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Author’s Note

When I was a child my favourite picture book was the 1979 treasure hunt phenomenon Masquerade, by artist Kit Williams. On every page, riddles were posed, and intricate, dreamlike paintings depicted Jack Hare in his quest to deliver a jewel from the moon to the sun. Each picture was bordered by letters that held a clue to the location of a tiny hare, wrought in gold, studded with precious stones, and buried somewhere in England.

By the time I was old enough to read Masquerade the prize had been claimed, but that didn’t stop me loving the book. The paintings seemed to offer up some new detail every time I looked at them. The page I loved best was a double-page spread of a little girl sitting in a field of dog roses while Jack Hare galloped past. I envied her so much: she was in the story, as I longed to be. I thought that if I looked at the picture for long enough I might fall into it, and, in a way, I did. The book became part of me, as only the stories we read in childhood can.

Masquerade spawned many imitations but nothing caught the public imagination in quite the same way. As I grew up, I wondered how the book would have been received today, when code and algorithm and GPS coexist with ink and paper and boots on the ground.

In 2010 I got my answer. Forrest Fenn was an American antique dealer whose memoir The Thrill of the Chase contained nine clues to the whereabouts of a million-dollar treasure chest. It was another study in the human impulse to uncover secrets. The internet meant that hunters could trade theories in real time. They also laid false trails, for just as strong as the need to lay secrets bare is the compulsion to keep them. ‘Forrest fever’ gripped America. Fenn was mobbed at conventions and his home became a fortress as hunters tried to scale the walls. By the time the haul was found, in rural Montana, five hunters had died in their quest; the ‘lucky’ winner was subject to death threats and forced into hiding.

Kit Williams’s paintings are still a source of wonder and fascination to me. I want to stress that it is his work that inspired me, and that all of the characters in this novel, and their deeds, are purely of my imagining, as are the ‘Bonehunters’ you will meet in these pages.


Chapter 1

Kilburn, London NW6

December 1969

It ends in blood and shattered bone but it does not start that way. It starts with ice and fire.

December is biting hard but the pubs are warm and Guinness thaws the veins. It is the shortest day of the year, the sun set at half past three, and Frank and Lal, and Lal’s girlfriend Marcelle, have been drinking in Mulligan’s since before it got dark. The guys are six months out of art school and supplementing their dole money by recreating Old Masters in chalk for tourists. They did eight hours today, knees throbbing after all that time on the cold cobbles of Covent Garden. Mona Lisa, crowd-pleaser. They’re a good team, so well-matched in talent that even they can never tell who drew what.

Frank is waiting for the idea that will launch him on the art world. His father, the Admiral, says it’s not too late for Frank to go back to his engineering degree and follow him into the Navy, but he’ll have to find him first.

Frank turns out his trouser pockets. ‘Ten bob left,’ he says.

‘Will we get a carry-out?’ asks Lal.

A minute later, bottles clink in Marcelle’s string bag. Outside, the dustbins lining the road sparkle with frost. Lal and Marcelle walk ahead. She’s a bit scrawny for Frank’s liking. Give him a dolly bird, dimples and curves, any day of the week. It’s no bad thing they have different taste in girls. A friendship like the one he shares with Lal is too rare to risk for a woman. They were both running away from their own institutions – a career in the Navy for Frank, the priesthood for Lal – and, when they collided, recognition was instant. They both understood what it took to leave, and also that you never quite could.

‘Would you look here,’ says Lal, coming to a stop. ‘Firewood.’

Someone has thrown out a set of four dining chairs, stuffing spilling from cracked leather. Frank and Lal take two each. The front door opens to reveal Cora, the artist who lives on the top floor, and whose curves and dimples Frank has been admiring for months.

‘Hey, man. I was just about to claim them for myself.’ Cora smiles. There’s a gap between her two front teeth and she’s had it filled with gold. Like most girls, Cora addresses Lal as though Frank’s not even there. Lal’s all lean muscle and dark curls, and women can’t get enough of it. For the most part, female attention goes over Lal’s head. He’s winning a game he’s not even playing.

Frank sees an opportunity. ‘Shame to light two fires when we could all sit around one,’ he says. ‘We’ve got drink,’ he adds when Cora hesitates.

‘Cool,’ she replies.

There’s no door to Cora’s rooms, just a beaded curtain made of beer can ring-pulls that tinkles as they part it and step into a different world. They pass Cora’s bedroom, directly above Frank’s. Moonlight slants across the brass bed whose springs and headboard creak and bang in the night, suggesting that, unlike most girls, Cora practises free love as well as preaches it. In her sitting room, the fire in the grate is almost out. An old bottle serves as a candlestick for a flickering taper. A record, something folky and plaintive, is playing on an unseen turntable. Her stuff is a mess of contradictions: she has the I Ching, half a dozen astrology textbooks, the Bible and the Qur’an on her shelves and a deck of tarot cards is laid on a silk scarf as though a reading has just been interrupted. It should be chaos but it hangs together beautifully; this place is more museum or curiosity shop than bedsit. Cora calls herself an artist but to Frank’s mind she is more of a maker. She sews, she is a potter, she paints. She flits. She’s older than them – late twenties, at a guess – and she’s still living hand-to-mouth. Lal’s got the same feckless streak, only in his case it’s the drink that will be his undoing. Since leaving art college Frank has been gripped by a panic that his talent stops at the wrist. When his idea finally comes to him, he’ll apply himself with a discipline that would make a naval officer look like idle.

Frank has rigged all the electricity meters, but when he flips the light switch, nothing happens.

‘I’m out of bulbs.’ Cora lights more candles, one from the other. Frank rescues a loose lock of her hair from a flame. It’s so soft, it feels as if it might turn to mist in his hands. He holds it for a second longer than he needs to and when Cora turns her eighteen-carat smile on him he thinks, maybe.

Lal throws a seat cushion on to the grate and the fire throws back a cloud of soot.

The record Cora’s playing suits an open fire. The instruments are acoustic, traditional: guitars, Irish-sounding drums, twisted tales about murdered virgins, haunted castles, talking ravens and vengeful knights. Lal up-ends the half-bottle of Tullamore Dew that was full just a few minutes ago.

‘Who writes this hey-nonny-no crap?’ asks Marcelle.

‘Like, they’re folk songs,’ says Cora, not taking offence. ‘The whole point is that no one knows who wrote them. It’s history, it’s in our blood. These songs, they were captured just before they died, like . . . like – butterflies caught in a net and pinned.’

Marcelle takes Cora’s enthusiasm and returns it with a slow blink.

‘It was a whole scene,’ says Cora. ‘Edwardian scholars went to the countryside and got the workers to sing all the old songs from the fields, just before the industrial revolution ended the old ways.’

‘Ah, the good old days of rickets and child mortality,’ says Marcelle. Frank tries to catch her eye. Any more piss-taking and Cora might throw them all out.

‘Well, anyway,’ says Cora. ‘Loads of cool musicians are rediscovering them. It’s all part of a movement, going back to a time when things were more real.’ She gestures to a mural she’s painted on the far wall. ‘I’m making a map of English folklore. You’ve got the Pendle witches and vampires up north, King Arthur down south . . .’

Witches and vampires don’t sound particularly real to Frank but he’d happily declare a belief in pixies and elves if it got Cora into bed. There’s a blank pad beside his armchair. He takes a stick of charcoal from his pocket and begins to sketch her. He starts with the perfect hood of her eyelid. Her hair flows from his hand like water.

On the beanbag, Lal loses his battle with his eyelids.

‘I’m off,’ says Marcelle. ‘Big meeting in the morning.’

‘Anything exciting?’ asks Cora.

Frank shades the swell of her lower lip then smudges the charcoal.

‘I’ve got to find the new Alice in Wonderland, so if you’ve got an ingenious idea for a ground-breaking children’s book you could have on my desk by ten o’clock tomorrow morning, that’d be great.’

Behind the door to Cora’s rooms hangs a beaded curtain made of beer can ring-pulls. It tinkles as they part it and step into a different world.

Cora gets up to change the record. ‘Now this song – “To Gather the Bones” – is really special,’ she says.

It sounds to Frank like more of the same. Jingle-jangle guitars and is that a recorder? Privately he thinks those Edwardians would’ve done well to let the songs die out, or the singer here would’ve done well not to go digging in the archive. It’s about a young woman, murdered by her husband, whose lover has to bring her back to life. The chorus is insistent; it lodges in his brain.

 

Flesh will spoil and blood will spill but true love never dies

Gather the lady’s bones with love to see the lady rise

 

As the verses play out – something to do with skeletons, something about true love, something about witches – an idea begins to take shape. It is almost ready to shoot down Frank’s arm and on to the page but then Cora sighs, ‘So romantic,’ and he seizes the moment. Shyly, he shows her his sketch.

‘You’ve done me as Elinore from the song!’ she says. ‘The music spoke to you.’

‘Not just the music.’ He leans forward.

On the beanbag, Lal snores, his breath surely flammable. Firelight renders Cora’s skin in jungle stripes of dirty gold. A lump of coal jumps from the fire and crackles on the hearth.

 

Flesh will spoil and blood will spill but true love never dies

Gather the lady’s bones with love to see the lady rise

 

‘Cora. You must know how lovely you are?’

This time when Frank catches her hair, he winds it around his finger, bringing their faces closer together.

The idea, if it’s any good, will still be there in the morning.


Chapter 10

Vale of Health, London NW3

1972

FRANK UP

 

 ‘Darling!’

Frank opens his eyes to see a flushed Cora shaking him awake.

‘Frank! Someone’s found the skull! You’ve got a journalist calling to interview you in a moment and the book’s going to be reprinted again. That’ll make it the twenty-sixth reprint!’ She gives him a kiss that’s longer than it needs to be and he can sense what’s on offer but she knows what he wants to do first. ‘Go on,’ she says. ‘Go and tell him.’

Frank runs downstairs to break the news to Lal.

Not many brides would put up with their husband’s best man being a lodger in the new marital home, but nothing fazes Cora. Frank likes having Lal around, not just for the company, but as a witness to his success. Perhaps it will even kick Lal into touch: show him that it takes more than just talent, it takes hard work and application of that talent.

 

LAL DOWN

 

Five postbags today. Lal’s got a callus on his forefinger from wielding the letter-opener. He has a list of wrong answers, but not a list of right ones; if he’s never heard them, they go straight to Frank. He can’t be trusted not to blow the secret, apparently.

He starts the response, always done in mirror writing as a little compensation prize. Lal’s left handed and has a flair for looking-glass letters and now he can forge Frank’s hand as easily as he can form his own.

His life is this house, that book, the pub, Mass on Sunday, the odd girl. Although lately he seems to be drawn to types who criticise his drinking. English girls can be so uptight.

It stings that he doesn’t know the secret. Frank is wrong not to trust him. He can drink till dawn and still make it to Mass on Sunday morning. No matter how big the previous evening’s session, he hasn’t missed a Sunday or a Holy Day of Obligation since he left home. What’s that if not an example of a man who can hold his drink?

Sure at the end of the day, Lal’s happy for Frank. He really is. If The Golden Bones had been his idea he knows he’d have looked after Frank the way Frank’s looked after him.


Chapter 100

Nobody is suspicious when Cora abruptly loses interest in pottery.

‘That’s just her way, isn’t it?’ she overhears Frank tell Marcelle, a week or so after the show. ‘She flits from one medium to another one, gets bored as soon as she’s mastered the skill.’

And if this time she doesn’t take up another project immediately, no one thinks too hard about that, either. The success of Intimacies and Lal’s progress in rehab means that no one is really thinking about the wives.

Dominic believes he knows differently. He presumes she can’t face the studio and of course she doesn’t want to set foot in the place, knowing what is happening inside the kiln, but that is only part of the reason. Cora stops making because her work might not sell for six figures and it might not be fashionable but it comes from the heart, so how could her secret not leak out in her art? It would be like painting with blood, weaving with entrails, making jewellery from a young woman’s bones.

When she was a child, Cora was often praised for being a good girl. She was quiet and undemanding, in the corner with her crayons. The grown-ups never understood that she wasn’t good – she wasn’t there. She was up the Faraway Tree or carving arrows from branches in Sherwood Forest, or prowling a Cretan labyrinth with a mirrored shield. For as long as she can remember, it has been easier – necessary, even – for her to have at least one foot in another world.

But now she has passed into a new realm from which there is no going back. She lives in a place inhabited only by those who have taken another human life. It is a superterranean Hades that is superimposed on the world where the innocent live, a club so secret even its members do not know each other. When she is in any kind of crowd she will look at the assembled strangers and wonder who else walks this world with her. She is plagued by elaborate fantasies that one day a vengeful – or maybe just bored – god will decide to expose them all. Cora and the other murderers will look up to see a swirling stormcloud above their heads. Nobody can explain the phenomenon, and the murderers aren’t letting on. Sometimes they allow a brief moment of recognition in the street and the expression is always the same. You? Really? I’d never have guessed.

Eventually the connection is made between the clouds that hang over convicted killers and the disproportionate number of cloud people who have a missing person in their lives. The cloud people are rounded up and imprisoned without trial. Cora’s imagination incarcerates them in a motte-and-bailey castle. Their collective clouds merge to form one huge navy-blue cumulonimbus that hangs so low it soaks their clothes and hair.

And this is just Cora’s daydream. The nightmares wake her up as though someone has placed electric paddles on her chest. When she sleeps, it is not a thunderbolt that marks the killers but their victims. The waitress begins to follow Cora wherever she goes. Cora has forgiven the girl for sleeping with Frank; she sees now that she too was a victim long before Cora got to her. The waitress is not a staggering zombie; she looks just as she did when she was serving drinks – unless Cora is unlucky enough to glimpse the back of her head, and there she will find a mosaic of broken skull and what looks like hot red tar embedded in the girl’s bright gold hair.

Thank goodness for Dominic. She must have done something right to raise a young man like him. By standing within the circle of her guilt, he has shown her that the true fault lies without it. She clings to it, the knowledge that none of this would have happened if it weren’t for Frank, when her imagination gets the better of her.

When the night terrors shake Cora awake, and she sits up in bed, her heart pounding fit to displace a rib, she looks at Frank beside her and she visualises the burden passing from her body into his. One day, she will find a way to make him pay for what he has turned her into.


Chapter 101

Dom isn’t sure when he first experiences respite from thinking about Verity. Even in the magic of those early weeks with Rose, she is there, a rotting corpse sharing the bed with them. But about a month in, he realises that the book he’s reading is actually going in and the letters are no longer sliding off the page to be replaced by images of cracked skulls and glassy blue eyes. When the conkers and acorns start to carpet the Heath there comes a morning when he wakes up and it’s a matter of minutes rather than seconds before he sees her face or imagines quite what stage of decomposition she will be at by now. By Christmas, he can go for hours at a time without thinking about what he has done. He dares to hope that, in the future, he might make it through a whole day.

Dom doesn’t enact the final part of his plan until the following autumn. He has followed Rose to the University of Sussex, where they share a little cottage just outside Brighton, but there’s a weekend when both sets of parents are away from the Vale. Under the pretence of going to a careers fair, he drives up to London. When he opens the kiln again he braces for the smell, his forearm a barrier under his nose, but while it’s not fragrant it no longer smells like rotting flesh. It’s boggy and stagnant, rather like the lake at the bottom of the Vale. He opens the lid of the drum to find it is full of a greeny-brown slurry, which he siphons off and tips on to the rose bed outside Cora’s studio door. Here and there are traces of the flesh that held the bone together, but under the tap they come away like wet tissue paper. When Dom has finished, there is a beautifully clean skeleton, her only imperfection a spiderweb crack in the back of the skull. A horrible thought comes to him: this is what Rose looks like underneath. He feels a surge of protectiveness for her.

He spreads the bones on the stone table, out of sight of the security cameras. It’s a warm day and they are touch-dry in an hour. He places them in a big blue IKEA bag, carries them gently up the stairs and unscrews Gertrude from her frame on the wall. He staggers into his bedroom and sets the frame on the floor before unhinging the glass front. If he had his parents’ artistic flair he could sketch the arrangement for reference, but he has to rely on his memory. He unpins Gertrude from her red velvet backing, replacing the fake bones with real ones. It is painstaking work involving wires and pins. The teeth are a problem. Those gaps and fillings are distinctive. But Gertrude’s head had been arranged at an angle, tilted down so she appeared to be gazing at her left shoulder, and by the time Dominic has finished he reckons you’d have to know what you were looking for to see it.

Actual Gertrude, the horror-film fibreglass girl, he burns in the garden, in the brazier where he macerated Verity’s corpse. It makes a chemical stench that half-blinds him and fucks up his lungs so badly that when he gets back to the cottage in Sussex, he can barely manage the stairs.

 

The following spring, everyone remarks on what a good year it is for the roses outside the studio. Fat, double-headed blooms that last well into the autumn. Dom finds them deeply unsettling but he can’t put his finger on why, apart from the obvious. In the end it comes to him in a nightmare. He wakes up, drenched in sweat and screaming. Beside him, Rose puts a hand on his shoulder, comforting him even in her sleep.

Dom’s already forgotten the narrative of the dream but one image has seared itself into his memory. A single rose petal floating in murky water, the same peachy gold as the flowers that bloom outside Cora’s studio. The last time he saw a colour like that was Verity’s hair, waving like the fronds of a beautiful aquatic plant hand as he pressed her head down under the soap-scented water.


Chapter 102

In summer 1999, Dom moves on to his next task: getting Verity Winship on the missing persons list. Her letters to Frank are one thing, but if no one has reported her missing, the police won’t know whose bones these are. But once they know it’s Verity Winship, well, it’ll be an open and shut case.

All Dominic has to go on is the coded list of names and numbers in the back of an old textbook. While Rose is at a lecture, Dominic sits at their kitchen table and withholds the house phone number before calling. It doesn’t start well: a couple of numbers have been disconnected, one person’s never heard of Verity and another says she still owes them fifty quid and she can fuck off if she thinks she’s crashing at their place again. But Dominic skims the bullseye with his fifth call, the name Hayley and a London number, and tells the woman who answers that he’s looking to trace a Verity Winship.

‘What’s it regarding?’ asks Hayley. There’s a newborn crying in the background.

He’s planned for this. ‘I’m calling from Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs. She’s due a tax rebate after an overpayment last year.’

‘Verity actually earned enough to pay tax?’ asks Hayley. ‘Well, I never. But I can’t help you. She was only crashing here the odd night. Let’s just say that it wasn’t completely out of character for her not to come home. I’ve still got a bag of her stuff – don’t like to chuck it. You’ve obviously tried Marilyn? Sorry, I don’t know her last name.’

‘She’s next on my list,’ he says, and skips ahead to M. The voice that answers is old and wavery.

‘I’m looking to trace a Verity Winship.’ He gives her his HMRC spiel and gives Hayley’s address as Verity’s last known residence to convince this Marilyn that he knows all about her.

‘I wish I could help you, love. But I’ve not seen her for a good couple of years now. It’s been on my mind, to be honest. She never turned up on Boxing Day, not last year or the one before. She can be very flighty, can Verity, but she’s always popped in on the 26th for a mince pie and a catch-up. Every year since she left.’

‘Since she left . . .’

‘I fostered her for a couple of months, just before she left care. You’re not supposed to have favourites, but some kids you just – you know. She was the last one, as well. Bloody handful, she was. Made me realise I was getting too old for it all.’

He likes that. A foster mother. The police would take that seriously.

‘That’s concerning,’ says Dominic. ‘Have you reported her missing?’

‘I thought about it,’ admits Marilyn. ‘But Verity didn’t like the—’

She seems to remember she’s talking to someone ‘official’. Dom is pretty certain the word she swallowed was ‘police’. The picture he’s building of Verity is someone who lived on the margins.

He chooses his next words carefully. ‘Because if you did, the police might be able to trace her and then I’d know where to send this cheque. I’d do it myself, only it’s a breach of data protection. In fact, I shouldn’t even be telling you this now. Do me a favour, don’t tell them I suggested it. I don’t want to lose my job!’

‘Oh, no. I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble,’ says Marilyn.

‘Well. Let’s hope you find her, and we can send her her rebate.’

‘I will do. Thank you, love.’

He rocks back on the kitchen chair. The conversation has left him hot; there are sweat rings under his arms. That is as far as he dares push it. Marilyn will tell the police Verity is missing. Marilyn will give them Hayley’s number. Hayley has a bag of her things. Dom pictures a hairbrush, matted with strawberry blonde hairs, the roots little white bulbs packed with genetic code that spell out Verity’s name as clearly as letters.


Chapter 103

Vale of Health, London NW3

9 August 2021

For the past half-hour, the duration of Dom and Cora’s confessions, I have been systematically plucking the feathers out of the raspberry-pink sofa cushions. There’s a scene of avian carnage on my lap. The millpond calm I feel must be some kind of mental shutdown. Maybe I’m saving my explosion for when Dom tells me what he did with the jewel. Maybe it’s the need to keep my mouth shut about Bridget and Frank until I know what they know. So far, they haven’t mentioned her once.

Or is it that I am not, in fact, surprised?

Cora as a killer makes an awful kind of sense. With that as my starting point, it’s not too much of a leap to accept Dom covering for her. He’s always been a mummy’s boy; he’s always hated Frank. Why shouldn’t my solid, clever brother be adept at dissolving bodies and pinning them to walls for his family to wander past every day?

‘So for years, what we all thought was Gertrude was really Verity Winship? While we were all eating Sunday lunch down here, while we had your wedding reception in the garden, up there on the landing there were literal human remains?’ My voice has risen to a screech. The purple shadows under Dom’s eyes seem to spread and darken by the second.

‘I am so, so sor—’

‘Save it.’ My sense of calm was short-lived. I would like to hit Dom. I could land a punch as hard as a man’s and I would enjoy it. ‘When I took her down off the wall that time Aoife had a meltdown, I was handling a real dead girl’s bones? Jesus Christ, Dom! No wonder you wouldn’t let your kids play with her. Oh, this is fucked. This is fucked up.’ I start to sweep the feathers into a little pyramid on my lap, a delicate operation at odds with my body’s all-over thrumming of adrenaline. ‘I take it you put her in Lal’s attic?’

‘I could hardly let her be picked up by the bin men, could I?’

‘No, that would never do. Can’t have the bin men upset, can we?’

‘Eleanor . . .’ says Cora weakly, but Dom puts his hand up to show her he can handle me.

‘That day,’ he says. ‘When you’d all gone and Dad was asleep in front of the telly, I took her out of the bin. Lal and Bridget were out so I just thought, I’ll pop her in their attic while I work out what to do with her.’

Pop her in the attic, like she’s a winter coat he won’t be needing for a few months. I edge the pyramid’s base with tiny white feathers as though getting the design right is the most important thing in the world.

‘Verity was up there, what, ten years?’ I ask Dom without looking at him.

‘Give or take.’

‘So why get her out again that day?’

‘I wanted Dad to get the blame for her death. I used to fantasise about it. Seeing his face when he understood what he’d set in motion. Literally fantasise. I’d picture myself unlocking the attic door and—’

He’s seized on the wrong part of the question.

‘No, I get that you wanted to make him pay. I mean, why that day? You told me that working on the app had brought you and Frank together – you were getting on at last.’ I put a little brown feather on the top of the pile. It quivers in a breeze I can’t feel. ‘And even if he was being a monster, you basically risked trashing your own app. I know it turned out to be good publicity but there’s no way you could’ve known that. What was it? Did he make one of his snide remarks?’

God knows we’ve all had that experience.

Dom looks out of the window on to the Vale as though shoring up strength for what’s coming next. ‘It wasn’t something he said. It was something I saw. You were there, Nell. I was on hold to Leelo and Billie put it right down in front of me.’

Leelo, Billie, Dom: I reorientate myself in Cora’s kitchen: a pile of brownies, orange juice, coffee. He means the catalogue and honestly, thank fuck. If they already know about the painting of Bridget, I don’t have to be the one to break it to them.

But someone’s got to say it.

The three of us regard each other warily, knowing there’s something huge to be said and all hoping someone else will be the one to say it, because it will change everything. After ten seconds of loaded silence, it becomes apparent that person is me.

‘The catalogue.’

Putting it out there is like undoing a notch on a too-tight belt. Cora and Dom nod in unison. It’s a reprieve for them too. His shoulders drop. She gives me a watery grimace. ‘Your brother only showed me it last night. Once you see it . . .’

‘If only it could be unseen,’ said Dominic hopelessly. ‘You don’t know how much time over the past week I’ve spent wishing I’d never seen it. That I could un-know it.’

‘Did you know about it at the time?’ I ask Cora.

She shakes her head vigorously. ‘Christ, no. Of course not, I’d never have let it carry on. Never.’ This seems a strange choice of words: as if Cora ever had any control over what Frank did. ‘Dominic told me the day after the bone was found. I’ve had a few days to come to terms with it. Lal hasn’t a clue. Only Bridget knew.’

‘Well, of course Bridget knew,’ I say. ‘She’s the one in the painting.’

Dom makes a weird noise, like he’s aiming for language but can’t quite get there. Cora takes his hand and her whole face changes. In the act of mothering her son she has become thirty again, and my brother looks like a little boy.

‘Eleanor, love.’ Cora’s voice is thick. ‘The painting. It’s not Bridget.’


Chapter 104

The Veasey Gallery, London NW3

20 June 1997

Rosaleen isn’t sure how long she’s been standing, still as a sculpture, in front of her portrait. She approaches the painting – it is of her back, but is so clearly her that it might as well be a passport photograph – in tiny steps, as though she is playing Grandmother’s Footsteps, as though her painted self will turn and look over her shoulder if she moves too quickly. She cannot believe he has gone through with it. He threatened it, when she ended things with him – I’m going to paint you and hang you on the wall – but she had thought it was something he had thrown out in the heat of the moment, not something he would really do to her, to her dad.

The gold bangle on her upper arm drops to her elbow, striking bone.

‘Bridget?’ Someone behind her calls her mother’s name. Rose doesn’t turn around. Her face will give it all away. She has borrowed her mother’s dress and jewellery in an effort to appear sophisticated. She dressed up like this for Frank, once, to show him she wasn’t just some kid. It backfired then – he preferred her school uniform – and it’s backfired in a different way now. She looks the part but doesn’t feel like herself. She’s playing at being a grown-up. Again. She should have just worn her Topshop slip dress and her Adidas Gazelles. Nell’s wearing a kind of sack with a hole in it and her hair’s a mess of dreadlocks. Nell has always been very good at being herself. Maybe you have to leave to do it.

Rose isn’t quite sure who she is but she knows she is no longer the kind of girl who would go to bed with her father’s best friend, her best friend’s father. Not the age thing – age is just numbers – but the family-ness of it, that’s where the wrongness was. The whole thing had been taking on a comfortable air of unreality in the two years since she told him it was the last time, but now here it is, immortalised in paint. And yet.

I have to leave, she thinks – no, she knows it. I have to get out of this fucked-up extended family.

‘Bridget!’ says the voice again. This time Rose does turn around and the woman says, ‘Christ – sorry.’ As she plunges back into the crowd, Rose catches her say to her friend, ‘Peas in a pod, aren’t they?’

New blades of panic start to rotate inside Rose. She’d been so horrified at the thought of anyone recognising her, she hadn’t considered that they might mistake the portrait for her mother.


Chapter 105

Vale of Health, London NW3

20 June 1997

When her feet are sore from traipsing the streets looking for Lal, Bridget gives up. At the top of the Vale she says a little prayer to St Christopher: please let the T-Bird be there, its fender unbent and unbloodied, the driver in one piece. There are a dozen unfamiliar cars parked outside, but no Thunderbird. Come on, now, she urges St Christopher. Pull your finger out.

She thanks the men on the door then plunges into a party that’s fizzing with dark energy. It’s hard to separate the night into its constituent parts; the intrusion, the sellout, the showdown, the gossip. She watches Rosaleen lead a swaying procession of teenagers carrying bottles into Nell’s bedroom, sees a little paper bag change hands. They’ve always been liberal about that sort of thing, believing that if the children are going to experiment, they may as well do it at home. Should they have been stricter, more traditional? Did this attitude carve a space for Frank to move in on? Tonight, Bridget only hopes they’ll pace themselves. And God knows emotions are running high for these kids. They’ve just shielded their friend from a nutter with a knife. Is it that that’s made Rose hold herself so rigidly, or is it that she too has seen the painting?

Bridget treads a path through the house, top floor to bottom, and then makes a circuit of the garden, alert for headlamps in the street, hoping to catch Rose alone, watching Cora for signs that she knows, and dreading Frank’s arrival. She repeats the route over and over. Every time the party has changed; new bodies on the landing, different music coming from the speakers.

She finds Cora first; in fact they crash into each other, as Bridget opens the downstairs loo just as Cora comes bowling out of it. She is red and clammy, as though she’s been exercising.

‘How’re you—’ begins Bridget but Cora responds with a ‘Not now,’ and escapes into the garden. A hot flush, thinks Bridget. Poor Cora, dealing with menopause on top of all this.

Outside, ‘I’m A Barbie Girl’ starts playing and the whole house groans.

Bridget takes a moment to gather herself. She sits on the closed toilet seat and takes a few deep breaths that if anything make her heart race faster. She splashes cold water on her face the way people do on telly when they’re stressed. Now she is stressed with a wet face and smudged mascara. She emerges from the loo to see Rosaleen and Dominic kissing by the coat rack. Her belly flips because, before her cognitive brain can leap to the part where this is the absolute worst thing to happen and the worst possible timing, her lizard brain is thinking how perfect they look together, how right, how this is clearly something a million times bigger and deeper than a teenage snog.

Dominic sees her first. He opens his eyes just a fraction, as if he too is looking for something, and upon seeing Bridget they snap wide and he freezes. It takes Rosaleen a few seconds to catch up.

‘Oops.’ Rosaleen giggles. She is no longer rigid: whatever’s in her veins has made her loose and liquid. She giggles as though none of this will have consequences, and that flips Bridget into disciplinarian mode.

‘Rosaleen Lally, I would like to speak with you at home.’ She literally pulls Rosaleen away from Dominic. It’s like disentangling two cables that have been snarled together in a drawer for years.

‘You do realise we have to get married now?’ Rosaleen calls over her shoulder. Bridget doesn’t turn to see Dominic’s face.

The terrace is a dancefloor that spans both houses. Bridget leads a loose-limbed Rosaleen into their kitchen and up to the girl’s bedroom, where the bass thumps the soles of their feet, but they can hear each other talk.

‘Right, so . . .’ she begins, and is suddenly unsure how to continue. This is either a conversation that should be had in the cold light of tomorrow, or one that must be had now while her defences are down and her mind is open. She opts for the latter. ‘Rosaleen, you can’t start anything with Dominic.’

Rosaleen raises her chin, apparently for a nod, but leaves it tilted in defiance. ‘Oh, sorry,’ she says. ‘I was under the impression this was my life.’

Bridget sighs. The problem with raising strong women is that they make formidable opponents. She decides to just come out with it.

‘I saw Frank’s painting of you.’

Rose takes a great, shuddering inbreath that might be shock or might be drugs.

‘Were you really fourteen?’ Bridget asks.

Rosaleen’s pupils flare. The green of her irises all but disappears. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asks.

Jesus, this London kid, thinks Bridget. She makes you long for the convent. ‘What do you think we should do?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Right. Well, I think we should leave.’

‘Leave? And go where?’ Rosaleen gestures around her room and then next door, as if these two houses, on this plot of land, are the only residences in London.

‘Pet.’ Bridget takes Rosaleen’s hands. ‘We can’t live next to a man who abused you. Seeing him every day. Lying to Cora.’

Rosaleen tosses her hair over her shoulder. ‘It wasn’t abuse. I wasn’t a virgin. I was up for it.’

Even in her horror, Bridget feels a glimmer of pride. There’s no shame coming from Rosaleen, only defiance. But what a tightrope they’re going to have to walk to keep it that way.

‘I’m not a child, Mum.’

Oh, but she is. She doesn’t understand what he’s done to her. Never mind the act; one day she’ll work out that it was never about her, that Frank was using her to feel power over Lal, and when it lands . . . Bridget will be there for the fallout. She always is. It’s who she is; it’s what she does. Despite all those books with her name on the cover, she’s still a nurse to the core, and what else is nursing but coping for those who cannot cope themselves?

‘Was the baby his?’

Rosaleen nods. ‘Yeah.’

‘And he left you to deal with it on your own?’ For some reason this lack of gallantry, even in the context of desecration, sticks in her craw.

‘Oh, no, he did help. He wrote me a cheque for it. But I could hardly use it in front of you, could I?’

Bridget’s newly discovered slyness stirs. ‘What did you do with it?’

Rosaleen opens her desk drawer and takes out a ragged copy of the NME with Kurt Cobain on the cover. Tucked inside is Frank’s signature on a cheque made out to the private family planning clinic that performed the abortion.

Bridget puts it in her pocket.

‘You can’t show this to Dad,’ says Rosaleen. ‘God knows what he’d do.’

Failure washes over Bridget in a huge wave. Her girl has two father figures. One she’s terrified of. The other molested her. ‘How did I not see?’

It’s an expression of guilt, not a real question, but Rosaleen answers anyway. ‘You were on a deadline and Dad was on a bender. No one was really looking my way.’

Bridget thought she knew about guilt, but this. ‘The two of us could get a wee cottage somewhere. Start again.’

‘What about Dom?’ says Rosaleen. ‘What about Dad?’

Maybe this is one conversation that should wait until the morning.

 

The DJ’s doing a Motown set. The terrace is full of middle-aged people frugging to ‘Your Love Is Lifting Me Higher’ by Jackie Wilson. Bridget’s eye is drawn to spangles at the end of the garden, an encroaching starfield that reveals itself to be the sequins on Cora’s dress when she and Dom step out of the shadows and under the strings of lights. Dom is holding his mother up: her face is a mess.

‘Bit too much to drink,’ he says, manoeuvring his mother through the crowd.

‘Classic Cora,’ Bridget overhears someone say. ‘It wouldn’t be a Churcher party without any casualties, would it?’

Bridget fills in the gaps: Dom’s taken his mum to the back of the garden for a discreet puke, and now he’s putting her to bed.

He’s a good boy.

Bridget’s instinct is to take over, but if Dom’s caring for Cora then he can’t be snogging Rosaleen, and even a half-hour cooling-off period might make them realise they’re better off as friends.

Who’s she kidding? She saw them. She knows what has been set in motion tonight.

Bridget wades through a thick treacle of small talk on her route from the terrace to Cora’s bedroom. By the time she gets there, Dom has gone. Cora is bathed and dressed for bed and she is silently crying. The bodice of her nightgown is transparent with tears.

‘Hey,’ says Bridget. Cora lets her hold her in a way that Rosaleen never would.

‘All those women,’ is all she can get out.

All those women. If she’d seen the painting, she’d say, wouldn’t she?

‘You should throw him out,’ suggests Bridget, realising as she speaks that that’s the ideal solution: if they divorce, perhaps Frank could go and the rest of them could stay here.

‘He’d never go.’ Cora shakes her head. ‘And I can’t leave now.’ She dissolves into messy crying, only the odd word intelligible: women, studio, champagne, Frank, affair, studio. She has lost control of what she’s saying. Bridget pricks her ears for her daughter’s name but nothing resembling it comes.

Cora doesn’t know about Frank and Rosaleen.

But the knowledge she does have is burden enough. One night in the real world, facing up to the truth of her marriage, has nudged Cora further along the road to madness. The whole truth about Frank would fast-track her to the destination.

Bridget lets Cora cry herself to sleep. She is close to dozing off herself when she hears the T-Bird’s brakes squeal outside. She watches through the curtains as Lal parks the car at a forty-five-degree angle to the pavement.

‘You want me to straighten that up for you, Lal?’ says one of the dads on the door.

‘Sure.’ Lal tosses him the car keys. ‘I’m getting a thirst on me now.’


Chapter 106

Twenty-four hours later Bridget is in the family room at a private rehab clinic where doctors explain that her husband has got himself to a point where stopping is as dangerous as carrying on, and that they are withdrawing him from alcohol under managed conditions.

Leaving him there is one of the hardest things she has ever done. In the car park she turns up Radio 2 full blast and lets middle-of-the-road rock music cover her screams.

She gets home in the early evening. Rosaleen has cleaned the house. Dominic isn’t there, but Bridget can smell him on her daughter.

‘Please don’t make a big thing of it,’ she pleads.

‘Rosaleen, you’ve experienced a huge abuse of trust. It is a big thing.’

‘Only if you make it. I’ve handled it for the last couple of years, haven’t I? I haven’t jumped off a building or anything.’

‘Entering into a sexual relationship with anyone is a huge thing, let alone the son of a man who . . .’ She tries to make her next words sound like wisdom. ‘There’s a day coming for you, my love.’ She can see from Rosaleen’s face that they have been received as a threat.

Rosaleen is scornful. ‘The only thing that’s changed is that you know. You’re the only one who wants to blow this up. What’s it gonna to do Cora? Nell? Dad? And we can carry this between us, can’t we? Come on, Mum. We’re stronger than the rest of them put together.’

That much, Bridget knows is true.

 

Bridget doesn’t see Lal for another two days. When she is allowed to visit him she senses the shift as soon as she sets eyes on him. His skin is yellow and his lips are chalky, but something internal and fundamental has taken place.

‘I’m gonna give it a go, Bridie,’ he says. ‘I’ve let the drink take me to some dark places, but this . . .’

She’ll be staying married, then. She knows that she’ll be safe from now on. The miracle she’s prayed for has happened. But she must know what his rock bottom was.

‘What happened at the opening?’ she asks. ‘What did you see that night?’ She studies the face she knows as well as her own.

He shrugs. ‘You tell me.’

‘Oh, Lal.’

‘Like I said. I mean it this time.’ Seemingly for no reason, he breaks into a wide smile that threatens to crack his lips and says, ‘Come here to me, you aul bastard.’

Bridget smells pepper and bergamot. Her whole body clenches. ‘Hello, Frank,’ she says without moving her jaw.

‘Bridget,’ he says. It’s the first time she’s seen him since the party. She can’t look him in the eye so she stares at his forearms, exposed by the shirtsleeves he’s rolled up to the elbow. They are veined and hairy, repulsively male and adult. I could murder him, she realises.

‘‘Frank’s going to be my recovery buddy,’ says Lal. ‘He’s going sober in solidarity.’

Finally she raises her eyes to Frank’s face. His expression is equal parts desperate and daring. You wouldn’t, his face insists, and then in the next blink: you can’t. You’re the only one who wants to drag this into the light, Bridget. We are too enmeshed. Cora and Lal are fragile: they need things to stay the way they are. And then there are the kids . . .

Bridget bites her tongue while the guys toss love back and forth in the form of insults. Lal’s responses come slower each time. Within half an hour, he is asleep. By unspoken mutual agreement, Frank and Bridget wait until he’s snoring before they speak directly to each other.

‘I never—’ he begins.

She doesn’t care what he never did. What he did is enough.

‘Rosaleen kept the cheque,’ she says.

She can tell by his face that he grasps the threat hidden in those four words. She has raised a guillotine that she will leave to sway over his head. It will have to do until such time as the others are strong enough to know the truth. When Rosaleen understands what happened to her, when Lal is a few years dry, when Cora is out the other side of the change, all Bridget will need to do is twitch the rope to bring the blade down on Frank Churcher’s neck.


Chapter 107

Vale of Health, London NW3

31 July 2021

Dominic surveys the swarm on the lawn. Oisin seems to be carrying the same length of cable from one side of the garden to the other. He hopes Crabwise are giving him something useful to do, not just pointless busywork.

He’s got Leelo in one ear, talking so fast he can’t keep up. Nell is bombarding him with questions about tracing emails. She’s worried that the nutter online pretending to be in contact with Ingrid is to be taken seriously. He trusts that the other Bonehunters will shout them down.

Leelo puts him on hold. He shuffles the papers on his desk, fiddles with a pen – and is confronted with a picture of his naked mother on the cover of the Intimacies catalogue.

Christ.

The night of.

Over Sunday lunch, Dom once foolishly asked his father if there was any truth in Jane Jones’s insistence that the Intimacies pictures contained veiled clues to the last gold bone. He’d been braced for anger but Frank had howled with laughter and said, ‘As if I’d do anything to get that load of pricks back into my life! Christ, Dominic, for a clever boy you can be really fucking dense.’

Boy. He’d been thirty-seven at the time. He’d got drunk, gone home and fired off a posting on an account he hadn’t used for years, one he had set up soon after replacing Gertrude with Verity. It must have been, what, 1999, when the forums started to take off. In a long-gone internet café off Oxford Street, he had enlisted with ElinoresArmy as @Yorick and begun to lay digital breadcrumbs that would ‘prove’ his father killed Verity Winship. That drunken, angry Sunday, Yorick let rip. I know things about the treasure hunt that would make your eyes bleed, he’d typed. One day, when the time is right, I’ll blow the lid off everything.

God. He cringes to think of it now. The complete works of Yorick are all still there if you know where to look. He’s posted on Reddit, too, and Quora. Dom’s actually been meaning to delete the lot for a couple of years. Because they’re in a good place now, him and his dad. Not perfect, but compared to how it used to be . . .

Dom flicks through the catalogue, for something to do with his hands really. The text is as incomprehensible to him now as it was then, but the pictures send him spinning back through the years to the night of, champagne and mirrors, paint and smoke. There’s Adeola, navy blues and purples capturing the light on her dark, supple skin. The next page is a striking contrast: a thin woman, pale skin evoked with brushstrokes of green and grey which trigger something uncomfortable in Dominic. Is it that the colours mimic decomposing flesh? Keen to halt the stone that appears to be falling through his insides, he flips overleaf, to a close-up of a pair of small brown breasts that he remembers from the night, those nipples like eyes following you around the room.

Dominic’s body understands who the pale woman is before his brain does.

His heart sends an electric shock to his hand and it turns back to the previous page without his permission; his eyes zoom in on the telling detail. At the base of the woman’s spine, between the two dimples that top her buttocks, is a little white scar, a puckering of flesh. He knows that scar. He has touched that scar, he has kissed it; he has looked at that scar with his heart in his mouth as his wife’s body split open in childbirth. That’s the scar Rose got when she fell off the rope swing when she was little.

He looks at the date. Frank painted this in 1994.

Rose was fourteen.

Dominic goes blind for a second.

He is sure that no one knows about it; the next second he is sure that they have all known about it, all along, and that they have been laughing at him: what a sucker.

She was fourteen.

He looks over at Billie and dry-heaves.

Just a year older than Aoife, for Christ’s sake. The dry heave turns wet. He swallows a dose of his own stomach acid.

In his earbuds, Leelo starts talking about the back-end server and – later, he will wonder how he managed to do this – Dominic is able to take in what she says and reply in a normal voice. The only distraction is Nell and Billie, giggling like a pair of schoolgirls. That laughter should be music: this kid makes Nell happier than he’s seen her for years, and he’s so bloody proud of how his sister is raising her. But in the circumstances it’s an unbearable sound. He mutes Leelo, just for a second, to yell at them.

‘Will the two of you just pack it in? My head is about to explode here.’

Dom isn’t a yeller, not with his family anyway, so Nell gets out of his way. Clearly she thinks he’s worried about the app. Dominic stares at the wall as they leave because if he makes eye contact with his sister he knows he’ll blurt out everything. Everything.

Without stopping his call to Leelo, Dom takes a photo of the offending picture, and the one next to it, and immediately puts it in the hidden album on his phone.

The next twenty minutes are spent hammering keys and trading information with Leelo. Dominic goes into a kind of fugue state where a part of him takes over that needs to save the app. It’s like having two tabs on a computer open at the same time, both of them processing completely different applications simultaneously and at lightning speed. He views his brain as a diagram from GCSE biology. His prefrontal cortex is a machine of restraint, control and information delivery, scrolling through reams of code. His amygdala, home of emotion, is shorting out.

Questions drop into his brain like Tetris tiles.

Was it consensual? He cannot stand the thought that it wasn’t and he cannot stand the thought that it was. But of course it can’t have been. Frank would have been in his mid to late forties, a few years older than Dominic is now, and it is fucking grotesque. Rose was fourteen; she was a child. They had been sophisticated London children but she was still a child. Did he get her drunk – did he spike her?

He grasps at a straw. Perhaps Frank painted from imagination, which is a deeply unpleasant thought but one that cuts Rose free from abuse. Could Frank have seen Rose’s scar? She was eight when she fell from the swing. Dominic thinks back to the summers in the garden running around under the sprinklers, but Rose was pale and prone to sunburn and Bridget always made her cover up in one-piece swimsuits that looked more like leotards. His dad had only seen Rose naked before the scar, as a child – here, the bile rises again: how can you fuck someone who danced in the sprinklers in your garden as a child? – and then he finds himself blaming Rose: how can you fuck someone who raised you like a father?

The world is blurring around him, his marriage warping.

There is the fact that it happened, and then there is the fact that she never told him. She never named the boyfriend who got her pregnant, just that he was some older guy

He looks at the date again.

Oh, Jesus Christ.

While Dominic is on hold, again, he closes his eyes and sees images, random body parts, of his wife, who he was in love with even then. The images are vile and they won’t stop coming. His father bending Rose over the studio daybed, his father’s head disappearing under the pleats of Rose’s school skirt, while Dom was still dreaming about her in double maths and wanking over her in the shower.

A row of wine glasses stand on the work surface. Dom wants to smash one against the marble and plunge it into his father’s heart. He turns his attention to the screen for a second and when he looks up Dara is there, his fat little arms folded around some picture book.

Dominic finds that he is able to open a third tab in his head, the window that makes him a father.

‘Hey, little guy!’ he says. ‘Nice to see you with some clothes on.’

‘Can I have a story?’ asks Dara.

Dominic manages a gravity-defying smile. ‘D’you know what, buddy, I would love that.’ He taps his earbud. ‘But I have to stay on the phone right now. Why don’t you go next door and see if your grandmas are back with the girls?’

Dara wanders off. The window of fatherhood shuts down and a new one opens, playing the old revenge fantasy. It was never supposed to be enacted with a house full of strangers, of course, but it offers its own comfort.

Dominic closes his eyes and walks the route in real time. Up the familiar stairs to the Lallys’ attic, cutting a swath through the crap, finding the pelvic bone and making the switch. It’s more intense than just watching a movie; it’s as though Dominic’s wearing a VR headset and gloves: he can feel his fingers on the light switch, he can smell the weed in the attic, he can taste the dust on his tongue. Out the back door, up the tree, switch the bones, back down again before anyone has noticed. Another quick trip, the rest of Verity hidden in the studio when everyone breaks for lunch, or even in the lake. He lets the fantasy progress farther than he ever has before. He imagines the confusion and rage on Sir Frank Churcher’s face as he is arrested for murder.

But the garden is full of film crew, and that great lunk Shane is standing guard, and the fantasy must remain just that.


Chapter 108

‘Have you seen Dara?’

Dom looks up from his page of code. His wife looks exactly as she did half an hour ago and she is also a completely different person. He can’t answer with words. He jerks his head in the direction of next door.

‘Is he wearing clothes?’

Dom takes a deep breath and chokes on it. Rose finally senses that something is wrong.

‘Shit,’ she says. ‘Is it fucked?’

It takes him a couple of beats to understand. Like Nell, she thinks he’s upset about the app. A weird laugh issues from his throat.

‘Dom?’

His next words bolt from his mouth without warning. ‘The older boyfriend you had when we were kids. Was it my father?’

Now Rose is struck dumb, but she goes very white and then a blotch appears high on each cheek, blank paper absorbing red ink from a dropper. It is all the truth Dom needs.

‘How—’ She can’t get the rest of the words out.

He scans the desk for the catalogue but it has vanished under a sea of paper, so he pulls up the photo on his iPad. Zooms in on the little white scar at the base of her spine. He observes Rose’s reaction to the image. She is rigid as a statue but her curls are shaking, almost vibrating. There’s one question he has to ask, one piece of awful knowledge that will shape the rest of this conversation.

‘Did he force you into it?’

Rose sits down. Someone drags a camera on wheels across the terrace, close enough to overhear. She drops her voice.

‘OK, so what you need to know is that I’ve had my whole adult life to get my head around this,’ she says. ‘The way I think about it now is not how it was at the time. It obviously came up a lot in therapy and—’

Therapy. The weekly sessions she has to do as part of her own practice. Eleven years since she trained as a psychologist. Eleven years that some woman in Muswell Hill with a Poäng chair and spider plants has known his wife better than he has.

‘Just answer me,’ he says.

Rose interlaces her fingers and starts to play cat’s cradle with her own hands. ‘He did and he didn’t. Physically, no, he didn’t force me, in that sense I was willing. I wasn’t a virgin. He didn’t hurt me at the time. I was the one to end it. But equally . . . what I would have described as seduction back then, we would now call grooming.’

It seems grossly unfair that Rose has the advantage of years to come to terms with it. She is calm. She has become her therapeut-ic self. Whereas he is a raw mess and can barely get the words out. He hates his wife for how calm she is being.

‘You remember what it was like when Dad
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