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Dedication

For Denise:

Because of you … 

I laugh a little harder, 

Cry a little less,

And smile a lot more

Best friends for more decades than 

we’d ever want to admit to
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They told me she was dead, but I’ve found her. 

They said my mother was dead too. 

She is now. 

I’m staring at a photograph of her funeral – who photographs funerals? – and I’m wondering who all the people are. My sister is there, described as the only daughter. With our father being dead – damned straight to hell, I presume (and hope) – she is the chief mourner. She’ll be forty-four by now. How time flies. 

The last time I saw her she was three years old and screaming not to be wrenched from my arms. I knew better than to scream, but I couldn’t help it. It’s hard for a ten-year-old to stop themselves, in spite of knowing what will happen if they do. 

She’s grown into a beautiful woman. That is no surprise. I always knew she would. Our mother was beautiful too. 

I more closely resemble our father, but in looks alone. I have nothing of his character. I have done everything in my power to prevent that. 

This photograph shows my sister surrounded by people who care for her, and from what it says in the accompanying piece, they all cared for our mother too.

They didn’t know the woman the way I did. 

Apparently she became a paediatrician, a healer of children, which is such a screeching irony that it’s as if every instrument in an orchestra is hitting the wrong note. 

My sister’s life has been very different to mine. I have no idea if she’s ever thought about me, if she even remembers me. 

I really don’t care about my mother dying. I’m glad she’s gone. I have no desire to confront what she was, or what she did. She might have ended up doing good, but she was an evil woman once. No one knows that better than I do. 

I’m sorry that my sister never came to find me, although there’s a good chance she thought I was dead.

I’m not. In fact, finally, after all these years, I’m close enough to see her whenever I choose, although she can’t see me. Not yet, anyway, but soon, when the time is right, she will know all about me. 

I hope it will bring us both nothing but joy. 




PART ONE 





CHAPTER ONE

‘You know, I can’t help wondering how you’re feeling right now.’

Hanna Madden blinked with surprise. She hadn’t been aware of anyone close by, much less studying her. She had thought she was alone and, for the moment at least, unobserved. 

She was standing in the doorway of the Orangery, gazing out over Goldney Hall gardens, where a very elegant evening party was in full swing. Twilight was bathing everyone in an almost dreamlike glow; small bursts of laughter seemed to float above the low rumble of voices, as graceful and captivating as the flowering lilies basking in the Dutch canal. Hanna had always loved this venue, with its lush, flowing lawns, richly foliaged trees and neoclassical statues – a truly splendid oasis at the heart of Clifton, one of Bristol’s most exclusive suburbs. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she said politely to the woman who’d joined her, ‘have we met?’

The woman smiled winningly and put out a hand to shake. ‘Riona Byrne,’ she said, ‘and I admit I feel as though I know you. Maybe our paths crossed in a past life?’

Hanna took the hand, not entirely sure whether this was a light-hearted tease, or if Ms Byrne actually meant it. She was Irish, judging by the accent and name, and had a cultured, ironic sort of air about her. Her thick, beautiful red hair was shoulder length and naturally wavy, held from her oval face by a navy velvet Alice band; her eyes, gentle and grey, were humorous and direct. Her smile was friendly and yet Hanna was sensing a hidden hesitancy in its depths, as if she were half-afraid of being rebuffed. 

‘Now, that’s an interesting notion,’ Hanna responded with a genial laugh. She was used to putting people at their ease, was good at it, in fact. ‘I wonder where the past life might have been?’ she mused. ‘And was it during this incarnation, or an earlier one?’

Clearly pleased to be taken up on the playful challenge, Riona said, ‘I guess the possibilities are endless and not a little fascinating.’ 

Hanna laughed again, her gentle blue eyes lighting with mischief, her fair-skinned and lovely face flushing with pleasure. ‘Seriously, have we met before?’ she asked. ‘You do seem … familiar? If so, I’m sorry for not remembering,’ she quickly added. It was rude, pompous even, to have forgotten someone’s name, never mind their existence, and she never felt comfortable trying to excuse it with the fact that she and her husband had such a wide and varied network of friends, family and business associates. 

‘Ah, Hanna! There you are.’ Emerging from a nearby clutch of dark-suited men came the man of the hour, her husband, Jack. Though not conventionally handsome – his eyes were too narrow, his nose too large and jaw too prominent to make him so, his imposing height, broad shoulders and high-wattage smile rarely failed to make him stand out in a crowd. They were also known to cause several female hearts to beat a little faster. The fact that he was one of the most prominent businessmen in the region also earned him a great deal of attention, and respect, for he was known to be a tough, but fair-minded and generous employer. 

‘Are you enjoying yourself?’ she asked as he reached her. ‘I’d like to introduce you to …?’ 

‘Jack, over here!’ someone shouted. It was the newly elected Metro mayor, whose campaign Jack had robustly supported; Jack maintained his smile as he muttered under his breath, ‘Is it time yet to let him know who’s boss?’

Supressing a laugh as she glanced at Riona, Hanna said, ‘Way too early. And don’t forget, you like him.’

He grinned. ‘Why aren’t you mingling?’ he asked, already starting to leave. 

‘I am.’ She would have added that she’d just come from the ladies and had made a new acquaintance on the way, but he’d already gone and anyway it seemed a bit presumptuous to make such a claim of Riona Byrne. ‘Sorry,’ she said to her, ‘I’ll introduce you later when he’s less in demand. Unless you already know him?’ No, she couldn’t – Jack would never have been so rude as to ignore someone he knew. 

Appearing amused, Riona said, ‘This is the first time our paths have actually crossed – and is there ever a time when he isn’t in demand?’

Hanna rolled her eyes. ‘Not really.’ 

Riona smiled. ‘So this evening is to celebrate him taking the title of West Country Businessman of the Year for the fourth time in a row?’

Hanna regarded her openly, enjoying the gentle mockery that seemed to have no edge to it, only a smooth, easy sense of irony. ‘We are indeed,’ she confirmed. ‘He’ll tell you he doesn’t put any store by these accolades, but between us, I know he enjoys them.’ Then realizing she could be talking to a journalist, she wished she could take it back. 

‘And what about you?’ Riona probed. ‘Does it bother you to be famous?’

Hanna had to laugh. ‘I’d hardly describe myself as that,’ she countered, giving a wave to someone she knew, ‘but since you ask, there are times when we’d both prefer a little more anonymity.’ 

In fact there had been plenty of occasions during the twenty-three years of their marriage when they’d wanted nothing more than to shut out the rest of the world, but she certainly wasn’t going to get into any of them now. Her eyes alighted briefly on a male figure in a group beneath the late flowering mulberry tree and her heart contracted. She knew he’d been watching her, had felt it since his arrival, but he wasn’t looking her way now. 

Riona said, ‘I guess I’m hogging your company when I’m sure everyone here wants to talk to you.’

Hanna’s gaze roamed the elegantly dressed clusters of people spread out around the lawns and colourful flower beds and said wryly, ‘They seem to be managing just fine. Can I ask, are you a reporter?’ she said. 

Riona’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘No. I’m sorry if I gave that impression.’

Hanna said, ‘So what do you do, Mrs … Ms …?’

‘Actually, it’s Doctor, but please call me Riona. And is it OK to call you Hanna?’

‘Of course. Everyone does, even people who don’t know me. Jack often goes for Han, or even Hanny – very annoying. I tend to call him Jacky if he does that.’ She wanted to ask what sort of doctor Riona was, and who she had come with, but was afraid it might sound as though she was challenging her right to be there. She didn’t remember seeing her name on the guest list.

In timely answer to one of her questions, Sebastian – Seb – Goodman, Professor of Social and Political Theory from Bristol University, and one of Jack’s oldest and dearest friends, came to drape an arm around Riona’s shoulders. 

‘I see you two have met,’ he declared. Hanna knew him well enough to tell from his slightly flushed face and glittering blue eyes how attracted he was to Riona Byrne. He was quite a looker himself, with his thick blond hair, chiselled jaw and pretty good physique, but since his wife’s passing two years ago, he’d shown no interest in meeting anyone else. ‘How are you, Han? Looking great, as uuj,’ he said, kissing her lightly on the cheek. ‘Did Riona tell you she’s a fan?’

Wincing, Riona said, ‘It’s not exactly what I said. More an admirer,’ she informed Hanna.

Pulling a contrite face, Seb said, ‘I’ve obviously misspoken, so forgive me, ladies. Can I get you both a drink? Your glasses are empty and I have it on good authority that the vino on offer is pretty easy on the palate.’

It was Badger’s Bluff, a chardonnay from a vineyard right here in the centre of Clifton – Jack and Hanna liked to keep things local where they could – and she was pleased to hear Seb, a known wine buff, talking up the vintage. 

Aware of Jack’s repeated glances in her direction, and others trying to get her attention now, Hanna said, ‘Time for me to mingle, but it was lovely to meet you, Riona. I hope you’re staying for the speeches.’ Her eyes shone with mischief and, to her delight, Riona picked up on it. 

‘Wouldn’t miss them for the world,’ she assured her with a dryness that made Hanna laugh out loud. 

As she moved away, soon swamped by other guests (a few minutes with her was the next best thing to an audience with Jack), she could feel herself being watched by the man beneath the mulberry tree. She took care to stay away, was determined not to look at him at all, but his scrutiny was like a tether, trying to reel her in. She was strong enough to resist, at least for now. 

Everyone was here, from the uniformed High Sheriff (a position both Jack and his now-deceased father had held at various times over the years); all three mayors – Lord, Metro and City; at least two dozen members of the exclusive Society of Merchant Venturers, Jack being amongst their number; at least two High Court judges; several prominent barristers; the grand maître of the Bordeaux Commanderie; and many of the city’s leading businessmen and -women. 

As she listened, laughed, commiserated and flirted her way around the party, she found herself glancing about for Riona Byrne. She saw that she and Seb were talking to Bob Reeves, former president of the Rugby Football Union and grower of Badger’s Bluff. 

‘Ah ha! Here you are. I’m so sorry we’re late.’

Recognizing the breathless voice of one of her dearest friends, Hanna turned to embrace her. ‘Hello you,’ she said delightedly. ‘Traffic bad?’

‘Tell me about it.’ Andee Lawrence kept her hands on Hanna’s shoulders as they gazed into one another’s eyes, wanting to intuit if there were any secrets to be shared, problems to solve, or good news to celebrate? 

Andee was around the same age as Hanna, slightly taller but just as slender and, where Hanna’s hair was a delicate strawberry-blonde, Andee’s glorious shoulder-length curls were exotically raven. It was her arresting aquamarine eyes that were her most compelling feature, however. They drew a person in instantly, and they also never missed a thing, which had made Andee an excellent detective in the past – and, albeit in a less formal capacity, still did. 

She looked around, clocking the other guests, many of whom she knew, if only slightly. 

‘Where’s Graeme?’ Hanna asked, referring to Andee’s partner; his property development company was currently partnering with Jack’s on a Ministry of Defence project based in North Devon. 

‘He got waylaid as we came in,’ Andee replied, ‘and I’m sure he’s found Jack by now. Who’s that over there?’ she asked, nodding in the direction of the mulberry tree. ‘He seems very interested in … you?’

Hanna said, ‘I’m sure it’s you he’s looking at, wondering who you are.’

Andee was amused. ‘And he is …?’ she prompted. 

‘Hugo Astor. He’s heading up our in-house legal team now that Ernst Samuels has retired.’ 

Andee’s eyebrows rose. ‘He’s very … physical,’ she commented dryly. 

Hanna spluttered a laugh. That was certainly one way of describing the man who oozed masculinity to the point of carnality. In fact, in her opinion – despite his looks – he was a pretty loathsome character: cocksure, self-satisfied, egocentric, pompous and, though it pained her to admit it, apparently brilliant at his job. 

Wanting to steer Andee away before he realized they were discussing him, she signalled to a waiter and took two full flutes of champagne from his tray. 

‘Lovely to see you,’ she said, clinking her glass against Andee’s. 

‘Likewise,’ Andee responded. ‘Are you sure it’s OK for us to stay for a few nights?’ 

‘Are you kidding? I’ve been looking forward to it.’ It wasn’t as if they didn’t have the room – they had so much of it at their family home in the Chew Valley that sometimes she and Jack had to text or call to find out where the other was in the house or the grounds. 

‘Excellent, so we’ll have plenty of time to chat.’ Andee sipped her drink and made a swift survey of the gathering. ‘I see the local high-fliers are out in number,’ she commented.

‘Still mostly white, over-privileged and entitled,’ Hanna muttered, ‘but generally good at heart.’ She added with a smile, ‘So how is life in Kesterly-on-Sea?’

Andee groaned. ‘Crazy, but it’s that time of year. Tourists fighting for deckchairs and spilling all over the pavements; cafés and pubs struggling to keep up with the crowds; teens beach-partying into the small hours … Frankly, it’s good to get away for a spell.’

Wryly, Hanna said, ‘And presumably no one’s gone missing, or been murdered or kidnapped, so your extra-special services are not currently required?’

Andee smiled. ‘Correct. Now, who’s here that I should meet? Either of the children around, by the way?’

‘Leo’s is in Italy,’ Hanna replied, referring to her and Jack’s twenty-one-year-old son, who had recently graduated from Birmingham Uni with a 2:1 in business development. ‘And Caitlin’s taken the baby to stay with friends in Wales for a while.’ Even as she spoke her daughter’s name, she could feel her heart tightening and twisting. Their rebellious eighteen-year-old was a uni no-show and regular pot-smoker, as well as mother to adorable eighteen-month-old Sofia. Much of the time Sofia’s care fell to Jack’s stepmother, Jenny. ‘And what about your two?’ she asked, certain already that Andee’s perfect two – both a little older than Leo and Cait, and from her first marriage – were excelling in their chosen fields. 

Before Andee could answer, Jack and Graeme swooped in on them, closely followed by a photographer who wanted shots of the four together – then of Hanna and Jack, followed by just Jack, then Hanna. By the time it was all over, Andee and Graeme had joined other friends, and Jack was talking to the party organizers about where to stand to deliver his speech. 

The sun had dropped below the horizon by now, and all attention was starting to focus on Jack as he took his place in front of the Orangery. Hanna walked back a few paces and slipped quietly into the shadows, feeling the pull of her favourite part of the gardens. For most it would be the grotto – a spectacular man-made cave dug into the far hillside. Its walls and ceilings were decorated with hundreds of species of seashells and coral that Thomas Goldney III had transported from the Caribbean during the eighteenth century. There were moves afoot now to rename this historic hall and gardens, given Goldney’s links to the triangular slave trade that had firmly placed him and many Bristol merchants amongst the wealthiest men of their time. 

Moving past the grotto, Hanna wandered up the gentle slope of the hillside, passing the tower with its smooth stone walls and castellated rooftop. She arrived at a long, grassy walkway raised above the gardens, with the city spread out below. In daylight, and in winter when there were no leaves on the trees, there were spectacular views down to the harbour and all the way across to Dundry Hill in the distance, the start of the Mendips. 

She was lit only by moonlight as she slipped in front of the statue of Androcles, the lion wrapped around his sculpted body like a weathered cloak. She inhaled the fresh grassy scent of the nearby orchard and warm night air, and could hear Jack’s voice far behind, though not what he was saying. She didn’t need to listen; she knew the speech well, having helped to write it. She wondered if he’d noticed her walking away, if anyone had. 

She was invisible to the crowd now, melding into the statue’s shadow, her pale dress making her appear almost ethereal. 

She didn’t hear anyone approaching, no footsteps in the soft earth, no whisper of breath or rustle of clothing. She was only aware of him coming to lean against the plinth beside her, when gravity seemed to disappear and her senses began to swim. 

Neither of them spoke, or touched, merely stood motionless and silent, the sounds of the party distant and strange, as though they belonged to another world. She could feel the thickening beat in her chest, was aware of her breath, shallow and fearful. She was as alive to him as if his hands and mouth were on her and he was pushing the force of his desire all the way into her. 

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ she croaked. 

There was a smile in his voice as he said, ‘But you knew I’d come.’

She could tell that he was looking at her, but she couldn’t look at him. She knew if she did she would lose control; it was already slipping away. She wanted him with an urgency that could so easily override everything else; that always did. 

The last time they’d been in these gardens, less than a fortnight ago, at a mutual friend’s wedding, they’d walked along this grassy bank to the rotunda, where he’d taken her, swiftly, violently, almost without feeling, his brutal hands clasped around her hips, hawk-like eyes alert to discovery. It had been as if he were doing her a favour, bringing her to a breathless, shattering climax before walking away. It was always like that and she couldn’t get enough of it. 

She knew already that it was going to be no different this evening. 




CHAPTER TWO

Hanna woke slowly, blearily, opening her eyes to a silvery wash of moonlight spreading about the room. It took a moment for her to register that she was in her and Jack’s bed, at home. The tall sash windows of their master suite were open to allow in a welcome night breeze, along with the scent of damp, summery countryside.

Beside her, Jack was sprawled out on his back, fast asleep. It took a lot to wake him. 

She lay still, listening, wondering what might have disturbed her, certain that something had, but she could detect no unusual sounds. They were quite remote here, on the slopes of the Chew Valley, surrounded by six acres of their own land that rambled and stretched down to the shores of Blagdon Lake. Their boundaries and gates were as secure as they could be made, the large Grade II Georgian property, with its seven bedrooms and bathrooms, was fully protected by cameras and alarms, as were all of the outbuildings. 

She’d always felt safe here. Unlike some of their neighbours, they hadn’t experienced any break-ins, or gratuitous vandalism, although they were never sanguine about this good fortune; the time could always come when someone decided to target them. 

Pushing back the covers, she padded over to a window that overlooked the front drive, not really expecting to see anyone or anything out of place, only to enjoy the cooling air. A fox darted across the lawn and disappeared into the woods that bordered the approach road. Moments later, its eyes appeared from between the trees, yellowy-crimson and staring, as if it knew she was there, watching, and it was watching her back. 

Feeling restless, she moved across to the other side of the room to gaze down to the lake. It was a vast, sprawling swathe of black at this hour, with bright moonlight spilling in ripples over its glassy surface. There was no one out there, nothing to see apart from a sprinkle of lights on the far shore and the skitter of a duck or goose breaking the calm of the water. A barn owl hooted and somewhere, at a distance, the roar of a motorcycle faded into the silence. 

Reaching for a thin cotton wrap, she slipped it on and let herself quietly out of the room. On the rare occasions when she and Jack were alone in the house, she wouldn’t bother to cover up, but Andee and Graeme were with them tonight and she’d rather not embarrass them, or herself, should one of them venture downstairs in search of iced water.

She went barefoot along the landing and took the front stairs, wide and grand, sweeping down to the large entrance hall below. She turned to continue on to the kitchen. It occupied the west wing of the house, with four sets of arch-topped French doors to one side, and three more to the back that opened onto a wraparound terrace, where flower beds and tables with parasols were arranged around a central fountain. A grassy footpath led through the lower garden and snaked on down through a wild-flower meadow all the way to the lake. 

The land had been bought by Jack’s great-great-great grandfather, back in the early 1800s, but it had been his son, John Madden III, who’d built the first house on the plot based on a design by William Kent. It had been added to and modernized considerably during the ensuing two centuries, but it retained most of its original fireplaces, cornices, pillars, and the typical symmetrical form and fenestration of the original era, while providing all the necessary comforts of a twenty-first century home. 

Although Hanna didn’t hail from quite such an exalted background, both her parents had been eminent surgeons, highly respected in their fields, particularly her mother, and she herself had gone to all the right schools. As her mother had put it when Hanna had told her she and Jack were to be married, ‘Well, he has no reason to be ashamed of you, so let’s be thankful for that.’

So typical of her mother.

Finding the kitchen empty, she stood in the darkness for a moment, still uncertain whether she’d been woken by someone or something outside. The valley was teeming with wildlife, so it was no real surprise when a security light was triggered outside the stables. Nevertheless, it caused her a moment’s unease as she fleetingly recalled the detestable Marius Hansen triggering the lights one night when he shouldn’t have been there. He was the older brother of a girl – Freya – who’d once taken care of the horses, and had disappeared when his sister had left her job a couple of years ago. They might be mostly forgotten now; however, brief moments such as this one could remind Hanna of how uncomfortable Marius used to make her. It was if he was seeing more than she’d ever want him to, or knew things about her that he might one day try to use against her. 

Shrugging off the unwelcome memory, she turned on a single lamp and gazed at her own ghostly reflection in the night-darkened window. Now someone really was staring in at her: a woman with a pale face and messy, strawberry blonde hair and fathomless eyes. What did that woman out there think of her reflection in here? Would that vague yet watchful apparition have done what she had at Androcles’ statue while Jack was giving his speech? 

By the time she and Jack had left the party with Andee and Graeme, there had been no sign of the man who’d joined her at the statue. Earlier on in the evening, she’d spotted him talking to Riona Byrne, laughing and flirting as though they might actually know one another. As if sensing her eyes on him, he’d turned and caught her staring. His smirk was despicable, his arrogance appalling, and yet she still couldn’t be sure that she wouldn’t let him fuck her again. 

What was wrong with her? Why was she so drawn to a man she could barely stand? These past weeks since he’d joined the company, it was as if another self was driving her, pushing past who she really was to take over her mind and her body in a way that could be terrifying if it weren’t so exhilarating. 

She wondered if he might have gone home with Riona Byrne, although why she’d think that when Riona had clearly been with Seb, she had no idea. She wondered how long Seb had known the woman, why he hadn’t told her that he was seeing someone. Or perhaps they were colleagues, or simply friends. 

Hearing Jack come into the kitchen, Hanna turned around and started to smile. His navy robe was belted loosely about his thickened waist, his hair was tousled and comically on end, while his beloved face was darkened by a shadow beard. In spite of his success and social standing, there was no sense of entitlement or self-importance about him, no prideful enjoyment of his accomplishments and ancestry. The fact that the roots of his family wealth were firmly planted in the slave trade was considered by him to be a source of nothing but shame; it was what drove his remarkable philanthropy. 

‘Couldn’t sleep?’ he yawned, putting on his glasses. 

She shrugged and tilted her face up for the kiss she knew was coming. ‘I thought I heard something,’ she said, ‘but it was probably just a deer.’

He gazed down into her eyes, his own deep and penetrating, as if he could see right through to her innermost thoughts.

What was he seeing? What was he thinking? 

He arched an eyebrow, kissed her again, and went to help himself to water from the fridge-dispenser. 

She loved him and everything about him to the very depths of her heart. True, they’d had some clashes over the years, point her to a couple that hadn’t, but she couldn’t imagine anything or anyone ever coming between them, in spite of the way they tempted it at times. 

She was glad he was awake too. She wanted his company, always did and always would. ‘Did you enjoy the party?’ she asked as he sat adjacent to her at the island. 

‘Sure,’ he replied. His large hands around his water glass were more workmanlike than elegant, yet she knew how tender they could be, how capable they were in so many ways. ‘It was good to see everyone,’ he said. ‘The award’s a bit embarrassing. I think, if they offer it to me again, I should discreetly decline and suggest someone else.’

She smiled. ‘And I’m sure you have a suitable candidate in mind,’ she teased. 

His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t deny it. Putting someone else in the spotlight, allowing them the recognition and glory of city-wide success would probably please him far more than achieving it himself. ‘Have either of the children been in touch?’ he asked, returning to the fridge for more water. 

Her heart flipped with as much love as dismay. ‘Only Leo,’ she replied. ‘He’s having a great time, apparently, but wanted us to know he was thinking of us tonight. You especially.’

Jack’s eyes showed how deeply he felt his connection to their son, their similarities and shared goals. Leo had been nothing but easy since the day he was born and there was no sign of that changing. ‘Have you messaged back?’ he wanted to know. 

‘I told him we miss him and we’ll send photos tomorrow. No word from Cait,’ she added, because Jack would want to know in spite of how it might hurt him, ‘but I’m not sure she knew about the award.’

His expression darkened. ‘I really don’t care about that,’ he reminded her. ‘It’s her not being in touch when she has to know we’ll be worrying about Sofia that pisses me off.’

It was pissing Hanna off too, given what an unpredictable and unreliable mother Cait could be, but she said, ‘I’m sure everything’s fine. If it wasn’t, we’d know by now.’

He turned to stare out towards the lake, and she knew he was seeing their tiny granddaughter in his mind – chubby, jubilant, still unsteady on her feet and the most precious part of their lives. It was how they’d felt about Cait when she was small. Leo too, of course, but then Cait had hit her teens, fallen in with the wrong crowd, started taking drugs …

‘Just get off my case,’ she’d shout at them, if they tried to talk to her about it. ‘It’s only weed, for fuck’s sake, and don’t tell me you never smoked it because I know you did.’

It was true; Hanna and Jack had, regularly, and it wasn’t unknown for them to indulge now, though never when Cait was around. Actually, since they’d realized their daughter was using, they’d stopped bringing it into the house, smoked it only when away on what they called their special weekends. 

God forbid Cait should ever find out about them. 

What really mattered was that Cait adored Sofia. But Hanna couldn’t help wondering if Cait was getting high with her friends in some remote farmhouse in Wales right now, while Sofia slept, or watched, or wandered unchecked into the night. 

An icy chill went through her merely to think it.

‘Are you hungry?’ Jack said suddenly. 

She thought about it. ‘Yes, I am,’ she decided. 

He went to check the fridge. ‘Oh yes,’ he murmured as something clearly hit his taste buds. He pulled out a tub full of their housekeeper’s delicious home-made saratele, saying, ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ 

Laughing, Hanna fetched two plates. ‘Florina knows you too well. She’ll have baked these specially to satisfy your middle-of-the-night munchies.’

Biting into one of the cheesy crackers, he said, ‘You know, I think I might have to ask her to marry me.’

‘She’s already turned you down half a dozen times. Besides, I expect Tomas would have something to say about that.’ Florina had been the children’s nanny when they were small and had taken over as housekeeper around eight years ago, at about the time she’d married Tomas. He also worked for them now as occasional driver and full-time groundsman. They felt like part of the family, although they didn’t live on the property; they had a small place of their own across the lake in Ubley. 

He finished his cracker and picked up another. ‘When does Jenny get back?’ he asked, referring to his beloved French stepmother, who’d moved out of Lake House when Jack’s father had died, and taken up residence in the large thatched cottage next to the stables. 

‘She’s due back next Wednesday.’

‘Remind me where she went again.’ 

‘To Mâcon – Burgundy – to stay with your aunt Lilian for a few days.’

‘Ah, yes. I’m missing her, but it’s good for her to get away while she can.’

‘And she won’t go while Sofia’s around – we know that.’

Jenny’s attachment to her great-granddaughter wasn’t only born of natural love and an innate sense of protectiveness; it also filled the giant hole in her life that had followed the death of Jack’s father. 

Hanna felt Jack watching her as she popped in the teabags and filled two mugs from the boiling tap. She wondered again what he was thinking, where his mind had ventured in the past few minutes. It was one of so many things that she enjoyed about him: how unfathomable – and sometimes unpredictable – he could be. 

‘How about you?’ he asked as she came to sit down again. ‘You didn’t say whether you had a good time at the party.’ Before she could answer, he said, ‘I saw you up at the statue with Hugo Astor.’

Her breath stopped as she nodded slowly. 

‘I don’t think anyone else noticed,’ he told her.

She simply looked at him, relieved he thought that, and hoping it was true. She was certain she knew what he was thinking, although he could always surprise her. 

‘Will it be over soon?’ he asked. ‘Or should I start to worry?’

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ she assured him, ‘and never will be. Can you say the same?’ 

Pushing aside his plate, he wiped his hands and mouth on a square of kitchen roll and said, ‘You know I can. I love you and only you, Hanny Madden.’

Slanting her eyes, she said, ‘I love you too, Jacky Madden.’

He laughed and pressed a kiss to her lips. ‘Doesn’t it ever turn you on to think of me with another woman?’ he murmured. 

‘Not so much, but I know what it does for you to think of me with a man I don’t know, or – even better – don’t like.’

His eyes stayed on hers, searching and slightly puzzled. ‘Do you really not like Astor?’ he asked. 

‘Not one bit, but he’s clearly a good lawyer and I know you’re glad you hired him.’

He nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s true, he is good. I guess he didn’t imagine getting involved with my wife just weeks after joining us.’

With a scoff she said, ‘I’d say he expected it. It’s how he behaves, anyhow.’

‘And you let him?’

‘Because it suits me. It’ll be over soon. I’m pretty sure it is already.’

He seemed unsurprised. They were well used by now to the flings one or other of them indulged in from time to time. The only rule was that they weren’t kept secret from one another. If they were, that would be cheating, and neither of them ever wanted to go there. They’d seen too many marriages break up because of it, and theirs was far too precious to them to allow anyone to come between them. 

‘Did you meet the woman who came with Seb tonight?’ she asked. 

‘Briefly. Was it a date, do you think?’

‘I’m not sure. She’s a doctor, apparently.’

‘GP?’

‘No idea.’

He regarded her closely. ‘Hanna Madden, are you trying to set me up?’

She laughed and play-punched his arm. ‘No way. Not if she’s with Seb. I just thought I might like to get to know her better.’

‘Then call him and invite them over.’

‘Mm, yes, I think I will.’

He got to his feet and stretched as he yawned. ‘Ready to go back upstairs?’

A few minutes later, they were lying side by side on the bed, hands linked at they stared towards the ceiling and enjoyed the cool night air on their bare skin. 

‘Do you think we’re strange?’ she asked after a while. 

He shrugged lazily. ‘We’re just who we are.’

‘So, strange?’

Cocking an eyebrow, he said, ‘There are a whole world of people out there way stranger than us so, in the grand scheme of things, I’d say we’re pretty OK.’ 

She laughed and settled her head on his shoulder, then placed a hand on his chest, sinking her fingers into the wiry hair and inhaling the wonderful male scent of him. She listened to his breathing as it deepened, carrying him into sleep, and let her thoughts return to the party and those brief yet erotic moments with Hugo Astor. It wouldn’t happen again; she’d made up her mind about that now. He might be surprised and disappointed when he found out – it was possible he’d even try to talk her round – but he’d learn to live with it, if he wanted to stay working for Jack. 




CHAPTER THREE

Hello again. I’m sorry, I forgot to introduce myself earlier. 

My name is Blanche. It’s suits me because my skin is pale, my eyes chalky blue and my lips have little colour. I look as though life has tried to bleach away my physical existence, yet inside my heart vibrates with life and my blood is as rosy red as the varnish painted on Hayley’s nails. 

I feel oddly hypnotized by those nails as they tap on the table, long white fingers moving irritably up and down, breath coming impatiently, the scent of her skin filling my nostrils. 

I only mention Hayley because she is here and a little wild and often has too much to say, although she’s not speaking now. She’s angered by my stubbornness, frustrated by her need to cow me. 

She reaches for the funeral photograph that has my sister at the centre of it. I remove it from her hand and lay it face down on the table. 

It takes a while, but finally Hayley leaves. Fond as I am of her, I’ve no interest in her opinions today. 

I keep my hand on the photo and turn to stare abstractedly at the bird-feeders hanging from the trees outside. I’ve always loved birds, but there was a time when I couldn’t name any, and nor could I see them. I could only hear their songs through the walls, sweet and shrill, juddering and sometimes discordant. 

I have some memories of the day the police came to take our father away, the chaos, the noise, rage and terror. The smell, too – but with so much adrenalin rushing around did anyone actually notice it? I don’t know if anyone was shot, hurt, but I do know that my mother grabbed my sister and took her, leaving me behind. I can still see my sister’s treasured little hands reaching for me, clawing, panicking, pleading, desperate for me to hold on to her. Our mother had shown no real interest in her after her birth. There was always too much else going on – too many distractions, demands, rituals; all sorts of comings and goings that burn red and amber and sharp and dark in my mind to this day. 

Knowing that my sister is safe and has been for all these years fills me with so much relief and happiness, it’s like flowers are floating down from heaven to spread joy and redemption all around us.

Even after so long, she still means everything to me. I’m sure she has no memory – or even knowledge – of how much danger she was in back then. Or of how she used to depend on me, her little stand-in mother. We played, sang, laughed and cried together. I told her stories, all made up from my imagination, because I didn’t know there were real children’s stories back then. She didn’t notice that I couldn’t run free the way she did. She was too young to understand where we were and what was happening around us. 

And now here we are, like two branches from the same tree that have grown at the same time, one before the other, but forever joined. We always will be. 

I’ve printed out the photograph taken at my mother’s funeral. I made it as large as possible, and then I glued it to a card, leaving a plain white strip down one side. This is where I’m writing in the names of the people surrounding my sister. There are lines drawn to their faces for ease of identity. 

Hayley wants to meet them, but I won’t allow it. She is too … how can I put this? Liberal with her charms. Her libido has a very unreliable off-switch.

In case Hayley comes back, I slide the photograph into a drawer beneath the computer. Billy was working here earlier; I can tell not only by the coffee drips on the keyboard, but by the music website he’s left on the screen. 

You see, I am not alone here, in case you were thinking that. I never have been actually, not for a long time. These days I surround myself with lively and gentle souls who come and go of their own free will. 

I wonder what my sister would make of my friends if she were ever to meet them? A colourful, contrary group of individuals. They are who make up my family today. We are bonded and committed in ways that most families have little sense of. There is only one amongst us who knows everything about my mother and sister. She understands what happened all those years ago. I talk to her often – every day, in fact. I’m sure she’ll be back soon. 

I realize I am smiling. Warmth is stealing softly through my heart. Having my sister in my life – at least on the periphery – is all I’ve ever really wanted. Knowing she is safe and loved is all that matters. 

I just hope that she really is. 




CHAPTER FOUR

Riona let herself in through the front door of a smart detached house in the Westbury-on-Trym area of Bristol. It was Victorian in style, double-fronted with large bay windows on the ground floor, a red tiled roof and whitewashed walls. Inside the rooms were spacious, with high ceilings, intricate cornices and cast-iron fireplaces. The well-tended garden surrounding the property was full of trees and flower beds and protected from the outside world by a high brick wall, front and back, and solid automatic gates at the entrance. The pedestrian access was operated by a digital code. 

The entry hall was airy and welcoming and as she dropped her keys into a drawer she was listening, waiting for the sound of voices, or music, but all was quiet. 

With a small sigh of satisfaction, she checked her reflection in the mirror above the console. She looked tired, she thought, and a little strained around the eyes, but her mood was good. She’d had a call about an hour ago from Seb Goodman, the friendly professor who’d taken her to the party at Goldney Hall last Friday evening. He’d invited her out again, this time to a wine-tasting, followed by dinner, at a vineyard on the outskirts of town. 

She was more than happy to go. She’d decided as soon as they’d connected through an exclusive online dating site that she wanted to know more about him. They’d first met at a coffee bar a few days ago near the university, and she’d found herself warming to him in a way that had quite surprised her. He’d seemed to like her too, for he’d asked her right there and then – or after two coffees that had run on to an impromptu lunch – if she’d care to accompany him to an exclusive event that very night. This was where she’d met Jack and Hanna Madden, amongst others, and had listened to Jack’s acceptance speech while his wife had been engaged elsewhere. 

Riona had no idea if anyone else had noticed Hanna’s apparent indiscretion – nor was she sitting in judgement, although it had made her wonder about the Maddens’ marriage. 

She turned aside, and went through to the kitchen, her low heels tip-tapping on the tiled floor. To her surprise, there was no sign of Blanche. She sighed softly. It was painful even to think about all that Blanche had been through as a child, and since. It was so terrible, unimaginable really, that it rarely found its way into words. To speak of it was to relive it, and there were times when the reliving could be almost as traumatic as the experiences themselves. However, over time, Blanche had developed her own way of coping: strategies, mental exercises and safe havens to help soothe and even displace the fear and anxieties. 

She had achieved most of this before Riona had come into her life. Riona’s purpose now was to
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