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For Sophie

Thank you for our precious ‘Silent Witness’

moments together in The Hague.

I will always treasure them.
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PROLOGUE

Gabriel handed a glass of champagne to Iris, then gave one to Esme, his fingers shaking slightly on the stem.

‘I didn’t drink at all at the christening, so I’m allowed this,’ Esme said. She looked over at Iris. ‘Thank you for inviting us back here. It’s lovely to be able to relax now that it’s finally over.’

Iris smiled. ‘You deserve it.’

‘It was a great day, though.’ Hugh raised his glass. ‘Here’s to Hamish. And his mum, of course.’

‘And to you,’ Gabriel said. ‘The proud father.’

The four of them drank, and Esme gave a contented sigh. ‘Gosh, I’ve missed this so much.’

Hugh raised his glass again. ‘Iris, Gabriel, it’s been one hell of a summer. Here’s to happier times.’

A silence fell on the group. Gabriel cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Hugh. As you said—’

An almighty explosion, followed by the panicked rustling of birds taking flight from the trees drowned out the rest of his words. Iris’s heart thudded, echoing the boom still reverberating in the air. And then, deathly silence.

For a few seconds, they were a tableau frozen in time. Gabriel and Hugh standing, their champagne glasses in their hands, their heads turned towards the sound of the explosion; Iris, the alarm in her eyes mirrored in Esme’s. Even baby Hamish paused in his nuzzling, and Esme, the instinct to protect her child automatically taking over, tightened her arms around him. Reassured, he went back to drinking, his tiny legs kicking under his blanket, the only movement in the stillness.

‘I hope that wasn’t the house,’ Esme joked, breaking the spell the explosion had cast over them. ‘Not after all our hard work.’

‘Maybe I should—’ Hugh stopped mid-sentence, his attention caught by something. Iris followed his line of vision and saw black smoke billowing into the sky.

In the distance a siren wailed, then became louder.

Gabriel turned to Hugh. ‘Shall we go and take a look?’

‘Good idea. It looks a bit too close to home for comfort,’ Hugh added, his voice low. He looked over at Esme. ‘We won’t be long.’

Esme waited until they’d left. ‘As long as Joseph hasn’t blown himself up,’ she said, detaching Hamish from her breast and shifting him to the other side. ‘I’m so disappointed in him.’ Hamish settled, she stretched out her free hand and laid it on Iris’s arm. ‘Thank you for taking him home before he became completely out of control.’

‘I only suggested taking him home because I didn’t want everyone to see him in that state.’ Iris paused. ‘Do you think he fell off the wagon before today and managed to hide it from everyone?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m furious, and disappointed and everything else in between. I’m beginning to regret asking him to be Hamish’s godfather.’ She looked suddenly nervous. ‘He didn’t say anything, did he, when you and Hugh took him home? He tends to shout his mouth off when he’s drunk.’

‘No,’ Iris said. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘I should have been upfront with Hugh in the first place,’ Esme fretted.

‘It doesn’t matter now. Joseph is leaving tomorrow, isn’t he?’

‘If he’s sober enough.’ She moved Hamish to her shoulder and began to pat his back and, as Iris listened to her chattering about the christening, and how lovely it had been, an extraordinary sense of well-being flowed through her body. For the first time in months, she felt at peace.

‘Oh, they’re back!’ Esme exclaimed.

Iris turned her head towards the terrace, but before she could register that anything was wrong, Esme had thrust Hamish into her arms and was hurrying across the lawn towards Hugh. Alarmed, Iris caught Gabriel’s eye, and her heart dropped at the desolation on his face. Moving Hamish to her shoulder, she took comfort from the warm, sleepy weight of him and, as she began rubbing his back, her eyes fixed worriedly on Hugh and Esme, he obligingly expelled little pockets of milky air. And then a wail started, and at first she thought it was coming from Hamish.

But it wasn’t Hamish, it was Esme, weeping brokenly in Hugh’s arms.


SIX MONTHS BEFORE


ONE

Iris thought they’d never get home. Oban to Markham, five hundred and twenty miles, journey time nine hours without stops. They’d left at ten this morning, and it was now ten in the evening. No wonder they were both shattered.

It wasn’t meant to be this way. They were meant to have broken their journey with an overnight stop in York, and only arrive home tomorrow. Iris had booked a beautiful hotel and if everything had gone to plan, they would have finished dinner by now and would be heading up to bed. Instead, they were heading down the hill into Markham.

Iris laid her head against the seat rest and closed her eyes, shutting out the bright lights of the town. Normally she would have welcomed them, this sign that she was almost home. But tonight, their garishness, so at odds with the dark velvet nights of the Scottish Isles, jarred.

She shifted restlessly, peeling her bare legs from where they’d stuck to the cream leather seats. She was desperate to get out of the car, feel blood circulating in her ankles again. Sensing her discomfort, Gabriel threw her a guilty glance.

‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured. ‘Maybe we should have stopped in York after all.’

Iris gave him a smile, hiding her disappointment. ‘It’s better this way. We’ll have tomorrow to relax.’

Her disappointment wasn’t because she’d been denied dinner in a Michelin-starred restaurant followed by a night in a luxurious hotel, but because, during the two weeks they’d been away, she hadn’t been able to get Gabriel to open up to her. Despite the idyllic sea-view cottages, the beautiful scenery, the long, lazy walks along deserted white beaches, she hadn’t been able to get him to talk about Charlie Ingram.

Charlie had only just been reported missing by his mother when Gabriel, out for an early morning run, had spotted him lying at the bottom of the old limestone quarry, surrounded by the tangled metal of his bike.

‘He must have taken the path around the top, gone too fast, skidded through the trees and down over the edge,’ Gabriel had said, his face ashen. ‘Or hit a stone that sent him off-course. What a tragic waste.’

Charlie had been alive when Gabriel found him, but he’d died before help arrived. And during those few minutes, when he’d been hovering between life and death, Charlie had entrusted Gabriel with a message – Tell Mum I love her.

‘It was as if he was waiting to be able to give that last message,’ Iris had said, wanting to comfort him.

But her words had distressed him more, and for the last two months, Charlie Ingram – eighteen years old, popular, good-looking, a place guaranteed at university and a year younger than their daughter Beth – had continued to haunt him. Maybe if Gabriel hadn’t known Charlie, it might not have hit him so hard. They hadn’t seen each other since Charlie’s childhood, but they had recognised each other immediately.

Iris’s stomach fluttered with guilt. She should have given Gabriel time to wind down, to acclimatise to being at home before rushing him to Scotland. It couldn’t be easy to be told, however gently, by your partners, that they were putting you on compassionate leave, especially if you were a doctor in the local, understaffed medical practice. Gabriel had refused at first, unable to accept what Iris and his colleagues had been able see, that he was suffering from burnout. Already depleted by the death of his beloved father four months earlier, plus an increasingly unmanageable workload, Charlie’s death was the straw that broke him. It had devastated Gabriel to the point where he was unable to talk about what had happened. Despite Iris’s efforts, and those of his colleagues, the few minutes that Gabriel had spent in the quarry with Charlie Ingram before he’d died, before help had arrived, remained locked deep inside him.

Night was chasing dusk into its shadows as Gabriel pulled into the drive. Unable to stay in the car a moment longer, Iris snapped off her seat belt and opened the door. A blast of warm air wrapped itself around her as she climbed out of the air-conditioned car. Her legs, stiff from sitting, gave slightly and she put a hand on the roof to steady herself, then pulled it back quickly. Like the air around her, the sun-scorched metal had retained its heat.

‘How is it possible for it to be so hot at this time of night?’ she asked, transferring the grime from the car to her face as she swiped damp hair from her forehead.

Gabriel eased himself from the driver’s seat and stretched his arms high above his head, loosening the muscles in his lower back. ‘They had a mini heatwave here while we were in Scotland, remember? And it is the beginning of June.’

He lowered his arms, moved towards the boot.

‘Leave the bags,’ Iris said, stifling a yawn. ‘We’ll unpack tomorrow.’

‘Good idea.’ Gabriel glanced towards their home, an old stone farmhouse, its interior tastefully brought into the twenty-first century by its previous architect owner. ‘Do you know what the best thing is about going on holiday?’

Iris smiled. ‘Coming home?’

‘Exactly.’ He came around the car to where Iris was standing and kissed the top of her head. ‘Thank you for a wonderful holiday.’

She reached a hand to his cheek, relishing these few moments when he wasn’t preoccupied by that other, darker thing. ‘Do you have your keys?’

He took them from his pocket. ‘Come on, let’s get to bed.’

‘A long bath for me first.’

Hand in hand, they walked to the front door. Gabriel unlocked it and, impatient to be inside, Iris was about to step over the threshold when he shot out an arm, barring her way.

‘There’s no mail,’ he hissed.

Iris frowned, then realised what he meant. Usually, after two weeks away, there’d be a build-up of mail on the doormat. But there was nothing.

‘Put the light on,’ she whispered.

Gabriel reached inside and found the switch.

‘My cardigan.’ Iris pointed towards the bottom of the stairs where a blue cardigan lay draped over the newel post. ‘I didn’t leave it there. Nor those,’ she added, pointing to a pair of espadrilles lying hapha­zardly on the floor.

‘Beth isn’t here, is she?’ Gabriel asked, his voice low, even though he knew their daughter was volunteering at a dog shelter in Greece.

‘No, she’s not back for another three months. And anyway, she wouldn’t be seen dead in my cardigan.’

Gabriel moved past her, stepped into the hall and pushed open the door to the sitting room.

‘Well, somebody’s been here,’ he said, nodding towards a pile of magazines strewn on the low table.

Iris peered around him, then pointed to the indents in the sofa. ‘And is maybe still here.’ She looked at Gabriel in alarm. ‘Squatters?’

Instinctively, he moved in front of her, then bellowed down the hallway.

‘Is anyone there?’

From somewhere upstairs, there was an exclamation of surprise, followed by the sound of footsteps running along the corridor.

‘Gabriel?’ A woman’s voice, breathy, hesitant. ‘Is that you?’

Iris stared at the figure standing at the top of the stairs, her dark hair tumbling around her shoulders, the legs of her pale blue pyjamas pooling around her feet. ‘Laure?’

Laure placed a hand on her heart. ‘Iris! You gave me a fright! What are you doing here?’

‘Apart from the fact that we live here, you mean?’ Gabriel said, sounding amused rather than offended.

Embarrassed, Laure laughed. ‘Yes, yes, of course, it’s just that I wasn’t expecting you.’ Hitching up her pyjama bottoms, she ran down the stairs, hugged Iris fiercely, then moved back, reproach in her liquid-brown eyes. ‘You said in your email that you wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.’

‘We decided not to stop off in York,’ Iris found herself explaining, aware that she was practically apologising for coming back earlier than expected to her own house.

While Gabriel swept Laure into a hug, Iris looked up the stairs, waiting for Pierre to appear. It would do Gabriel a world of good to see his best friend. Pierre must have had a meeting in London, and he and Laure had come to surprise them. ‘Where’s Pierre?’ she asked. ‘Don’t tell me he’s already asleep?’

Laure shook her head, then sank onto the stairs, her pretty face etched with misery. A chill crept down Iris’s spine.

‘Laure, what’s happened?’

‘It’s Pierre.’

‘Is he all right?’ Gabriel’s voice was rough with urgency and, turning towards him, Iris saw that his face had drained of colour. She reached for his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Please don’t let anything have happened to Pierre, not on top of Charlie Ingram and Gabriel’s dad.

Laure nodded quickly. ‘Yes, he is fine, he is very fine,’ she said, her normally impeccable English deserting her, a sign of her distress. ‘He has a child, why wouldn’t he be fine?’

There was a stunned silence.

‘Pierre has a child?’ Gabriel stuttered.

Laure nodded. ‘It is what he says.’

‘But— When? How? I mean, it’s not possible.’

‘It seems he had an affair.’

‘He couldn’t have,’ Iris protested. ‘He loves you.’

And Laure burst into noisy sobs.


TWO

Leaving Laure and Gabriel talking in the kitchen, Iris headed upstairs for a shower.

Yawning with tiredness, she pushed open the door to their bedroom, then stopped. The bed was a tangle of rumpled bed sheets. There was a mug on her bedside table, a magazine on Gabriel’s pillow, and a mound of used tissues strewn over the floor. While one part of Iris’s brain was telling her that Laure wouldn’t have moved into their room when there were two perfectly good guest rooms, another part was reminding her that she’d stripped the bed before leaving for Scotland.

‘Laure!’ she called.

Laure came running up the stairs and burst into the bedroom.

‘I’m so sorry! I was going to move out before you came back tomorrow! I felt so alone when I arrived, I couldn’t stop crying and all I wanted was to hide myself away. I was afraid that if I was in the guest room at the front of the house, one of your neighbours would see the light on and I didn’t want to have to explain why I was here. The room next to yours had stuff on the bed, and I didn’t want to use Beth’s room. And I know it’s stupid but I felt closer to you in here.’ Hurrying past Iris, she began pulling the pillows from their slips. ‘I’ll change everything, it won’t take me long. I’ll move to one of the guest rooms.’

A wave of exhaustion took hold and Iris sank onto the bed. ‘It’s fine. It doesn’t matter for tonight, we’ll sort it out tomorrow.’

She was about to add that she would have her shower in the en-suite anyway – she’d mentally swapped the long bath she’d planned to have for a quick wash long ago, what did a luxurious soak matter when weighed against the devastating news of Pierre’s infidelity? – when she caught a glimpse, through the open door, of towels piled on the floor and clothes slung over the edge of the bath. There was something familiar about the clothes and they reminded Iris of something that had distracted her when she’d first seen Laure at the top of the stairs, and which had continued to be a distraction even while she’d been listening, open-mouthed, to the story of Pierre’s betrayal.

‘Are those my pyjamas you’re wearing?’

Laure’s eyes welled with fresh tears. ‘I didn’t bring any clothes with me. I didn’t think about packing a case, I just took my bag and passport, and left.’

Iris pushed to her feet and enveloped her in a hug. ‘It’s fine.’

Releasing Laure, Iris dug a pair of pyjamas from a drawer. When she turned back, she saw Laure by the window, looking into the night.

‘How’s Gabriel?’ Laure asked.

‘Still devastated. Charlie Ingram will be with him for ever, I think.’

‘Was that his name, Charlie Ingram?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a nice name.’ She turned to Iris. ‘Can you turn off the light? Then we’ll be able to see the quarry and we can say a prayer for him.’

Iris turned off the light and moved to Laure’s side. Together, they stood looking out at the quarry, its walls gleaming white in the moonlight, and each in their own way, said a silent prayer for Charlie.

‘Tell me again why we’re sleeping in our guest room,’ Gabriel said.

Fresh from his shower, he had a towel wrapped around his waist and smelled of mint, a mix of shower gel and toothpaste. Before, Iris would have taken the towel off him and pulled him onto the bed. But not any more.

‘Exhaustion. I was too tired to help Laure change the sheets.’

He came to sit beside her and bounced up and down, testing the mattress.

‘It seems quite comfortable,’ he remarked. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever slept in here before.’

‘Once, when you had that awful bout of flu.’

‘Oh yes, I remember.’

Iris reached over and flipped back the covers on his side of the bed. ‘Come on, let’s get some sleep.’

He climbed in and turned off the bedside light. In the dark, they lapsed into silence.

‘What are you thinking?’ Iris asked.

‘That this bed isn’t as comfortable as ours.’ Sensing Iris’s smile, he sighed. ‘I’m thinking about Pierre, about him having a child, a daughter. I’m thinking – when? How old is she? Did Laure tell you?’

‘Not exactly. She thought that maybe Pierre had some sort of mid-life crisis and that the birth was recent. But apparently, the daughter is older. He said it was a one-night stand. I can’t work out if that’s better or worse.’

‘Better for Laure maybe, but not for the child.’ Gabriel’s voice was grim. ‘Has Pierre had any contact with his child, or the mother, since?’

‘Not since he discovered he was the father – at least that’s what he told Laure.’

‘Then why say something now? Why not let sleeping dogs lie?’

‘Maybe he had a crisis of conscience.’

‘Or regrets. He and Laure never wanted children, did they?’

‘No. Well, Pierre didn’t and Laure went along with it because she loved him. If he’d wanted ten kids, she’d have accepted it.’

‘Really?’ Iris sensed Gabriel frown. ‘Did she tell you that?’

‘Yes, last year, when she hit forty.’

She shifted closer to him, hoping he would put his arms around her and draw her close. But he moved too, rolling from his back onto his side, and lay facing the wall. It was new, this turning away from her. Before, they would start their sleep with him curled around her, his chin resting on the top of her head, his arm across her body, anchoring her to him. Now, she was the one to curl around him. Not only that, he’d taken to wearing a T-shirt in bed, whereas before, he would sleep bare-chested. It was as if he hoped this thin material barrier would dampen any desire she might have for him.

Soon, his breathing deepened and to stop herself from worrying about him, about them, Iris turned her thoughts to Laure and Pierre. She and Gabriel had met them in the Bahamas twenty years before, where she and Gabriel had gone to celebrate their first wedding anniversary. Laure and Pierre had been on their honeymoon, and the two couples had hit it off immediately. Iris had been enchanted by Laure; petite in build, with straight brown hair that fell midway down her back in a glossy sheet and inky eyes framed by long lashes that almost touched her fringe, Laure was the epitome of a chic Parisienne. She had a neat nose that turned up ever so slightly at the end, and her lips were so naturally red it seemed she was permanently wearing lipstick. Once Iris got to know her, she’d been surprised to learn that Laure never wore make-up and realised it would be the equivalent of someone scribbling over a beautiful painting.

Their friendship had strengthened over the years, with a weekend visit every couple of months, and a holiday together once a year. They had keys for each other’s homes. Pierre sometimes travelled for his job, and if Laure was joining him for the weekend, Iris would get a cheery email: The flat will be free for the last weekend in the month, if you want a break in Paris. Likewise, if Iris and Gabriel were going away, they would let Laure and Pierre know that their house was free. It was why Laure had felt able to move in whilst they were in Scotland; Iris had messaged to tell them they’d be away. It was the first time they hadn’t had any advance warning – Yes, wonderful, thank you, we’d love to use the house for a few days! – but Laure understandably had had other things on her mind.

Restless, Iris latched onto the rhythm of Gabriel’s breathing, hoping it would draw her into sleep. But before it could, he moved quietly from her arms, slid silently from the bed and left the room, closing the door softly behind him. She listened to where his footsteps took him; along the landing, past their bedroom where Laure was sleeping, and down the stairs.

She fought the instinct to go after him. If he’d wanted to talk, he would have woken her.


THREE

In the quiet of the house, in the dark of the night, Gabriel paced the sitting-room floor, softly treading a path from wall to window and back again, acknowledging how he had taken for granted the ease at which he used to fall asleep. Tired in both mind and body at the end of a crushingly busy day at the surgery, he would be out like a light as soon as his head touched the pillow. But for the past two months, since finding Charlie in the quarry, sleep had evaded him. And now there was more grief to keep him awake.

He couldn’t get his head around Pierre having a child. He’d wanted to phone Pierre, to offer his support, act as a buffer between his two friends, but Laure had persuaded him not to. She’d said to wait until tomorrow, and he had respected that, mainly because by then it was past midnight in France. There’d been something else stopping him. Laure had apparently walked out of their flat in Paris last Sunday, which meant Pierre had had six days to phone him, had he wanted to talk. But he hadn’t called. Perhaps he was afraid that Gabriel would judge him. He wouldn’t, of course – although when he thought back to the conversations they’d had when Pierre heard of yet another friend who’d been having an affair, Pierre had always been outraged. Maybe he didn’t class a one-night stand as an affair. But in Gabriel’s book, a betrayal was a betrayal, whether it lasted a few hours, a few months or a few years.

Gabriel paused in his pacing and gave a sigh so heartfelt it was almost a groan. The word ‘betrayal’ brought back the guilt he’d felt earlier when he’d told Iris he preferred to come home instead of stopping overnight in York. He’d known what Iris had planned, and had enough self-awareness to know that he wouldn’t be able to go through with the romantic evening, and night, that she would have been expecting. For some reason, since finding Charlie, he hadn’t been able to make love to his wife.

He continued his restless pacing, another worry presenting itself to him. How was he going to be able to cope with being at home for the next however many months until his colleagues deemed him fit to resume his duties?

‘Take your time,’ they’d said. ‘We have a locum to cover for you, we can cope. Don’t come back before you’re ready.’

‘Two months,’ he’d said grudgingly. ‘I’ll take two months off but no more.’

He hadn’t seen it coming. Burnout had crept up on him slowly, insidiously, suffusing him with a mounting dread, first the dread of trying to keep on top of his workload, then the dread of the ever-increasing demands of his patients and not being able to do his best for them, then the dread of actually going into the surgery. It had come to a head one Wednesday when he hadn’t been able to get out of bed, when the thought of the day in front of him had overwhelmed him to the point of terror. He knew he needed a break; he hadn’t taken any holiday for almost a year. When the other partners in the practice told him they didn’t want to see him back at work for months, he’d been shocked. But he wasn’t the first of them to have suffered from burnout, and he suspected he wouldn’t be the last.

They’d talked to him about doing something for himself, finding a new hobby. He used to enjoy running and would often go for a run before work, when dawn was just breaking, and the world silent and still. That was how he’d found Charlie in the quarry. He hadn’t been running since.

Gabriel understood that if he was to get better, he would need to keep himself busy both mentally and physically, but he couldn’t think how. He was also worried about getting under Iris’s feet. She was an interior designer, and was used to spending a large part of the day working in the office they’d created for her in one of the outbuildings. He didn’t want her to feel that she should be spending time with him.

He and Iris had been lucky in their twenty-plus years of marriage. They’d met when she joined the squash club where he played a couple of times a week. She was twenty at the time and still at university, and Gabriel twenty-six, and three years later, they had married. Two years after that, they’d been blessed with the birth of Beth. Gabriel would have liked to have more children but it had been a difficult pregnancy. Iris had had terrible sickness, not just in the morning but throughout the day, which had left her clinically depressed. She hadn’t wanted to go through it again and Gabriel couldn’t blame her.

When Beth had been born, and the midwife had handed her to Gabriel, he’d been overwhelmed by a flood of emotions.

‘Happy?’ Iris had asked him, noticing his tears, and Gabriel had told her that yes, he was, because after those difficult nine months, the baby was finally there. But there had been more to his tears, because at the very moment he’d held Beth, so tiny and fragile, in his arms, he couldn’t understand why they had decided to have her, when one day she would die. He had never shared this darkness with anyone and, eventually, it had gone away. Until Charlie Ingram.

Maybe if he hadn’t known Charlie, his death wouldn’t have affected him so much. But he had instantly recognised, in the bruised and battered almost-adult face, traces of the boy he used to coach at football, back in the days when he was a volunteer at Beth’s primary school on Saturday mornings. He’d sometimes chatted to Charlie’s mum, Maggie. Like Beth, Charlie was an only child, and when Gabriel had seen the light leaving Charlie’s eyes, the terrible darkness he had felt at Beth’s birth had come back. Would Maggie have gone ahead and given birth to Charlie if she’d known she’d have to go through the pain of losing him eighteen years later? The answer had to be yes, because of the joy Charlie would have brought Maggie during those eighteen years. But if it were Beth – well, Gabriel didn’t know. Somehow, the immense joy she had brought him over the last nineteen years made it harder for him to accept that one day, she would die.

He stopped his pacing and shook his head vigorously, wanting to rid his mind of thoughts of Beth dying. Weary, he slumped in a chair. He would have liked to go back to bed but he was afraid to, afraid that if Iris woke, and reached for him, he would have to hurt her feelings by turning his back on her. There were other bedrooms; he could sleep in one of those instead.


FOUR

Iris tiptoed down the stairs to the kitchen, careful not to wake either Gabriel or Laure. Gabriel hadn’t come back to bed last night; she presumed he’d slept in the other guest room.

Yawning, she reached for the kettle, filled it with water and switched it on. The hiss of air bubbles joined the hum of the fridge, the sounds too loud in the early morning silence.

The door opened, making her jump.

‘Hello.’ Laure was standing there, wearing one of Iris’s navy T-shirts tucked into a pair of her white tennis shorts, tightened at the waist with a belt to stop them from slipping down. The too-big clothes only enhanced Laure’s vulnerability; even in the misery of her situation, she managed to look beautiful, her dark eyes bright with unshed tears. ‘I thought I heard you down here.’

Iris pushed all thoughts of a quiet cup of tea from her mind and gave Laure a hug, conscious that her friend was showered and dressed while she was still in her dressing gown. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Tea?’

Laure gathered her hair into her hands, pulled it over her right shoulder and twisted it nervously. ‘Please.’

They made their tea the way each of them wanted – Laure’s without milk – and carried it through to the sitting room where they would be more comfortable for the heart-to-heart chat Iris knew they were going to have.

‘Is this okay?’ she asked, pulling the low table nearer to the sofa so that their tea and phones were within easy reach.

‘Perfect.’

Laure settled at one end of the sofa, Iris at the other, their legs drawn up onto the cushions so that their feet met in the middle. As Laure reached for her mug, the early morning sun streaming through the window burnished her hair a rich mahogany.

‘How are you?’ Iris asked.

Laure took a careful sip of her too-hot tea. ‘Hurt. Confused. He said he never wanted children. Maybe if we’d had some, I wouldn’t be feeling so betrayed.’

‘How did you find out that he has a child?’ Iris asked, because Laure had been so tearful last night it had been hard to follow the actual sequence of events.

Laure cupped her hands around her mug. ‘I first knew something was wrong after the holiday we spent with his family at Easter. It was to celebrate his mother’s seventieth birthday so all Pierre’s cousins were there with their children, and his sister with her four children. It was lovely, but always after these holidays, Pierre and I joke about the lucky escape we had, because we are exhausted from playing with his nieces and nephews. I like that we joke about it, I need to hear Pierre say it, because sometimes when I see all the families together, I’ve wished that we’d had children. But when I see how relieved he is that we didn’t go down that road, the sadness I feel goes away because I know we did the right thing in deciding not to have any. At least, for him,’ she added, gulping back tears. ‘But then, after those holidays, he became very quiet and I thought it was something to do with his work. I kept asking him what the matter was but he said he was fine. It got to the point where he was no longer talking to me and last week, I said that I wished we’d had some children because at least I’d have someone to talk to. I was trying to make a joke, because I needed to see him smile; I was trying to get him back to how he used to be. And that’s when he told me.’

‘What did he say?’ Iris asked, struck that for the last couple of months, both their husbands had been in crisis.

Laure put her mug down on the low table, took a tissue from her sleeve and blew her nose delicately.

‘He just turned and looked at me and asked me how I would feel if he told me that he had a child. My first reaction was that he was joking. Then I saw something on his face and it made me so scared. It was like – desperation. And I thought, this is real, this is not a joke, and I knew we’d reached a defining moment in our marriage and that I needed to stay calm and say the right thing.’

‘And did you?’ Iris asked, trying to think of what the right thing would have been. ‘Stay calm?’

Laure gave a little laugh. ‘No, of course not. I was so upset that I couldn’t be nice or reasonable. I thought it was recent, that the baby had been born a few weeks before, it would have explained why Pierre had been withdrawn for the last couple of months. But then he told me that it had happened some years ago.’

Iris’s mobile buzzed, interrupting Laure. She glanced at the screen and saw a message from Beth: Hi Mum, free for a chat? She hesitated, torn between her daughter and her friend, but answering Beth at this point in Laure’s story felt rude. Reaching out, she turned off her phone.

‘So how did Pierre know about the baby? You said yesterday that it was a one-night stand and that he hadn’t kept in contact with the mother.’

Laure nodded. ‘Apparently, a few months ago, he bumped into the woman in Paris. She was with a child and Pierre said that as soon as he looked at her, he felt this connection and immediately knew that she was his. But when he asked, the woman denied it; she was annoyed that he should think it just because they’d slept together once. Pierre apologised and suggested they had a coffee together for old times’ sake. And while they were sitting on the terrace of Les Deux Magots, while the mother wasn’t looking, he took a stray hair from the child’s head and used it for a DNA test.’

‘What?’ Iris couldn’t keep the shock from her voice. ‘Can he do that? I mean, is it legal? Without the mother knowing or giving her consent?’

‘I don’t know.’ Laure gave a Gallic shrug. ‘I don’t think it’s against the law.’

‘So what does Pierre intend to do, now that he knows the child is his?’

‘I don’t know. He says he wants to be involved in her life, because he has already missed so much of it. But he doesn’t want to make trouble for the woman.’

‘He already has, by telling you.’

‘I almost wish he hadn’t, because then I wouldn’t have had to leave. But I couldn’t stay, I couldn’t bear to look at him.’ Laure reached for her mug, took another sip. ‘It was all right me coming here, wasn’t it? Now that Mum has moved in with her new man, I didn’t feel I could go to her, especially when I don’t particularly like him. I didn’t want to stay with any of my friends in Paris as I didn’t want them to know, and anyway, I wanted to get as far away from Pierre as I could.’

‘I’m glad you felt you could come here. But what about your job?’

‘I called and told them I’d had a personal crisis and asked to take the rest of my holiday allowance. I’ve been here a week now so I’m due back at work on Monday the twenty-seventh. Is that okay?’

Iris made a quick calculation; three weeks. She gave Laure a smile. ‘Of course.’

‘I thought at first it might be Claire.’

‘Sorry?’ Iris said, her mind still on the three weeks.

‘I think Claire might be the child’s mother.’

‘Claire?’ Iris frowned, thinking of Pierre’s childhood friend who, on finding herself on her own at the age of forty and desperate for a child, had conceived her daughter using a sperm donor.

‘Yes. Pierre said it wasn’t, he was angry when I suggested it, and when I said I would ask Claire myself, he became even angrier. I asked him to tell me who she was, this woman he had slept with and who had borne his child, and he said it was someone he’d met on a business trip, that they had got drunk and had ended up sleeping together.’

‘So why do you still think it’s Claire?’

Laure gave a hollow laugh. ‘How can I believe anything Pierre tells me when he has lied to me for the past six years?’

‘Is that how old his child is?’

‘It’s how old Claire’s daughter is.’

Iris nodded. ‘What did Pierre say when you told him you were leaving?’

‘That he understood. And that it would give him time to think. That’s what I don’t understand – think about what? He said he doesn’t want to make trouble for the woman, so what does he need to think about? Unless he wants to find someone younger, someone he can start a family with.’

‘He wouldn’t do that,’ Iris said indignantly. ‘He can start a family with you, if that’s what he wants. It’s not too late.’

Tears welled in Laure’s eyes. ‘Yes, it is. I’m already into the menopause, I started it early so it would be very difficult for me to conceive now. And why would he want to have a child with me when he could have someone younger?’

‘Because he loves you.’

‘That’s the problem.’ Laure’s tears spilled over. ‘I’m not sure that he does. He hasn’t called me once since I arrived. I think he’s with her, Claire.’

‘You don’t know that,’ Iris said, reaching across the expanse of sofa and giving Laure a hug. ‘Gabriel will call him this morning; we’ll know more then.’


FIVE

Hearing the murmur of voices in the sitting room, Gabriel crept past the closed door and headed for the kitchen. Desperate for a proper cup of coffee, he was worried that the noise of the beans grinding would bring Iris and Laure through, and settled for already-ground coffee instead.

Reaching for the kettle, he ran the tap at a trickle and filled it through the spout. Whilst the water was heating, he searched the cupboard for the tin of coffee and shook some into the cafetière, ignoring the measuring spoon wedged into the brown powder. He wanted to phone Pierre, but he needed a coffee first. And he wanted to speak to him without any further input from Laure.

He was having a hard time believing Pierre had slept with another woman. On their many holidays together, Gabriel had seen the way women looked at Pierre. Pierre might not be good-looking in the classic way but he had an easy charm and elegance that automatically drew others towards him. He was of average height – he towered over Laure but was no taller than Iris – and slight of build, and had a wide, engaging smile which gave the impression that he was always happy. Yet Gabriel knew that Pierre sometimes struggled with depression, a legacy of his father’s tragic death when Pierre was just eleven years old. They’d been walking home from school, and were crossing over to the boulangerie where they always stopped to buy Pierre an éclair au chocolat when they’d been struck by a lorry. Pierre had not only been physically scarred, but seeing his father trapped beneath the lorry’s wheels and hearing his agonising screams of pain, had left him so mentally and emotionally traumatised that on the anniversary of the accident, Pierre would retreat into himself and disappear for a few days to Brittany, where his family were originally from. Gabriel often wondered if it was why Pierre had never wanted children; he hadn’t wanted them to be left without a father in the event of anything happening to him.

The coffee made, Gabriel slid open the patio doors as quietly as possible and carried it onto the terrace. He was about to sit at the grey wrought-iron table when he realised that Iris and Laure could come through at any moment and find him there. And he didn’t want to be found, not this early in the morning, not after so little sleep.

As he walked to the end of the garden, his heart was heavy with thoughts of Winston, his beloved Great Dane, who should have been walking by his side. When his partners had spoken to him about taking compassionate leave, citing not just Charlie’s death but also his father’s four months previously, he had waited for them to mention Winston, who had died two months before his dad. They hadn’t, and it had made him irrationally angry, because Winston’s death had hit him as hard as his father’s, and had left the same-sized hole in his life.

Finding a bench hidden from the house, alongside the old walled garden, Gabriel perched his mug on its wooden arm. The walled garden was another thing to feel guilty about. When he and Iris had first moved into the house fifteen years ago, he had vowed to restore it to its former glory, to plant vegetables and hollyhocks, and salvias and hibiscus, flowers that had abounded in the garden of his childhood. But keeping on top of the rest of the garden, with its wide lawn and flowerbed borders, took up the little free time that he had.

He reached down and when his hand found only air, he cursed the reflex that he hadn’t yet managed to overcome, to pat Winston’s head as he lay at his feet. Sometimes, he would feel a nudge against his leg and would look down, expecting to see Winston there. Whenever it happened, Gabriel would wonder if Winston was trying to tell him something. He’d felt Winston’s presence the day his father died, and had taken comfort from it.

Gabriel shook his head at himself. If Winston were here, and if he could speak, he would be telling Gabriel to get a grip. But he felt so damned useless. His job had defined him; now that it had been taken away from him, he didn’t know how he was going
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