?’

I rolled my eyes. Great timing, Greg’s baby mama, I thought, with a flash of anger. On the floor, Oliver was still muttering, still apologizing.

‘I’m so sorry, so, so sorry. It wasn’t my idea, it wasn’t …’

Still feeling sick and shaky, I moved Olaf gently to my lap and pulled Sienna closer, trying to listen to both Greg and Oliver at the same time.

‘Thea, you’re not making sense. Nell said what? She did what?’

‘I would never have done it, I would never have thought of doing it, Mum; it was supposed to make me feel better; she said it would …’

‘She said who made her do it? What the fuck, Thea, are you serious?’

‘I like cats. I liked Hamish, I like Olaf, but it’s just when I get mad and I don’t know how to deal with it, she said it would help …’

What? What did he say? I released Sienna suddenly, handed Olaf to her, then stood up and walked to where Oliver was huddled on the floor, still rocking.

‘Oliver, what are you talking about? Who said it would help?’

‘Gosh. What’s happened here?’

Flora, her voice cheerful, face still flushed from her run, trainers dangling from her right hand by their laces, was standing in the lounge doorway, looking from one of us to another, her smile fading as she took in the scene.

‘Is … is everything OK?’

Her tone was hesitant now, a puzzled frown creasing her brow, and she dropped her trainers on the floor, her left hand moving to her right wrist, her fingers rubbing at the flesh.

‘Hang on, Flora,’ I said. ‘Oliver—’

‘Annabelle. That was Thea. I need to talk to you, urgently …’

Greg interrupted, stepping towards me, looking from me to Flora. He had a panicked, frightened expression on his face that I couldn’t understand, and I looked at him for a moment, perplexed, then decided he could wait.

‘In a minute,’ I said fiercely, then turned back to Oliver.

‘Olly – are you saying that hurting Olaf … killing Hamish too, was somebody else’s idea? Whose, for goodness’ sake?’

My son raised his head, his eyes pink and puffy. And then he lifted a shaky hand and pointed. Pointed straight at Flora.


PART THREE
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Three months later

I didn’t realize I was probably a psychopath until I went to university. I’d always known I was a little bit different to other kids I knew, never really had close friends growing up. But I didn’t realize I was that different until I started at Northampton Uni, doing my English and Psychology degree, and there it suddenly was one day, on the big screen in front of me in a crowded lecture theatre – a checklist of psychopathic personality traits. A checklist of my personality traits.

Superficial charm

Need for stimulation/proneness to boredom

Pathological lying

Cunning/manipulative

Lack of remorse or guilt

Lack of empathy

Failure to accept responsibility for own actions

The list went on, but by then I was no longer listening to the lecturer, that weedy little man with the oversized glasses and bad breath who had just opened my eyes to what I was. I had all of those traits, to some degree or other, and while this realization might have horrified some people, it didn’t really bother me at all. It was a relief, more than anything, an explanation of why I was the way I was, why I’d done the things I’d done. My reaction was more like: ‘Ohhhhhhhh!’ – another sign of my psychopathy, maybe.

After that lecture I went online, read more about it. Apparently, about one per cent of the population has psychopathic tendencies, but not all become criminals, murderers, social outcasts – far from it, many control and channel their personality traits, using them in careers where having a lack of morality and little empathy could be a bonus for those wanting to get ahead in tough businesses like finance, the military, or politics. All psychopaths are different, after all, just like ‘normal’ people. It isn’t one size fits all.

I started thinking back, then, trying to analyse my childhood, to pinpoint when it had first started to show itself. As a child … and I can say this now, after the therapy I’ve been having over the past months, the counselling sessions, the healing conversations … as a child, I was abused. I can’t think too deeply about it, not yet, maybe not ever. But I’d opened up about some of it. Told them about the times when as a seven- or eight-year-old my father, on one of the rare times he was actually home, would handcuff me to a bed, and then bring his friends in.

They would hurt me, those men, as they took their turns, as they huffed and humped on top of me, causing me such unimaginable pain that I could still feel it sometimes, even now, when I woke in the dark in the early hours, sweating and aching. I tried, so hard, to stop them, always fought back, despite their size and strength; and the scar on my right wrist was testimony to that, my badge of honour, my reminder that I never gave up, the handcuffs digging in as I struggled against them, the cold metal cutting into my skin.

My therapist asked me why my mother didn’t know what was going on, why I didn’t tell her. But the fact was that I think my mother did know. She just chose to ignore what was happening to me, her career and life outside our home far more important to her. She didn’t care, my mother. Didn’t love me. Neither of them did. Maybe they were psychopaths too, who knows?

And so I didn’t love them either, and as soon as I could I made my escape. After I left for Northampton, I simply never went home again. I used to tell people I made an annual trip home, to catch up with ‘the olds’, but it wasn’t true. I never saw them again. I never asked them for money either, from the day I left, working my way through university with bar jobs and waitressing, leaving my childhood behind me.

I thought about going back, once or twice. Thought about punishing them, for what they’d done to me. But by then I’d moved on, mentally as well as physically. Started to heal, maybe. What good would it have done, going back, raking up the past? And I’d caused enough damage already, over the years, because of them.

I’d coped, you see, with the abuse, the lack of love, in what I later realized was an extremely psychopathic way. I started to hurt people, like my father had hurt me. Not sexually, I don’t mean that. I’d never do that, not to anyone. Even psychopaths have standards.

But because my abusers were too strong for me to control, I began to control what I could. Smaller, weaker things. Insects at first – what a cliché of a psychopath I was, I now realized, pulling the wings off butterflies! Crouching in the back garden, toying with my prey, loving the sense of power it gave me. Then a hamster, given to me by a well-meaning neighbour who always saw me playing alone and was worried I was lonely. It lasted a week, before being crushed under the wheel of my mother’s car as she left for work one morning – a double whammy, that one, a carefully crafted ‘escaped’ pet, its life beautifully snuffed out, and the horror on my mother’s face as she heard my screams and was forced to scrape the furry mess from her rear wheel, the spatters of it from her bumper, creasing her perfectly tailored black suit and smearing her powdered cheek with blood.

I even enjoyed the planning, the thought and care that went into hurting, into killing these animals. The knowledge that I’d planned so well that nobody would ever know I was behind it. Another psychopathic trait, I later discovered, and why I was a psychopath and not a sociopath – they were messier creatures, emotionally unstable, impulsive, lacking in patience. Psychopaths make fewer mistakes. I looked down on sociopaths, and even as I realized this I was amused by it. It was a bit like an alcoholic looking down on a drug addict, wasn’t it?

The sexual abuse stopped when I got to sixteen. I was stronger then, fitter, less easy to control, and, of course, by then I was legal too, wasn’t I, so where was the fun in that for them? But the damage was done.

I managed to suppress the memories, the fear, for months at a time, as I finished secondary school and moved on to uni, but then something would happen, a scene in a film, a throwaway comment from a friend, and I would be back there, shivering on that bed, kicking and squirming, rubbing my wrists raw as the next one forced his way into me.

And so, somebody, something would have to get hurt. An anorexic found her power by controlling everything she put into her body; a self-harmer did it by cutting. For me, it was about controlling – not myself, but others.

After the hamster, though, things changed. As I watched my mother trying to pick the remains of the squashed, dead animal from her pristine paintwork, I realized that this was what gave me the real sense of power. Who cared about a hamster’s life, after all? What I’d done that day was to make my mother into a killer. It was she who had driven over it, after all, not me.

After that day, whenever I felt the panic, the compulsion, the need to hurt, I simply got somebody else to do it for me. At seventeen, babysitting for a neighbour, I got the nineyearold son to break his younger sister’s legs. She had these angel wings, left over from a school nativity play, and he persuaded her they were magic – that if she put them on, and jumped out of her bedroom window, she’d be able to fly. I was good with kids – that old psychopath charm, I suppose, they always adored me – and it was so easy to tell him what to do, and then to act horrified when he did it perfectly, and she jumped.

I still remember the delicious snap of bone, the rush of power it gave me, the panic on his face as he tried to explain what he’d done to his parents, the fear as he looked at me, remembering how I’d threatened to kill him if he ever told the truth. I was good at that too, the threats. They never told, not ever. Well, not until now.

I wondered for a moment what had gone wrong. I’d changed tactics in recent years, stopped the threats, used charm instead. Made them love me so much they’d do anything to protect me. But had I gone too far, with Nell and Oliver? I pondered that for a moment, then shrugged. What did it matter now, anyway? I’d had more than enough successes, inflicted more than enough pain for one lifetime, hadn’t I?

It had gone on and on. At uni, I persuaded a desperately unhappy fellow student to commit suicide, an almost comically easy one to pull off, for everyone knew he was on the edge. Why would they suspect pretty, distraught little Flora of – metaphorically, of course, he died of an overdose – pushing him off it? Pathological liar – big tick on the psychopath list.

By the time I left Northampton, though, and started working, I was pretty much in control. A couple of years and I began to wonder if my past could actually be left behind me. I was happy, probably for the first time ever – work that kept me busy and interested, money in my pocket, casual boyfriends, a social life when I wanted it.

When I got the job with Thea I was in a good place, and I stayed there for nearly two years. Thea was good to me, and good for me. I was, for the first time in my life, part of a family. Valued, respected. Loved, even. Even a psychopath can love. Well, I could – a form of love, anyway. Children, especially, were so easy to love, and so loving in return, and Nell and I became … buddies, friends. She trusted me, trusted me implicitly, and her love for me was so sweet and pure that it stirred something inside me. I loved her back, in my way, and even though I ended up using her, using her horribly, that love never went away. So yes, Nell, Thea, even Isla, eventually. I was part of something.

It was the same later on, at Annabelle’s. More love, more friendships. I’d never thought it would happen, that someone like me could have a life like that, have those feelings, and it made me feel almost normal. Made me feel happy. I even had Rupert, for a while, although now that I looked back, I realized he’d probably only started sleeping with me to hurt Thea. He didn’t love me, did he? He used me too, just like all the other men, the ones I’d tried to forget. The ones I had forgotten, to an extent. Strange, how it was only older men who turned me on, though, when it was older men who had damaged me so badly, wasn’t it? I still hadn’t got to the bottom of that one.

But in general, back then, I was content. Things were good. And then they all turned bad again.

One morning, when Zander was about eight months old, a letter from my father arrived. A letter, to tell me that my mother had died, cancer taking hold and killing her in the space of six months. Immediately, everything flooded back, the old pain searing through my veins. I had cut off all contact with my family when I’d decided to cut them out of my life, and I had no idea how he had tracked me down to Cheltenham. I destroyed the letter, of course, didn’t attend the funeral, never replied to my father’s plaintive appeal to put the past behind us, and I thought I could carry on as before, carry on being happy, carry on with my new life, where I was good and useful and valued.

I couldn’t, of course. And so, yes, I did what I did. I did what I needed to do, to heal my pain, to regain control. I needed to hurt somebody, and Zander was the obvious choice, the easiest target. It sounds sick, to others, I know that. I couldn’t help that though – others would always react how they would react. That wasn’t my problem. It was just something I had to do, the only way to get back on track.

So I planned it, and it worked, so beautifully. I waited until the next time Thea was drunk, and then I made Nell put Zander back out in the car, and then I went running out to find him, to bring him in, and pathologically lied my little socks off about the whole thing.

But this was the thing, the thing that made me feel like I was maybe not such a bad psychopath as I had been before. The thing that made me think my time at Thea’s had somehow healed me a little, if that was even possible. We’re not supposed to show remorse, you see, or guilt, us psychopaths. Or to have empathy. We’re not supposed to care. But after I found Zander, after I carried that tiny corpse inside … it killed me.

When I saw him, when I picked up his little dead body, and felt its heat, and knew that he was gone, I would have done anything, anything, to bring him back, to turn the clock back just a few hours. Anything to take the grief and agony away from Thea, from Nell. It was like a physical pain, a pain that no painkiller could touch. And it had carried on, that pain. It was still there even now. And that was remorse, wasn’t it? Or guilt? Or something?

‘Miss Applegate.’

A nurse had slid unnoticed into my room, wheeling her little trolley with its dishes of coloured pills.

‘Claire. How are you?’

I smiled at her, and she smiled back, and as she checked her list, scribbling something on it with her silver pen, I turned to look out of the big bay window to the left of my chair. It was nearly five o’clock, the weather warm for May, the sunshine still streaming in. Outside, a couple of residents were playing boules on the lawn, and their laughter drifted in through the open window.

‘You should join them, sometime, Flora love. Weather’s been glorious today,’ Claire said, as she held out a little paper cup of water along with my bowl. ‘Do you good. Perk you up. These happy pills will help, definitely. But your depression needs other things to help it too. Fresh air, sunshine. Nature’s medicine. You should go outside. Promise me you’ll think about it?’

I nodded, but there was a hollow sensation in my chest now, my body sore and stiff, my scar throbbing. I was tired, so very, very tired, but Claire was smiling at me, and I suddenly didn’t want to let her down, wanted to give her the answer she needed to hear. Wanted to please her.

‘Maybe tomorrow, Claire. Maybe tomorrow,’ I said.
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‘Daddy will be here in a few minutes, Nell. Run and get your things, darling.’

Nell looked up from her iPad, on which she was playing some sort of fashion, dressing up game, and grinned.

‘OK. What are you going to do tonight?’

‘Annabelle’s coming round. I’m going to cook, and then we’re going to talk about the show.’

‘OK. Sounds nice.’

She put the tablet carefully to one side, jumped up and ran from the room, high-fiving me as she passed, making me laugh. I was doing a lot more laughing recently. Loads of it actually. Everything seemed brighter these days, colours more vivid, music sweeter, the sunshine warmer. It was as though I’d been trapped in a long, dark tunnel for so many months, with no prospect of anything but more darkness ahead, and now suddenly I was out in the world again, and it was a joyous place, full of promise.

Nell was a different child these days, the burden of guilt finally taken from her slender shoulders, her angry, tearful outbursts a thing of the past, for good I hoped. After that dreadful day – dreadful, and wonderful in equal measure, I often thought now, because it was the day everything finally made sense, the day the truth was finally exposed – she’d gone into a residential mental health care unit for six weeks, a wonderful, transformative centre near Oxford where she stayed Monday to Friday, going to school classes and undergoing treatment and activities, and coming home to me at weekends.

Rupert and I had been terrified at first that she’d be prosecuted, forever labelled a child murderer like the killers of James Bulger, but after the police had carried out their investigation, they’d decided that she hadn’t been in charge of her actions that day – that she had been coerced, forced to do something terrible, but that it hadn’t been her fault. She was so young, and so vulnerable, a victim too, just as much as Zander had been. The revelations had been enough, though, for the charges against me to be dropped, and for the newspapers and social media to go crazy yet again, my status changing overnight from the worst mother in Britain to the victim of a psychopathic monster.

That’s what they dubbed Flora, now. Annabelle had described in great detail to me, to the police too, what had happened on that last day– how Oliver had turned to Flora, pointing at her, just as I was telling Greg on the phone what Nell had said. And how Flora had literally crumpled, slowly collapsed onto the floor, ‘like a teddy bear that’s been dropped’, Annabelle said, and had lain there silently for a full minute, and then had begun to scream.

She’d carried on screaming, on and on, even as the police and ambulance had arrived, and taken her away. And then, when she’d finally stopped, she had apparently admitted everything, said that what Oliver and Nell had accused her of was absolutely true.

She’d been assessed then, and judged too ill to face trial, and instead had been sent under the Mental Health Act to Croft Park, a high-security psychiatric hospital in Wales. But the police were able to tell me they believed now that Zander’s death was entirely down to Flora, and Nell had been only her unwitting, innocent accomplice.

‘She told your daughter that the two of them were going to play a little joke on Mummy, while you were asleep,’ Detective Chief Inspector Alan Brook, the senior investigating officer, had told me, when he’d visited a week or so after Flora had been taken into custody. It had been raining before he’d arrived, but when I’d opened the door to let him in the sky had suddenly been lit by the most beautiful rainbow, the bands of colour mesmerizing.

‘She said that Nell had often told her she was upset by your drinking, Mrs Ashfield, and that she told Nell that if you got a fright, and thought you’d left the baby in the car, that might stop you using alcohol.’

I’d swallowed hard and stared at the carpet, shame washing over me, but he’d kindly told me to ‘please, don’t torture yourself about that now’, and carried on.

‘Miss Applegate said she would keep watch, and that Nell should sneak in and take the baby from his pram, then run out and put him back into his car seat outside. Miss Applegate said that she would then make some noise in the house a couple of minutes later and wake you up, whereupon you would notice your child was missing and panic, and he would then quickly be found in the car. Nell thought this sounded reasonable, and went along with it.’

‘So this was … about three thirty, four o’clock?’ My brain was racing, trying to work it out.

DCI Brook nodded.

‘Around then, yes. It seems Nell went straight upstairs after carrying the baby out, wanting to sort some things out to show her friend who was coming round later, and simply trusted that Miss Applegate was going to do what she had promised and wake you up shortly afterwards. She didn’t, of course.’

I shook my head.

‘I still can’t believe … I mean, I’m just struggling to reconcile the image I had of her, Flora I mean, with what she did. I know all this stuff’s come out about her being abused as a child and everything but …’

I shook my head again, more violently this time.

‘Everyone’s really struggling with it. Annabelle … the things Flora made poor Oliver do too, this weird control thing, making other people do terrible things to make herself feel better. Apparently she started working on Oliver, making him hurt flies and kill that cat, to make her feel better about what she did to Zander. I’ve never heard of anything like it. Is she really a psychopath? I thought they didn’t do guilt? And if she was, she certainly hid it well.’

‘They generally do,’ said DCI Brook.

He’d finished explaining then, telling me that Flora had been concerned that when Rupert came home, at around five o’clock, he might glance into the car parked out front and see Zander inside, and the same when Greg and Millie arrived a little later on.

‘Sadly, none of them did,’ he said. ‘And so it wasn’t until the passers-by saw the child shortly after six that the ruckus started, and Miss Applegate was able to pretend she had been alerted by them and discovered what had happened, and—’

I raised a hand then, not wanting to hear anymore. We all knew what had happened after that.

‘I still don’t really get why Nell didn’t just tell me, tell you, tell anybody, what had really happened though. And how she could still be so fond of Flora afterwards, when she realized what the result of her little joke was,’ I said.

I’d forgiven Nell, of course I had, but I was still finding the whole thing difficult to understand.

The detective sighed.

‘She was very much in thrall to Miss Applegate, it seems. It was almost like brainwashing, in a way. Miss Applegate had grown very close to Nell in the months leading up to the incident … Nell had used her as a confidante when she was anxious about your drinking, your marital …’ He coughed, ‘marital disagreements.’

The shame washed over me again.

‘It meant that when the baby was found, and everyone, you included, thought you had been responsible, all it took was a quiet word from Miss Applegate, and Nell kept shtum. Miss Applegate told her that it had to be a huge secret, that the two of them would get into terrible trouble if she told, and that it was an accident, the baby was never meant to die, accidents happened, and that if you got the blame it might be a good thing, might help you to change. She said, apparently, that Nell would “have a better mummy” at the end of all this.’

Tears pricked my eyes then, and I looked at DCI Brook and nodded slowly.

‘Do you know what? She was right. I’m going to be.’

And it was true. Three months on, I had kicked the booze habit, taken on a new assistant now I was no longer a pariah, cut down on my working hours. Nell was getting more of my time, and she was happy. I knew she was, and it warmed my heart, filled it to bursting. I was a better mummy now, and I knew this was a change that would stay, for ever. There would be no looking back, and no going back. I’d promised Nell that, and she knew I meant it.

There had been, DCI Brook had also told me, one incident which could have blown it for Flora much earlier.

‘The one time where Miss Applegate thought everything might come crashing down around her was when you sent Nell to a counsellor, a therapist?’

I nodded.

‘Karen Ballerton. She practises up in Reading.’

‘Indeed. Well, Miss Applegate was fairly horrified when she heard about that – she thought Nell might have spilled the beans to this woman. She didn’t, of course. It seems she told the therapist simply that she felt terrible guilt about not checking that the baby had been taken inside from the car. True, of course, but the woman must have assumed she was talking about earlier, when you all arrived home. And so she did the counsellor thing, and told her that it wasn’t her fault, that the baby was your, its mother’s, responsibility. And that made Nell feel a little better, for a few days at least.’

I sighed, remembering.

‘Yes, she did seem better for a few days. It all went downhill again after that. My poor baby.’

‘Indeed. Strangely, Miss Applegate also said she was glad that Nell felt better. It seems as though she did have some genuine affection for her, and had been worried that what she’d made Nell do would damage her permanently. She claimed, in fact, to have had great affection for you too, and for Mrs Garrington’s family, although clearly that still didn’t prevent her actions. Not the behaviour of your archetypal psychopath, maybe, though.’

He’d left then, promising that it was unlikely Flora would be released from hospital for many years, if ever, leaving me to my thoughts, my jumbled mess of shame and guilt, grief and rage.

Now, in the glorious May sunshine, the mess was smaller, the pain less acute. It was still there, of course it was – it always would be – but as each day passed, I was learning to live with it, cope with it, a little bit more. Learning to look to the future, to live with hope, to find the good in every day, to be thankful, so thankful, for everything I still had. My daughter, whole and healthy again. And my husband, soon to be officially my ex-husband, but now a friend again. Rupert would never forgive me for sleeping with Greg, for fathering a child with another man, not entirely. And I would never forgive him for sleeping with Mia during our marriage, not just after we split, as I had later learned – and for sleeping with Flora too.

He’d confessed it all, eventually, but by then, I thought, what did it matter? So much had happened, so many bad things, that a couple more made no real difference. It was time to move on, and we were both trying to look to the future now, a future where we could be friends. We would always share so much, and watching Nell grow, learning to be a person, happy again, was all that really mattered, after all.

It had struck me, shortly after the day we found out the truth, that almost everyone had been lying about something, not just Flora and Nell. Not lying about what had happened to Zander – only Flora and Nell had known that – but lying about something.

Me, hiding such a big, dirty secret from Rupert. Him, living a lie too, pretending he believed Zander was his, sleeping with Mia and Flora behind my back. Greg, hiding what he’d done from Annabelle. And Isla, keeping my secret from Rupert, and lying about me driving the car home. She admitted that, eventually. Said she couldn’t hide it anymore, didn’t want me to think I was going mad.

‘You’re mad enough already, Ashfield,’ she said, and then burst into tears.

I’d gone to court on that charge only, in the end. I told Isla I deserved some sort of punishment for what I’d done to Nell, and to Rupert. She cried again then, told me over and over again how sorry she was, how she would get help, how she would go to the police and tell them it had been her behind the wheel, but I wouldn’t let her.

I was banned from the road for twelve months, but I was OK with that. There were trains, taxis. I could manage. And I had plenty of offers to drive me around these days, when I needed it – guilt, maybe, on the part of Isla, Rupert, Greg, Annabelle, Rupert’s parents, my wider circle of friends again now too, everyone who thought I’d killed my child and now knew the truth.

But I could have done it, that was the thing. It could easily have been me who left him in the car. I knew that, even if they didn’t. And so I was grateful, so very, very grateful, for what I had now, for what I still had, when a few short months ago I thought I had nothing.

BRRRRRRR.

The doorbell rang, and I went to open it, Rupert leaning in to peck me on the cheek with a smile as he said hello. He’d started doing that again recently, and I liked it. I liked Mia, too, rather to my surprise. More importantly, Nell liked her. I turned to the stairs for a moment to yell: ‘Nell! Daddy’s here!’, then gestured at Rupert.

‘Come in. She’ll be down in a minute.’

He stepped inside, smiling again and meeting my eye as our daughter’s happy shriek echoed down the hallway.
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I scribbled ‘advertise for second assistant/part-time’ on the end of my evergrowing to-do list, put my pen down, leaned back in my chair and stretched my arms above my head, trying to ease the tension in my shoulders. Good tension though, I thought. The sort that came from hard work, not stress or anxiety.

Along with Verity, the girl I’d taken on six weeks or so after Flora – well, after Flora went – I’d spent yesterday trying different chair layouts at the Pittville Pump Room, the beautiful Grade I listed former spa building in Cheltenham which would be the venue for Thea’s first major fashion show. We’d picked the main hall for the catwalk, deciding its crystal chandeliers and striking domed ceiling would be perfect to impress the hundreds of buyers, fashion photographers and magazine journalists on the guest list, and I was confident we were going to pull off a fabulous event next week. It had to be fabulous, because it was for Thea.

I snorted softly, as I often did when I paused for a moment to contemplate our friendship. I was heading to Cheltenham this evening, to chat through final arrangements for the show, to eat dinner with Thea, and although this was now a regular thing, the unexpectedness of it all still tickled me sometimes.

We’d first got together just days after Flora had been sectioned, oddly both writing emails to each other within the same hour and saying almost exactly the same thing, expressing a desire to talk through everything this girl had done to us. When we met, for coffee in town, we ended up chatting for two hours, finding common ground and shared ambitions that we had somehow managed to go through years of acquaintance without discovering. We talked too, of course, about the elephant – or, the great big hairy mammoth, elephant somehow seeming too small a creature – in the room: the fact that my husband and Thea had slept together, and produced a child.

Very, very strangely, though, that no longer seemed important to me. Greg and I had talked it out, through two long, tearful days and nights, and I’d somehow, for reasons unclear even to me, decided to forgive him. I finally understood now the real reason he’d been so distracted in the run-up to Thea’s trial date, his anxiety about what might be revealed gripping him, and that had almost been a relief. He’d gone through so much pain, and I loved him, and I knew that he loved me, and was truly, desperately sorry.

I knew, too, that I’d neglected my marriage, too caught up for years in work and my children. That was still no reason for him to sleep with another woman on a drunken night out, and I knew many of my friends would call me a fool, if they knew. But they didn’t, nobody did except our little circle, the Garringtons and the Ashfields, and Isla Laird, and we’d all agreed to keep the secret. Flora knew too, of course, but she didn’t matter anymore.

And if I could forgive Greg, then I could forgive Thea too. She sobbed when I told her that, gripping my hand across the table, promising that it had meant nothing, and I believed her. Fool again, maybe, but I didn’t think so. It was time to move on, and so we did. Even Greg and Rupert were OK now, all of us agreeing to leave the past where it belonged. Now, Thea and I were real friends … proper friends, ‘like me and Nell’, as Millie had pronounced with great delight.

The kitchen door opened slightly and Oliver’s head appeared in the gap.

‘Mum, me, Millie and Sienna are going to walk down the fields to the village shop to get our mags. Need anything?’

I felt a little surge of love.

‘No, thanks, darling. Walk carefully.’

He snorted. ‘How do you walk un-carefully? See you later.’

Then he winked at me and vanished, his big trainers squeaking on the tiled floor of the hall, his still-boyish, high-pitched voice raised as he called for his sisters to hurry up. He was nearly twelve now, my son, my first born, and I wondered how long it would be before his voice broke, before my baby turned into a man.

He was well again, happy again now, my Oliver. It had only dawned on us afterwards that the changes in his behaviour had only begun after Flora arrived. It was almost as if he’d been brainwashed by her – something Thea had said too, about what she’d done to Nell.

The police officer in charge of the case had come to see me, not long after Flora had been taken away, screaming and shaking, leaving us chilled and frightened, stunned by what we had just seen and heard. DCI Alan Brook had told us, calmly and matter-of-factly, that ‘Miss Applegate’ had started to use Olly to try to regain her own sense of control, when the guilt she felt over what she’d done to Zander threatened to overwhelm her.

‘Guilt? I thought the whole point of being a psychopath was that they never felt remorse or guilt?’ Greg had said angrily, and the police officer had shrugged.

‘There’s a spectrum, maybe,’ he said. ‘She has certainly expressed some level of remorse, and of depression, as a result of her actions.’

So our son had become a victim too, like Nell, like Zander. She had started gradually, using his frustration with his little sister, telling him he would feel better if he released his feelings by taking control, by having power over weaker lives. I still shuddered every time I thought about the wingless, helpless flies, Hamish’s limp, damaged body lying in the mud, the blood streaking through Olaf’s fur. But it was the potential consequences for Sienna that still woke both Greg and I up in the early morning hours. We knew that if Flora had stayed much longer, if Nell hadn’t finally spoken out, it might have been Sienna who was Flora’s next victim: that she might, if Oliver had been as taken in, as brainwashed by her to the degree we believed he had been, have made our son murder our daughter.

Oliver knew that too, now, and like Nell, he had spent some time in residential treatment, emerging a calmer, quieter, more thoughtful child. I had watched him closely for weeks after he returned, panic shivering through me every time I realized he and Sienna were in a room alone together, but now I knew it was over. He had made his peace with what he had done, accepted that it had not been his fault, forgiven himself, and even apologized to Sienna; although she, just turned four, had simply looked puzzled and told him he was a ‘big silly’.

So we had made peace with it too; Greg and I exchanging contented looks these days when Sienna would run eagerly to her big brother when he got in from school, waving her latest drawing, and he would dump his schoolbag on the floor, scoop her into his arms and inspect her work carefully, dropping a kiss onto her forehead before depositing her again.

Millie was OK again now too. Distraught for weeks after Flora had been taken away, she had told us how Nell had confessed to her, months ago, that she had put Zander back into the car, and that somebody had made her do it. She’d quickly withdrawn the claim, telling Millie it had been a joke, but Millie had worried about it, eventually going to Flora and asking her what she should do. Flora, of course, had told her that it simply wasn’t true, that Nell was confused, that losing a loved one could play tricks on your mind and to just forget about it, and so, of course, poor, trusting, loyal Millie had never breathed a word. We’d talked to her at length, Greg and I, reassuring her, telling her nothing was her fault, and she too seemed happy now, everything right with her world again, the darkness lifted.

I heard voices outside the kitchen window and stood up to look, watching as my three children headed down the garden to the gate in the fence at the bottom, from where they would trek across the fields, their shortcut to the village. Oliver and Millie were jostling each other, Millie giggling as he tried to grab her little denim handbag from her shoulder, Sienna skipping ahead of them. My children, My family. My life. My heart swelled with love, and I stood there, watching, until they were just three little bobbing dots in the distance.


EPILOGUE

CROFT PARK HOSPITAL

One month later

‘Where is Fran?’

Staff nurse Claire Browning, who was reading through some patient notes, looked up to see who was asking. Ward manager Gemma Evans was leaning on the counter of the nurses’ station, frowning.

‘Errm … I’m not sure, actually, Gemma. I haven’t seen her for a while.’

‘Hmmm. I hope she hasn’t gone off for a sneaky nap again. I did warn her …’

Claire shook her head vehemently.

‘No, no, I’m sure she hasn’t. She was mortified about that, and really upset that she’d had a verbal warning. She wouldn’t. Not again.’

‘Where is she then?’ Gemma looked left and right, but the long corridor was empty. It was just coming up to four a.m., and the high-security hospital was quiet, most of its residents soundly sleeping.

‘I really don’t know.’ Claire was frowning now too. ‘I mean, I saw her probably about half an hour ago. One of the patients buzzed, so she went down to see what was wrong; it was her turn. And then Margo in room two wet the bed, so I went to deal with that, and just got back here five minutes ago, and Fran still wasn’t back. It can’t have been anything serious, though, or she’d have rung for back-up …’

‘Which patient? Which patient buzzed?’

The alarm in Gemma’s voice sent a nervous current through Claire.

‘Errm … room eight, down the other end. Applegate. Why?’

‘Shit. Come with me, quick.’

Gemma turned and began to run down the corridor, and Claire, suddenly feeling panicky, leapt from her chair and followed. The door to room eight was ajar, the light off.

‘Fran? Fran are you there?’ Gemma pushed the door open and flicked the light switch. ‘Oh my … GOD! Shit. SHIT!’

‘Gemma … what … what’s happened?’ Claire clamped her hands to her mouth, eyes bulging as she gaped at what was lying on the floor of room eight. Fran – at least she thought it must be Fran, although it was rather hard to tell, because her face was covered in so much blood, but it was certainly Fran’s long red hair – was lying on her side, wearing only bra and knickers, one arm twisted unnaturally behind her. Her nose looked broken, and there was a small pool of blood under her head, the metallic tang of it sharp in the air. Gemma was on her knees, groping for a pulse, repeating the word ‘shit’ over and over again.

‘Got it. She’s alive. Only just though. Get help, Claire, quick, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Sorry. I’m on it.’

Claire dragged her eyes from her friend’s slumped body, ran to the phone which sat on the bedside table, and hit the emergency button.

‘They’re on their way.’

‘Good girl.’

Gemma was rubbing Fran’s hand gently, murmuring reassuringly. Claire took a deep, shaky breath and moved a step closer, then stopped as something struck her. Why was Fran half naked? Where were her clothes, her belt with all the keys and security passes, her shoes? She looked around the room, but it was neat and organized, no clothes anywhere. A horrible suspicion suddenly flashed into her mind. Could the patient …?

‘Gemma. Gemma,’ she said. ‘Where is Flora Applegate?’

NEWSFLASH

A woman who killed a baby and framed his mother for the crime has escaped from a high-security psychiatric hospital. Flora Applegate was detained under the Mental Health Act in February, after admitting the manslaughter of eight-month-old Zander Ashfield. On Saturday morning her bloodstained clothing was found on a bridge two miles from the secure Croft Park Hospital in south Wales.

Miss Applegate, who staff described as ‘disturbed and depressed’ in the days leading up to her disappearance, attacked a nurse before making her escape, leaving the thirty-year-old woman with serious injuries.

South Wales Police say she is potentially extremely dangerous, and should not be approached …
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