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			Even through the pounding in his head, he can hear the voice speaking to him.

			It’s his own voice, and that at least is a comfort. It tells him the black, crawling fear that has all but overwhelmed him these past weeks is not inescapable, and that’s a comfort too.

			The fear is the worst thing he’s ever known. The worst thing anyone could ever know. It’s like being underwater, in a lightless world, constantly on the verge of panicky suffocation, clawing and thrashing towards the surface, but never able to reach it.

			All of this is awful enough, but what makes it even worse, what makes it the very worst thing of all, is that he’s never alone in the darkness. As he flounders, as he tries in vain to reach the ever-elusive light, he senses something vast and monstrous circling him, something that eyes him with deadly intent.

			There’s no reasoning with this monstrous thing, no chance of bargaining with it, or of questioning its motives. He might as well try to reason with a shark, or a ticking bomb, or a lethal virus. He knows it views him as nothing but sustenance, fuel. Its purpose is simply to survive, to go on. The fear that engulfs him is deep, profound, multilayered, but the thing that engenders it is not deep, nor multilayered. Quite the opposite.

			But now, the voice whispers, there is a way to escape it.

			Vaguely, as if mostly asleep, or heavily drugged, he feels the presence in his head, the presence that speaks soothingly to him with his own voice, manipulating the body he has no control over, using his hands to…to what? To operate something? Some kind of mechanism?

			He tries to focus, but the monstrous thing, the thing that is circling him, grows closer, and at the same time becomes more agitated, more purposeful, distracting him. In the stifling blackness, he suddenly feels fresh air sliding over him, and he shivers deliciously. But how can he feel air when he’s underwater?

			Because, he thinks, I’m not underwater at all.

			That’s when he opens his eyes. Or rather, it’s as if a blindfold has been removed from them. He hears sharp, startled cries. Screams. They jolt him into consciousness. At the same instant light rushes in. And the air against his body is no longer a caress, but a hard, rushing blast of cold.

			He sees shapes within the light. Colors. The white ovals of faces looking up. The vivid green of grass. Splashes of gleaming red and blue that are the roofs of vehicles.

			All of this is a snapshot. And the instant he sees it, it all begins to rush towards him.

			No, he thinks. It’s not rushing towards me. I’m rushing towards it. I’m—

			Falling.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“What did Mrs. MacLeod say?”

			As Isla asks the question, she jumps to her feet so quickly that the plastic chair she’s been sitting on clatters back against the wall outside the head teacher’s office. Seeing the eagerness and fear on her small, delicate face, Hannah wants to wrap her eleven-year-old daughter in a bear hug of security and reassurance. The receptionist’s beady watchfulness discourages her, makes her feel a blatant show of affection would be somehow inappropriate. So instead she merely squeezes Isla’s shoulder and says, “I’ll tell you in the car.”

			Isla pulls a face. Patience has never been one of her virtues. Indeed, until recently, she has always been a live wire despite her small stature – ‘my pocket rocket’ as Hannah’s ex-husband, Tony, used to call her, and probably still does. But it has taken only three weeks at Big School, and the unwelcome attentions of Tanya Gellman, to reduce Isla from an inquisitive, confident, cheerful girl into one that is withdrawn and troubled by nightmares.

			At first, Hannah assumed her daughter was simply overwhelmed by her new environment and just needed time to get into her stride. When she asked how things were going, Isla shrugged and muttered, “Fine.” And when Hannah laughingly said, “Is that all I get nowadays? You used to bend my ear for hours about what you did at school,” Isla scowled, rolled her eyes, snapped, “Mum, I’m too tired to talk now, I’ve got homework,” before stomping upstairs and shutting the door of her room behind her.

			Although Isla is yet to start her periods, Hannah put her surliness down to hormones, resigned herself to the fact that her cheeky, chatty daughter was rapidly, inevitably, transmogrifying into a sulky preteen.

			But it turns out that was not the case – and Hannah now feels guilty for not having read the signs more accurately. It all changed three nights ago when she trudged upstairs to bed, mug of tea in hand, and heard sobbing from behind Isla’s bedroom door.

			There’s something about your own child’s sobbing. It pierces the very heart of you. Instincts of love and protection surging to the fore, Hannah rushed to her daughter’s room, her urgency causing hot tea to slop over her hand and splash on the carpet.

			“Ow,” she muttered, and “fuck,” and she dipped quickly to put the mug down before tapping on Isla’s door.

			“Isla? Sweetheart? It’s Mum. Can I come in?”

			No answer. Just the sound of Isla hastily, and not very successfully, gulping back tears.

			“I’m coming in,” Hannah said, pushing the door open.

			Isla was half-sitting up in bed, squashed against the headboard, the pillow behind her bulging out on both sides of her head as if trying to absorb her. Her little face, in the lemon-yellow light from her bedside lamp, looked like that of a Victorian urchin, malnourished and jaundiced. In the daylight the skin around her eyes, and the tip of her nose, would have been red from crying, but in the gloom it merely appeared bruised. She looked at Hannah so abjectly that Hannah’s heart squeezed, and she was beside her daughter in an instant, enfolding her in her arms.

			“Hey, what’s all this?”

			Isla didn’t reply, but she turned into her mother’s embrace, wrapped her arms around Hannah’s waist.

			Hannah kissed the top of Isla’s head. Her dark, tangled curls smelled of mango shampoo and sweat.

			“Was it a bad dream?” Hannah murmured, knowing instinctively it was more than that.

			Sure enough, Isla shook her head.

			“What then? Is it school? Is it because everything’s so new? Is it ’cos Izzy’s not there?”

			Izzy was one of the ‘coven’, as Gemma’s mother called them – four girls who were tight all through primary school, another being Alice, who was Isla’s very best friend. But now Izzy had gone to an all-girls’ school, and Alice and Gemma had been put in a different class to Isla. The girls still saw each other plenty, of course, but Hannah had been eleven years old herself once and knew only too well how fierce the bonds of friendship were at that age.

			“No,” Isla said irritably. “It’s nothing to do with Izzy.”

			“Okay,” Hannah said. “So what then?”

			Isla didn’t answer, but Hannah could tell she wanted to, and badly; her body was tense, the air pregnant with her desire to spill. Casually, as if it didn’t matter one way or the other, Hannah said, “You can tell me anything, you know. Anything at all. I’m your mum.”

			“I want to go to Izzy’s school.”

			The statement was an almost defiant blurt of sound. Hannah frowned, puzzled.

			“I thought this wasn’t about Izzy?”

			“It isn’t.”

			“Okay. So how come you want to go to her school? What about Alice? And Gemma? You haven’t fallen out with them, have you?”

			“No!” Exasperated. Expecting Hannah to read her mind, to understand.

			Hannah let a moment pass. A calming beat of silence. Then soothingly she said, “So what’s this all about, poppet? What’s brought this on?”

			“I don’t like my school.”

			“Okay. Do you want to tell me why?”

			A rasping sigh. Almost a sob. Then, in a small, cracked voice, “There’s this girl…”

			Tanya Gellman. Fourteen years old. The same age as Jacob, Isla’s older brother. The following day, Sunday, Hannah had a quiet word with Jacob while Isla was still asleep. She slipped into Jacob’s room – resisting the urge to throw open the curtains and the window; although the room wasn’t particularly untidy, it smelled like a bear pit – and gently shook her son awake.

			Jacob grunted, eyes squinting open. When he saw his mum leaning over him, he jerked upright, the expression on his crumpled sleep-face settling somewhere between indignant, guilty and alarmed.

			“Mum! What are you doing?” The horror in his voice might have been understandable if she’d been standing there in a clown costume, or was about to tip a tin of paint over his head.

			“Sorry,” she said. “I know it’s lie-in day. But I need to talk to you before Isla wakes up.”

			He scrambled into a sitting position. His faded Minecraft T-shirt, which he’d got when he was twelve and wore only to sleep in now, still looked baggy on his skinny frame. “What about?”

			“Do you know a girl in your year called Tanya Gellman?”

			From the way Jacob grimaced, Hannah knew he did.

			“Yeah, why?”

			“What’s she like?”

			“She’s a psycho.”

			Hannah tried not to sound accusatory. “Were you aware she’s been bullying your sister?”

			“No,” Jacob said quickly, but his eyes slid away from hers.

			Hannah felt a tightness in her throat, a sinking sensation in her stomach that she identified as disappointment. “Isla said she told you about it. But that you didn’t do anything.”

			Jacob squirmed. Anger flickered across his face. “I told her to keep out of Tanya’s way.”

			“Don’t you think she’s tried that, J? She says this girl seeks her out, targets her every day. She pushes Isla to the ground, sits on her, pulls off her shoes and throws them into the road. Once she strangled Isla with her own scarf, pulled it so tightly around her neck that Isla thought she was going to die, while this girl’s friends just stood around laughing.”

			Hannah paused, shaking with upset and fury. She took a deep breath, and when she next spoke her voice was calm again, or almost. “Isla’s terrified, J. This awful girl is making her life a misery.”

			Jacob crossed his arms defensively. Although he looked distressed, he wailed, “It’s not my fault!”

			“I’m not saying it is. But what I am saying is…can’t you do something? Speak to this girl?”

			Jacob snorted. “You don’t know her, Mum. Like I said, she’s a psycho. If I talked to her, it’d just make things worse.”

			“Well, can’t you tell somebody then? A teacher?”

			Jacob rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me, Mum?”

			“So, what? You’ll just happily stand by and watch your sister being tortured on a daily basis?”

			As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Hannah regretted them. She raised her hands, said, “Sorry, that’s unfair. This is not on you. I’m just so…so angry.”

			Jacob said nothing. He sat there in a ball, hunched and contained, looking ashamed but resentful.

			Finally he muttered, “It won’t go on forever, Mum. She’ll get bored soon, move on to someone else.”

			“And in the meantime, Isla will just have to put up with it, is that what you’re saying?”

			Scowling, Jacob shrugged.

			Hannah shook her head. “No, J, that’s not good enough. I’m not going to stand by and let this happen. Not to my little girl.”

			Jacob looked alarmed. “What you gonna do?”

			“I’m going to ring the school first thing tomorrow and make sure the teachers know what’s going on, if they don’t already. That girl needs to be punished.”

			“Oh God, Mum, don’t,” Jacob moaned.

			Her face hardened. “Are you seriously expecting me to do nothing?”

			“It’ll just make things worse. You don’t know what Gellman’s like.”

			“I know exactly what she’s like. We had girls like her at my school. If they’re not stopped, they just carry on, bullying children smaller and weaker than themselves.”

			“If she finds out you’ve told, it’ll just get worse for Isla.”

			“Not if the teachers do their jobs properly, it won’t.”

			“But the teachers can’t be everywhere all the time, Mum.”

			“Then you’ll just have to watch out for her, won’t you? You and your mates. Show a bit of solidarity.”

			Jacob looked as though he’d been given a death sentence. His voice was weak. “It’s not that easy.”

			Her son was no alpha male; Hannah knew that. He was quiet, studious, too skinny and uncoordinated to excel at sport. With his main interests centering around computer games, Warhammer and all things Marvel, Hannah suspected he might even be regarded as a geek – though weren’t the majority of boys interested in those kinds of things nowadays?

			Quietly she said, “All I’m asking, J, is that you and your friends watch out for your sister. I hate to play the gender card, but presumably this Tanya’s friends are all girls? If they see you and your friends hanging around, surely that’ll be enough to put them off?”

			Jacob sighed, and not very convincingly said, “All right, Mum. I’ll do my best.”

			Hannah leaned in to kiss his forehead and tried not to look hurt when he flinched. “I know you will.”

			She hoped Isla, at least, might be grateful she was prepared to take action, but if anything, her daughter looked even more horrified than Jacob when, at the breakfast table that morning, Hannah announced her intention to ring the school first thing the following day.

			“No, Mum, you can’t!” Isla wailed, dropping her toast on her plate as if her fingers had turned numb. “If Tanya finds out, she’ll kill me!”

			“She won’t find out,” said Hannah, “because no one will tell her.”

			“But she’ll guess it was me who told.”

			“I’d be very surprised if you’re the only child she’s bullying. The school’s probably had lots of parents ringing to complain about her.”

			“She’ll still know it’s me.” Isla looked on the verge of tears.

			Hannah reached across and took her daughter’s hands in hers. They were hot and sticky, and felt as fragile as birds’ claws, the bones small and delicate.

			“Isla, listen to me. That girl is never going to hurt you again. I promise. I’ll make sure of it.”

			“Can’t I just go to Izzy’s school?”

			“No, you can’t. Because if you did that, this Tanya girl would win.” It was residual bitterness towards Tony that overrode her better instincts and made her add, “And anyway, Izzy’s school costs money and I can’t afford it.”

			“Dad would pay,” Isla snapped. “He wouldn’t make me go where I didn’t want to.”

			Hannah felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. Her instinct was to let go of her daughter’s hands as if they’d suddenly become too hot to hold. But she controlled herself with an effort and clung on, knowing from experience that losing her temper would only make things worse.

			Calmly, reasonably, she said, “I know how you’re feeling, poppet. I know how scared you are. But you can’t just run away from your problems. You have to face them. You have to find ways to solve them. And we will solve this, I promise. Tanya Gellman will not hurt you again. Okay?”

			As Isla nodded uncertainly, Hannah only hoped she could keep her promise. If she didn’t, how could her daughter ever trust her again? The next morning, she gave Jacob strict instructions to keep Isla in sight throughout the whole of break and lunchtime, and to walk her to and from school, and although she wasn’t proud of the tactic, she promised to buy him a new computer game if he kept her safe.

			Once the kids had left, she rang the school, battling with the heightened emotions that came from preparing to fight her child’s corner, and insisted on speaking to the head teacher, Mrs. MacLeod. Although adrenaline was surging through her system, she adopted the calm and efficient front she used at work when faced with pushy suppliers, as she catalogued Tanya Gellman’s various abuses against her daughter. Mrs. MacLeod made appropriately sympathetic noises and promised to investigate the matter. “We have a zero-tolerance policy to bullying in this school, Mrs. Prentice,” the head teacher assured her.

			“I’m very pleased to hear it,” said Hannah. “So you’ll look into it today?”

			“I will,” promised Mrs. MacLeod.

			“Excellent. So if I come in to see you tomorrow at, say, four o’clock, the matter will have been resolved?”

			Mrs. MacLeod hesitated for just a second. “I would certainly have hoped to have made headway. But I can always call you with an update, Mrs. Prentice. There’s no need to take the trouble to see me in person.”

			“It’s no trouble,” said Hannah crisply. “I’m as eager to nip this in the bud as I’m sure you are. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			She put the phone down and immediately felt drained. At work Hannah had a reputation for efficiency and clearheadedness, but what many of her colleagues at the hospital didn’t know was that it was not an approach that came naturally to her; she had to work at it, and hard. In truth, she was often uncertain, often emotional, but she kept it internalized. In the pub one night, not long after Tony had left her for Juicy Lucy, her friend Priya had persuaded her to fill in a questionnaire on a dating website. Squinting at the screen through a wine-induced haze, Priya had said, “If you were an animal, what animal would you be?”

			“A duck,” Hannah had replied without hesitation.

			Priya had blinked incredulously. “A duck? That’s hardly going to get the blokes drooling with lust. Why a fucking duck?”

			“Because on the surface I look calm and together, but underneath I’m paddling away like mad.”

			There’d been a lot of paddling during her conversation with Mrs. MacLeod, and now, as she walks out of the school and across the playground with Isla, Hannah decides to treat herself to a couple of glasses of Pinot Grigio once the kids are in bed.

			She’s careful with her drinking these days, because after Tony left, she ended up drinking far too much Pinot Grigio. A glass a night gradually became half a bottle, until one week she realized she’d got through the five bottles she’d added to that week’s supermarket order with a couple of days left until the next delivery.

			It was at that point, angry with Tony for driving her to drink, and with herself for allowing him to, she vowed to confine her boozing to weekends, and then only in company. And by and large, she had managed to stick to the arrangement. But tonight she deserves a couple of celebratory glasses.

			“Mum,” says Isla, and Hannah suddenly realizes it’s not the first time in the last thirty seconds her daughter has said her name.

			“Sorry, honey, I was miles away. What is it?”

			“I said why can’t you tell me now? What Mrs. MacLeod said?”

			Seeing how frustrated and anxious her daughter is, Hannah feels guilty. Halting, she squats in front of Isla and takes her hands. “You don’t have to worry anymore, sweetheart. Mrs. MacLeod was totally on your side. She’s suspending Tanya for two weeks, starting now.”

			Isla looks dismayed. “Only suspending? Not excluding? That means she’ll get me when she comes back.”

			“No, she won’t, because the staff will be watching her like a hawk. And if she steps out of line, she will be excluded.”

			Isla still looks unhappy. “If she doesn’t get me in school, she’ll get me somewhere else. She’ll wait for me and get me on the way home.”

			“She won’t because J and his friends will walk home with you.”

			“What, forever?” Isla says bitterly.

			“If needs be. But it won’t come to that. Tanya would be stupid to go anywhere near you after this.”

			“But she is stupid,” Isla says miserably. “She’s stupid and horrible, and all she’ll care about is getting me back.”

			And with that, her face crumples and she bursts into tears.

			Hannah feels such a fierce rush of love for her daughter, and an equally fierce rush of rage for her daughter’s tormentor, that if Tanya Gellman was here now, Hannah honestly thinks she would happily inflict the same amount of pain and humiliation on the teenager as the girl has inflicted on Isla. There is a part of her that feels guilty about this, but maternal instinct is primal and savage. She pulls Isla to her and hugs her tightly, and it’s only then, looking over Isla’s shoulder, that she sees a woman in a black suit and a silky maroon blouse leaning against her car.

			The woman straightens as she catches Hannah’s eye. Not guiltily, though. Rather, it’s as though she’s raising herself to her full height, as if in preparation for combat.

			Still watching the woman, Hannah kisses Isla’s forehead, then rises too.

			“Can I help you?” Hannah says.

			As she asks the question, Isla gives a tearful gasp, and Hannah glances at her. Isla is looking not at the woman, but at a gleaming silver Audi, one of only a dozen or so cars in the car park, which is sitting a few spaces from Hannah’s own.

			There is a girl in the passenger seat. Dark-haired, scowling, arms crossed, mid-teens. She is glaring at Isla, and when Hannah looks back at her daughter, she sees that Isla is shaking with fear.

			Instantly Hannah makes the connection. The girl in the car is Tanya Gellman. Which means the woman in the black suit is Tanya’s mother.

			Why is she here? Again, the realization comes instantly. Mrs. MacLeod told her that Tanya had been suspended. Which means she must have already spoken to Tanya and her mother. Presumably directly before she spoke to Hannah.

			Hannah feels a spark of anger. How insensitive of the head teacher to schedule the two appointments so close together. Didn’t she realize that by doing so, there was a chance the two parties might come into contact? On the other hand, there’s no knowing how long Mrs. Gellman has been waiting. She could have been polishing Hannah’s car with her arse for the past half hour.

			As well as being smartly dressed, Tanya’s mother has glossy, chestnut hair, very well cut. She wears a lot of jewelry and is immaculately made-up. But there’s a hardness to her – or maybe that’s just Hannah’s bias, based on the circumstances and the fact she is Tanya Gellman’s mother.

			She walks purposefully towards Hannah, her heels clacking on the tarmac. “I want to talk about what your daughter’s been saying about my Tanya,” she says accusingly.

			Her voice is strident, imperious. Hannah’s immediate assessment is that here is a woman used to getting her own way.

			The adrenaline ramps up again, and like Isla, Hannah feels herself starting to shake – particularly in her hands and her gut. It isn’t fear that causes it, though, but a resurgence of the rage she feels towards Tanya. It would be so easy to lose it here, to scream at the woman, then stride across to the Audi and scream at the girl too. But Hannah refuses to be the aggressor, refuses to become so overwhelmed by her anger that it robs her of the ability to think or speak coherently.

			More calmly than the woman, but still with enough edge to her voice that she doesn’t appear submissive, she says, “My daughter’s been speaking nothing but the truth.”

			The woman sneers. “I don’t think so. She’s been making up all sorts of ridiculous stories.”

			Hannah shakes her head. “If you believe that, Mrs. Gellman, you’re deluded. Why would Isla do that? She’s only just started at this school. All she wants is to fit in. She didn’t even know who Tanya was until Tanya started bullying her.”

			The woman looks outraged. Her voice becomes shriller. “My Tanya is not a bully!”

			Almost smugly Hannah says, “I think you’ll find she is. And I think you’ll find it’s not just Isla who’s saying so. Students don’t get suspended for nothing. I think you need to take off your rose-tinted glasses, and I think you and your daughter need to have a serious chat.”

			Now Mrs. Gellman looks apoplectic. For a moment Hannah wonders whether she is about to emulate her daughter and launch a physical assault. She doesn’t though; she merely totters a couple of steps forward and points a rigid finger at Hannah.

			“I don’t care what you think! Your poisonous little child could ruin my daughter’s future with her shit.”

			The swear word, spat out with venom, is an indication that the woman is losing what little composure she had, and conversely it makes Hannah feel calmer.

			“Your daughter’s making a very good job of ruining her own future,” she says, and the woman goes puce.

			“Fuck you!” she screams. “Fuck you!”

			Well, that’s mature. Now I can see where Tanya gets it from.

			Hannah thinks this but decides not to goad the woman further by saying it. Hearing a muted whirring sound, she glances across at the Audi to see the electronic window on the passenger side sliding down. For a moment she wonders whether Tanya is about to add to her mother’s tirade but then sees that the teenager is acutely embarrassed.

			“Muuuum.” Her voice is a whining plea. “Can we please just go home now?”

			Hannah might almost have felt sorry for the girl if she didn’t know what a vicious little sadist she was. Mrs. Gellman looks at her daughter with something like exasperation, then snaps her attention back to Hannah.

			She raises her finger again. It’s tipped with a long, curved nail, painted white with a red stripe down the middle that reminds Hannah of toothpaste.

			“You haven’t heard the last of this.”

			Hannah shrugs, and this time can’t resist saying, “I see threats run in your family.”

			Before Mrs. Gellman can respond, Tanya calls again, her voice even more of a whine. “Come on, Mum, let’s go.”

			One more glare and then Mrs. Gellman clacks away across the car park. Hannah hears her car door slam, her engine rev to life, but by this time she has turned her attention to Isla, who is sobbing bitterly.

			“Hey, hey, sweetheart, there’s no need to get upset.” Again she crouches and pulls Isla to her. The little girl is like a rag doll.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Hannah sees the Gellmans’ car moving away. She sees a flash of sunlight on metal as it exits the school gate, the engine over-revving. As the Audi streaks away, jolting over the speed bumps outside the school, she notices a tall, dark figure standing motionless on the opposite pavement. Ordinarily the figure wouldn’t have drawn her attention, but Hannah gets the distinct feeling the figure is not just looking at her, but scrutinizing her.

			She focuses on the figure, and gets a quick, jumbled impression of dark, ragged clothes, a thin face thrown mostly into shadow by a hood. Then, as if knowing it is observed, the figure turns and lopes away, disappearing around the corner.

			As she cuddles Isla, Hannah is more unsettled by the figure than she is by the encounter with Mrs. Gellman.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“So what does ‘Portals’ actually mean, love, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			Jess smiles indulgently to conceal her irritation at her mother’s question. But then she looks at her mum’s face – at her earnestness, her desire to understand – and at once she feels like the biggest shit in the world.

			Her mum and dad have come all the way here from their semidetached in Sale – the house Jess grew up in. They’ve paid nearly two hundred quid for train tickets and another two hundred to stay in a Premier Inn – and for what? So they can spend an evening way out of their comfort zone, supporting their daughter at her first one-woman show in a swanky London gallery.

			Hub in Bermondsey is all shiny black surfaces and hollow echoes. Renko and Jasmine Giles, who own it, have told Jess that the surroundings are intentionally clinical to accentuate the art. Most of the people here tonight are from Hub’s mailing list, and with their couture fashions, three-hundred-pound hairdos and breathtakingly expensive bling, they make Jess’s parents look like peasants among royalty. Her dad is wearing a baggy blue suit with shiny knees, and her mum is wearing a floral-print dress that she bought in the M&S January sale. Jess’s heart aches with guilt, because she knows they’ve made a big effort, yet she still can’t help feeling embarrassed for them and herself. When they arrived fifteen minutes ago, breathless and flustered, having got lost on the short walk here from Bermondsey tube station, Natasha murmured, “Is that your mum and dad? Oh my God, they’re so cute!”

			Stomach clenching, Jess warned, “Remember what I said, Tash.”

			“Don’t worry,” Natasha said with a smirk, “I’ll ease them in gently.”

			Before Jess could say any more, Natasha was striding across to the gray-haired couple hovering nervously just inside the entrance doors. As she bore down on them, a lithe and muscular woman, six-foot tall, glowing chestnut-colored skin and an almost impossibly beautiful face, Jess saw her father’s eyes widen in alarm.

			Even above the gallery chatter, Jess heard Tash’s velvet purr as she extended an elegant, long-fingered hand. “Mr. and Mrs. Maple? I’m Tash, your daughter’s partner. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you. Jess is just over there.”

			As her parents looked across at her, Jess felt annoyed with herself for still feeling that same apprehension she experienced as a teenager whenever she wore something she knew her parents would disapprove of – a skirt they’d consider too short, a particularly garish shade of lipstick. For this preview she has treated herself to a severe bleached-blonde buzz cut, the look accentuated with heavy eye makeup – smoky black flecked with gray glitter – that makes her blue eyes sparkle like chips of topaz nestled in charred pits.

			She’s by no means the most outrageous-looking person here, though, and maybe that helped, because neither of her parents commented on her appearance when they reached her. Maybe they were simply too overawed by their surroundings or cowed by London’s bustle. Her mother’s expression, though, seemed to suggest she was enjoying herself, albeit timidly. Eyes wide and a smile hovering on her lips, her first words to Jess were, “Well, isn’t this all very swish!”

			Even now, five minutes later, Jess is not sure whether they understood what Tash meant when she said ‘partner’, or even whether they registered the word. Clutching champagne flutes, they still seem mesmerized both by Tash’s presence and by the activity around them. When her mother asks the question about portals, Jess is looking at her father, trying to discern whether his expression as he peers about is suspicion, bewilderment or disapproval. Tash gives the most fleeting of smirks – she understands instantly how the question will nettle Jess – as Jess fixes a smile on her face and says evenly, “What do you think it means, Mum?”

			Her mum looks startled, caught in the spotlight. Her dad gestures with his still-full glass – he’s never liked champagne – at one of the paintings and says, “They’re the round windows on ships, aren’t they? Is that what these are all supposed to be then?”

			Jess grits her teeth. “That’s portholes, Dad, not portals.”

			“Isn’t it the same?”

			“No, it isn’t.”

			Her dad rocks on his heels and grins disarmingly. “Well, you learn something new every day.”

			“A portal is a gate or an entrance, Mr. Maple,” Tash explains, managing to do it without sounding condescending, which Jess knows is more than she’d have been able to achieve. “The idea of these paintings is…” Then she defers almost shyly to Jess. “Well, you say. It’s your show.”

			“The concept is…well, it’s potential. P-possibilities,” Jess stammers. With her dad staring at her, she suddenly finds herself losing faith in her central idea; all at once, it seems trite, pretentious. Soldiering on, she says, “You’re supposed to look at these paintings and wonder where they lead to. Your imagination takes you down the rabbit hole, and your imagination is infinite.”

			Her dad’s vacant expression makes her want to make a joke of it, makes her want to say, ‘Well, not yours necessarily, Dad.’ But she knows she won’t be able to carry it off without making it sound snide, and so instead she shrugs in frustration. Her dad puffs out his cheeks.

			“I see.” Then instantly he laughs, winks. “Well, no, I don’t really. I’m none the wiser. It’s all a bit above me, this.”

			Her mum has drained her champagne flute quickly, and Jess can tell she is already a little giddy. Like Jess, her mum is short, small-boned, and has never had much capacity for alcohol, and as she dips forward to speak to Tash, she looks like a bird about to peck at the taller woman’s sleeve.

			“She’s always had arty ideas, our Jess,” she confides. “I don’t know where she gets them from. Her dad and I don’t know one end of a paintbrush from the other.”

			As Tash chuckles dutifully, Mr. Maple says, “Yes, our Nathan was the brainy one, well, the academic one, I should say, and our Jess was the one with her head in the clouds, always coming up with these mad schemes.”

			“Thanks, Dad,” Jess breathes.

			“Is Nathan coming?” her mother asks.

			Jess shrugs. “Well, I invited him.”

			“Did he know we were coming?” her dad asks her mum, who tuts and rolls her eyes at Jess and Tash.

			“You know he did. I told him last week. In an email.”

			“Just because you sent it doesn’t mean he read it, though, does it? He’s a busy lad, is Nathan.” To Tash he says, “He works for a merchant bank. Very big in finance, our Nathan is. Drives an Alfa Romeo.”

			Tash tries to look impressed. “You must be very proud.”

			“Oh, we are,” Mr. Maple says.

			“We’re proud of both our children,” Jess’s mum makes a point of saying.

			“So is he coming then?” Mr. Maple asks Jess.

			“I don’t know, Dad. Like I said, I invited him, but I’m not sure this is his thing.”

			“Oh, I’m sure he’d come and support you if he could,” Jess’s mum says. To Tash she adds, “Thick as thieves, our two were, as kids. You’ve always got on well, haven’t you, Jess?”

			Jess grunts. The fact is, she and Nathan couldn’t be more different, and they tolerate each other at best. They were closer as children, it’s true, but even then she found his competitive nature pathetic, the way he would throw a tantrum whenever she beat him at board games. She loves him because he’s her brother, but he’s still a personification of pretty much everything she hates in men. He’s laddish, sexist, vain, obsessed with money. He and his friends call each other ‘chap’ in a matey but aggressive way. He’s right-wing, couldn’t give a shit about the environment, hates ‘weirdos’ – which pretty much means anyone who doesn’t lead a materialistic lifestyle, which pretty much means all of Jess’s friends – and equates kindness with weakness. If you donate to charity, you’re a mug. If you do something for nothing, you’re a mug. And in Nathan’s world, life is full of mugs, ripe for exploitation. Last time they saw each other, Jess accused her brother of being a cliché, and he said, “Yeah, but I’m rich and having a great time, not living in a shithole and crying over the state of the world. So who’s the fucking winner here?”

			The worst thing is that, although she thinks his attitude is reprehensible, there’s a part of her that can’t help admitting he has a point.

			“So how long did this lot take then?” her dad asks, gesturing round with his still-full glass.

			Seeing that a waitress is doing the rounds, Jess drains her own glass – her third – and makes a quick switcheroo as the girl steps up to them, proffering her tray.

			“Ooh, lovely, thank you,” her mum says, and does the same.

			“About six months,” Jess says in answer to her dad’s question.

			He looks astonished. “As long as that?”

			“These aren’t all the paintings she’s done, Mr. Maple,” Tash says. “You should see her studio. It’s full of them. She’s been totally obsessed these past few months.”

			What started out as defending Jess has swiftly become barely concealed criticism. Pulling a face but trying to keep it light, Jess says, “Not totally obsessed.”

			With equal lightness, Tash says, “Don’t listen to her. I’ve hardly seen her recently. She’s dedicated, I’ll give her that.”

			Jess bites back her response. This has been a bugbear between her and Tash recently, but she’s not prepared to have a row in front of her parents, not when she’s not even sure they’ve worked out that Tash is her girlfriend. It isn’t as if she hasn’t told them she’s gay, it’s just that they’re in denial about it. Her dad flat-out refuses to acknowledge it – it’s as if he simply can’t comprehend the concept – whereas her mum regards it as an affectation, or a phase she’ll grow out of.

			Maybe it would have been easier for them if Jess had been able to admit it to herself sooner, but by the time she came to terms with it, and told her mum, she was thirty-four, by which time the evidence of history was against her.

			“Don’t be daft,” her mum said when Jess, having gone home one weekend, finally plucked up the courage to sit her down for a heart-to-heart. “You can’t be. You’ve had lots of boyfriends.”

			“Yes, and it’s never worked with them. And this is why.”

			“You just haven’t found the right one yet. You will, though, given time.”

			“I won’t, Mum.” Jess had tried to be gentle. “It’s just not who I am.”

			She’d reached for her mum’s hands, but her mum had snatched them back and stood up, suddenly annoyed. “It’s just London, and being with all your arty friends, it’s given you funny ideas.”

			After that, she’d refused to listen to any more ‘nonsense’, and since then, in order to avoid further arguments, Jess has let things slide.

			“They’ll be forced to accept the truth if they see us together,” Tash had said to her a few days ago.

			“I don’t want them to see us together,” Jess had replied, which, not surprisingly, had provoked a furious reaction from Tash.

			“Excuse me?”

			“I don’t mean it like that, you know I don’t. It’s just that I don’t want it to happen at my preview, when they’ve come all the way down to see me. It won’t be fair on them. And it won’t be fair on me either. This is my big night. You do understand, don’t you?”

			Tash had said she did, had said she’d ease Jess’s parents in gently, but even now Jess is on tenterhooks. She feels torn in so many directions, added to which she knows, despite defending herself during the rows they’d had recently, that Tash is right; she has been overly obsessed with her portal project. These past few months, she’s been in the grip of a creative frenzy; it’s as if some external force has taken hold of her. She’s missed appointments and social engagements in order to keep painting. She’s let Tash down on numerous occasions. She knows how lucky she is that Tash is still around, and she knows that she owes her big time. And once this exhibition is over, and she’s got the portals out of her system, Jess is determined to show Tash how much her love and loyalty mean to her. She’s finally agreed to Tash’s oft-repeated suggestion that the two of them move in together. And more than that, she’s planning to take Tash away, maybe to some island paradise somewhere, and ask her to marry her.

			Instead of snapping back at Tash, therefore, she shrugs, snorts a laugh, flashes her a secret smile. Tash raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow, but she smiles back in what Jess interprets is a conciliatory manner.

			Just then, someone gently squeezes Jess’s bicep, and she turns to see Jasmine Giles standing behind her.

			“May I borrow you for a minute?”

			Jasmine is like a living embodiment of cubism – tall, with precise features, her suit, like her hair, black and sharply angled.

			“Sure,” says Jess. She smiles at her parents and Tash. “Excuse me a sec.”

			As she follows Jasmine through the labyrinthine space, exchanging smiles and thanking those who compliment her on her work, Jasmine leans over to murmur in her ear.

			“American client. Alphonse Blume. Pots of money. I smell a multiple sale, but he wants to meet you before he commits.”

			Jess barely has time to process the information before a sidestep past a cluster of people selecting canapés from a waitress’s tray reveals Renko Giles chatting to a portly, florid-faced man in his sixties. Beside the portly man stands a white-haired woman in a shimmering dress of dusky pink silk. Her expression is deadpan, even severe, but Renko and the florid-faced man beam at Jess.

			“Here she is,” Jasmine says, as if Jess is a child who’s been found hiding in a wardrobe.

			“So you’re the artist?” the florid-faced man says. His voice is deep and gravelly, the accent pure New Jersey.

			“I am,” says Jess. Feeling something more is called for, she steps forward and thrusts out a hand. “I’m Jess. Nice to meet you, Mr. Blume.”

			As it enfolds hers, his hand is like a mouth, damp and fleshy. “Alfie,” he says. “And this is my wife, Dorothy. We love your work, don’t we, dear? It’s a knockout.”

			His wife barely responds, but Jess beams at both of them. “Thank you. I’m honored.”

			“So tell me about this one?”

			Alfie Blume indicates the painting to his right, Portal #24, a swirling vortex highlighted with hints of a sickly pinkish light and rimmed with what might be flickers of fire. Around the vortex is the vaguest suggestion of a crumbling brick wall, streaked with soot or grime, and etched with fading, indecipherable graffiti.

			Jess takes a breath. She has discussed her work numerous times, yet she’s never able to shake off the feeling she’s being asked to justify her concept to a skeptical audience.

			“The portals are intended to provoke different reactions in different people,” she says. “The idea of a portal is an opening in reality, leading who knows where? It could be an escape, a doorway into a better place, or it could be something sinister.”

			“Like a doorway into Hell?” Alfie Blume offers.

			Jess nods. “Why not? If that’s how you see it.” She gestures around. “As you can see, each painting is essentially the same concept – you have the central portal, with the hint of a background behind it. But with each one I wanted to create a different mood. So some are creepy, some are hopeful, some are intriguing. But as to where each of them lead…well, that’s open to interpretation.”

			The American is nodding and grinning, as if delighted by her explanation. “Well, I love ’em! I’d take ’em all if I could! Which are your favorites, honey?” He turns to his wife, who purses her lips.

			“My favorites?” Her voice is a crackling drawl; the voice of a long-term smoker. “Can’t say I have favorites. I’m not even sure I like ’em.”

			Jess feels as though a stone has dropped into her stomach, but she manages to keep her smile plastered to her face. The look that Renko and Jasmine exchange is unequivocal: they are in danger of seeing a big deal slip away.

			“As Jess says, people often have strong emotional reactions to these paintings. That’s what makes them so powerful,” Renko says smoothly. He has thick, wavy hair that flows to his shoulders, and chiseled features. He looks as though he should be on the cover of a Gothic romance novel, wearing knee-length boots, breeches and a loose linen shirt.

			“We’ve had a great deal of interest from abroad,” Jasmine adds. “Europe, America. They’re going to become very collectable.”

			Dorothy Blume wafts a dismissive hand. “I’m not debating the workmanship. I’m sure that’s great. It’s just that the damn things creep me out – but not in the same way you were saying.” She points at Jess, who feels she’s being accused of something. “For me, it’s the other way round.”

			Renko and Jasmine look puzzled, but it’s her husband who asks, “How do you mean, honey?”

			The look that Dorothy Blume fixes on Jess is piercing. “You talk about these portals being doorways leading into something, but what you don’t say, honey, is how doorways can go both ways. It isn’t where they might lead that give me the creeps about these pictures. It’s the thought of what might come out of ’em.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			When Hannah enters the house and closes the door behind her, the sigh she expels is part relief, part dejection. She’s unbuttoning her jacket when Fearne, who lives across the road at number 40, emerges from the front room, where the Love Island theme is playing faintly in the background.

			“How was it?”

			Fearne is seventeen, but she speaks to Hannah like an equal, which Hannah finds oddly refreshing. She’s sure that teenagers today are far more worldly and self-confident than they were when she was Fearne’s age – or maybe that was just her. She’s only a couple of decades older than Fearne, hardly an old maid, but compared to the teenager, with her belly-button piercing and her ridiculously long legs, she feels frumpy and ancient.

			“It was nice,” she says.

			“I sense a ‘but’.”

			Hannah smiles faintly and drapes her jacket and bag over the newel post at the foot of the stairs. As she delves into the bag for her mobile, she says, “You’re too perceptive for your own good, young lady.”

			Fearne smirks and tilts her head to one side. “That’s why I’m going to do psychology at uni – so I can be a mental health therapist. I like working out how people tick.”

			Hannah compares that with why, twenty years ago, she chose to do a history degree. It was purely because it was her best subject at school, not because she had specific plans of how she would apply her knowledge afterwards.

			She wonders what Fearne’s assessment of her current situation would be. Does the girl admire her for being a working mum, who is putting herself – albeit reluctantly – out there? Or does she pity her for being a divorced, single mother with no vocation in life? The fact that Hannah actually cares what a seventeen-year-old might think is depressing enough, and so to silence her inner voice she says, “I had a nice evening, but that’s as far as it goes. Bryan was nice, we had a pleasant conversation. He was open-minded, he didn’t irritate me. We even had some things in common…”

			“But there was no spark,” Fearne says.

			Hannah sighs. “No. But maybe I’m just expecting too much? Maybe I’m setting my standards too high?”

			Fearne looks horrified. She holds up a well-manicured hand in a Stop right there, girl gesture.

			“Don’t ever think that, Mrs. Prentice. There’s no such thing.”

			“You don’t think it’s possible to be too picky?”

			“Not with something like this.”

			“But like I say, he was nice. Maybe I should give him a second chance. He might grow on me.”

			Fearne is shaking her head firmly. “When it comes to dating, you haven’t got time for losers.”

			Hannah doesn’t know whether to be amused or offended. “Because I’m very old and will probably be dead soon?”

			Now Fearne holds up both hands. “No way. You’re still young and hot. And when you find the right one, you’ll know. There won’t be any of this ‘He was quite nice, maybe I should see him again’ stuff. It’ll be—” she clicks her fingers, “—yes!”

			Hannah laughs. “You should write a column for the local paper. Fearne’s Love Tips.”

			Fearne laughs along with her. “My dad would love that. He’s always saying I’m precocious.”

			“My mum would say you’ve got an old head on young shoulders.”

			Fearne looks amused. “I like that. How is your mum?”

			“She’s…okay. I’m trying to persuade her to go and get a proper assessment, but she’s in denial, says there’s nothing wrong with her, except a bit of age-related forgetfulness.” She sighs. “I don’t know, maybe she’s right. We all forget things from time to time, don’t we?”

			Fearne nods. “Mum made a chicken casserole a few weeks ago. Asked me to turn off the heat when the alarm went off. But I had my headphones on and forgot about it. I only remembered when I smelled smoke coming up the stairs. Mum was not happy.”

			“Well, there you go,” says Hannah. “When it happens to you, it’s just forgetfulness. When it happens to an old person, everyone assumes it’s dementia.”

			She isn’t entirely convinced by her own argument, though, because where her mum is concerned it hasn’t just happened once. In the last month alone, there’s been the incident with the boiled eggs, and the incident with the overflowing bath. And her mum has been blanking on certain words too. She’ll be talking normally and then she’ll just switch off. Even the kids have noticed it.

			But her mum’s situation is an issue for another day. Ten years ago, Hannah would never have believed that by the time she hit her late thirties her life would have become little more than a series of problems to address, of fires to fight. It depresses her that she thinks of life that way, but at the moment that’s pretty much what it amounts to.

			Swapping one concern for another, she asks, “How’s Isla been tonight?”

			“A bit clingy,” Fearne says. “We had a cuddle and a chat on the settee, and then I took her up and read her a story. She wanted me to stay with her until she fell asleep, so I did.”

			“Oh, Fearne, I’m sorry,” says Hannah, “you probably didn’t need that.”

			Fearne waves away the apology. “It’s no biggie. Isla’s a great kid. And she didn’t take that long to fall asleep. I think she was pretty exhausted.” A frown wrinkles her brow. “If I was still at school, I wouldn’t have let Tanya Gellman get anywhere near Isla.”

			“You know the girl?”

			“Vaguely. She was, like, three years below me, so our paths didn’t exactly cross. Isla’s worried that when Gellman comes back to school, she’ll get revenge on her for getting her suspended.”

			“I know she is. What do you think?”

			Fearne purses her lips. “I’m not saying she won’t, but the Gellmans aren’t a rough family. They’re just a bit…entitled. Tanya’s older brother, Rick, was in my year, and he thought he was better than everyone else. Tanya’s mean, but she’s not dumb, so it could be she’ll be more bothered about her grades, and not getting excluded, than she will be about getting revenge.”

			“That’s your view as a psychologist, is it?” Hannah says, smiling.

			Fearne barks a laugh. “I suppose so.”

			“Well, I hope you’re right. And how was J?”

			“The usual. Quiet. Went up to his room early to play computer games.” She shrugs. “He’s always been a bit shy with me, to be honest.”

			Show me a straight fourteen-year-old boy who isn’t shy around an attractive seventeen-year-old girl, Hannah thinks, but she doesn’t put the thought into words. She’s pretty sure Fearne is bright enough to work that one out for herself.

			 She thanks and pays the teenager, tells her to say hi to her mum and dad, then watches her stride confidently across the street to number 40, before closing her own front door and locking herself in for the night. She turns, and for a moment stands in the hallway, facing the stairs, listening for any indication that Isla is having an unsettled night. The silence, though, seems almost to hum, and after a few seconds she lets go another sigh, this one a release of tension, an acknowledgment that she’s finally alone after a long day, and no longer has to please anyone but herself.

			Wine, she thinks. She’s driven tonight, as she does whenever she goes on a date. That way, she has an excuse not to drink, and the guys she meets don’t have to find out where she lives. Also, it means she doesn’t have to feel guilty for enjoying a tension-loosening nightcap when she gets home.

			She pads through to the kitchen, opens the fridge, pours herself a large Pinot Grigio. She considers taking it through to the front room, but all at once she feels excessively weary. And so, glass in hand, she takes three steps and slumps onto a chair at the kitchen table with an unladylike grunt, kicking off her heels.

			Bless Fearne for describing her as ‘young and hot’, but Hannah hasn’t felt that way for a long time – and, in fact, has felt pretty much the opposite since Tony left her for Juicy Lucy eighteen months ago. The girl – even now Hannah can’t think of her as a woman – might be only five years younger than her, but her sinewy, gym-toned body never fails to make Hannah feel like a flabby old hippo by comparison.

			“No way are you fat!” she can hear Priya saying in her head. She can even see the outraged expression on her friend’s face. “Get over yourself, girl!”

			And Priya’s right. Hannah isn’t fat. She’s curvy – round bum, big boobs, a bit of a belly – but a lot of men like that, don’t they? In fact, the general consensus, as far as Hannah can tell, is that there are more men that like a curvy woman than a skinny one.

			Not Tony, though, as it turns out.

			Not for the first time – in fact, not for the hundredth time – Hannah wonders what Tony saw in Juicy Lucy that made him walk out on her and their two beautiful children. Whenever Hannah encounters the woman, which she tries to do as little as possible, she thinks of steel wires bound tightly together. Every part of her, even her boobs and her tight little bum, looks hard and unyielding. Even her dyed blonde hair looks so sculpted it gives the impression you can snap bits off with your fingers.

			Juicy Lucy. The irony of the name almost makes Hannah snort wine up the back of her nose. The woman looks about as juicy as a rock. And there’s a no-nonsense hardness to her personality too – or maybe she just reserves that for when she sees Hannah. Maybe, on those occasions, she adopts her WPC mode, the one she uses on belligerent Saturday night pissheads. Maybe with Tony she’s a pussycat, a giggler, a sex kitten – though Hannah can’t see it somehow. Trying to see Lucy from Tony’s point of view has become something of an obsession these past eighteen months, albeit less now than it once was, but her hours of contemplation have led her to only one conclusion: it’s the copper thing.

			That must be it. The mutual attraction, the coming together, must purely have come from the fact that Tony and Lucy are both coppers. They share the same intense and tight-knit working environment. The same culture. The same anxieties. The same way of looking at the world.

			Hannah has been to enough police functions, has met enough of Tony’s colleagues, to know that the bonds between coppers are particular and precious. No one understands coppers like other coppers – not their spouses, not their children, not their friends. Even before Juicy Lucy came along, there were times when Tony was moody, secretive, preoccupied; times when he was there, but not there. And she’d accepted that; had accepted the fact that he was dedicated, that he cared, that there was a part of him she would never fully understand.

			She tilts her head back to gulp wine and tries not to let the old bitterness rise up again. As she lowers her head, and the now-empty glass, wondering whether to have one more or just go to bed, she glances at the big window which overlooks the back garden – and freezes.

			A dark figure is standing in the middle of her lawn.

			There’s enough light bleeding from the street for her to see the figure in silhouette, though not enough for her to discern any details. She gets the impression the figure is facing her, even that it’s staring at her, but she can’t be certain.

			What she is certain of, though, is that this is the same figure – the same man – she saw outside the school earlier.

			For a moment she can’t move. A tingling cold grips her fingers and toes, and then rushes inwards, like a shot of adrenaline. Immediately her heart starts to thump so rapidly she can feel it in her groin and at the base of her throat. Sitting in her lighted kitchen, she feels horribly exposed. Her instinct is to duck beneath the table, to scramble across the room on all fours so the intruder can no longer see her, but at the same time she doesn’t want to let him out of her sight. She forces herself to think, to employ her monkey brain rather than her lizard brain. Keeping a cool head was something that Tony always said was vital in any extreme or threatening situation.

			Her instinct is to placate the intruder rather than provoke him, but she knows what Tony would say to that. He’d say that that was what the majority of antagonists wanted – to be in control, to be empowered by the fear of their victims.

			It goes against all her instincts to stand up, to make herself more visible, but she does it anyway, hoping her wobbly legs don’t betray her. She reaches for her mobile, which is sitting beside her wine glass. She’s thankful she retrieved it from her bag, with the intention of texting Priya, who always insists on a full post-date report. Clenching her hands briefly to stop them from shaking, she picks up the phone and holds it out so the intruder can see it, then deliberately stabs at the screen, hoping he’ll pick up on the fact she’s dialing 999.

			Instead of turning and running off into the darkness, though, he runs forward, towards the kitchen window. Hannah is so shocked she jerks back and drops the phone, which hits the table and skitters towards the edge. Lunging forward, she snatches it up before it can fall to the floor, and by the time she straightens, the intruder is right outside the window, bathed in the light from the kitchen.

			Hannah can see now that he’s tall and thin and very scruffy, the shapeless green hoodie he’s wearing stained and ragged. He has the hood up, so she can only see the bottom half of his narrow, stubbled face, but she registers certain details: a thick, C-shaped scar on his chin; chapped lips slightly parted to reveal filthy brown teeth; fingernails caked with black grime as he raises his hands.

			She thinks he’s going to curl those hands into fists and pound on the glass, but instead he takes hold of the two sides of the hood and peels it back. Now she sees a crooked nose, lank hair hanging in rattails over red-rimmed eyes, flesh that is much scarred and ingrained with dirt clinging tight to the bones beneath.

			Oh shit, she thinks, he’s let me see his face. But it isn’t until the intruder mouths, “Hannah,” that she realizes she recognizes him.

			And then her wobbly legs do betray her, and she staggers back against the kitchen cupboard, shocked to the core.

			“Michael?” she says.

		

	
		
			2004

			“So you’re a mature student?” Jess says.

			“Depends what you mean by mature?”

			Giddy with the strangeness of their new environment, and drinking fast to settle their nerves, the group around the table laughs more raucously than the reply deserves.

			Jess leans forward. “Well, we’re all eighteen. At least, I assume we are?” Everyone nods. “So how old are you?”

			“Oh, I’m ancient,” Michael says. “Twenty. I took a couple of years out after my A-levels.”

			“What did you do?” asks Max.

			“Worked for a year. Building sites, bars. I was a roadie at the Cambridge Folk Festival. Then I spent nine months backpacking. First Europe, then Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore…”

			“Wow,” says Max, who Hannah already thinks of as a big, amiable bear, but his roommate, Steve, doesn’t seem so impressed.

			“I’m thinking of doing the Gringo Trail next summer,” he says. “You heard of it?”

			Michael is amiable too, but in a different way. Whereas Max seems lovable and slightly naïve, Michael seems worldly, confident, cool.

			“That’s Brazil and Peru, those places, yeah?”

			Steve counts the countries off on his fingers, as though scoring points. “Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina, Brazil.”

			Michael tilts back his bottle of Pils and nods thoughtfully as he swallows. “Sounds cool. You should definitely do it, man. Anything that expands the mind is good in my book.”

			As Michael grins and others chuckle, Hannah wonders if the comment was meant as some kind of
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