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            TUESDAY 29TH SEPTEMBER 1970

          

        

      

    

    
      My Emmeline,

      

      I have been watching. Waiting. I know your face like I know my own. I know your heart like I know mine. I know everything about you. Did you truly believe you could escape my soul? We are entwined, you and I. You live within me. And I live within you.

      Anything you ever wanted I gave to you. A perfect life. Everything was perfection. But you spoiled it. You spoiled everything.

      Did you really believe that I would remain dead? To you, of all people? You are my obsession. My every waking thought.

      Do you remember our games of chess? How you moved your pieces around the board? You have moved many pieces in the last 30 years. It’s my turn, don’t you think?

      You wanted to destroy all you should have loved. It will happen. The time is nearing. We always have to pay our debts to love, don’t we?

      I am coming. You are forever my Cathy; I am forever your Heathcliff. You can never escape me. And I will not rest until our torment is over.

      

      
        
        A.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRIDAY 6TH NOVEMBER 1970

          

        

      

    

    
      My lovely, dearest, darling Julia,

      

      I have agonised over how to begin this letter. I have no idea how to explain, except to say that you have been in my thoughts since the second I last saw you. I watched your tears as I went away, and I need you to know that I have never got over that sight of you.

      I wish more than anything that you can forgive the way I left. There were reasons, and they are very complex. I was unable to tell you about them then. I want to tell you everything now. The whole truth. But not in a letter.

      I have never left you. I have kept watch over your life. Your troubles, which made me ache for you, my wonderful, darling girl; your marriage; your unhappiness. You ARE unhappy, aren’t you, my beautiful Julia?

      I need you to know that the love I had for you then remains exactly as it was. It has never changed within me, not even through all the years we have been apart. Do you feel it? In the way you always said you could? I know you do. Every day when I awake, I reach out, only to find you are not there. Do you reach for me, too? For years, I have wanted to take your hand and stroke your face with my thumb – do you remember that?

      I am back in the house. I had to. I know how much you loved it. And I want you here, beside me, in it once more.

      Say you will return to me. Please. Even if it is just for one day, so that we can say goodbye. I don’t want to say goodbye ever again. Do you?

      Please reply to me. And please destroy this letter. It is very important that you do, my darling girl.

      You are in my dreams, always.

      

      With all the love I have always had for you,

      

      
        
        Alex.

        x – x – x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SATURDAY 5TH DECEMBER 1970

          

        

      

    

    
      My sweetest Julia,

      

      I knew you would not fail me. I knew the moment I told you where I was that you would write. And write you did. Over and over!

      You will never know what it means to me that you wrote just how much you still love me. Your forgiveness makes everything all right. I did not expect such a torrent of letters. Every one is held against my heart as I struggle with my daily life.

      Please, do not cry. There were tears on your letters, darling girl. Please do not feel that your circumstances now mean that I would not want you back in my arms once more. I have always wanted a perfect baby. You can give me the chance. Please say you will.

      There are reasons that I am unable to explain more clearly why I left as I did. If anyone found this letter with that explanation, then I would be in extreme danger of needing to vanish once more. I know you do not want that, do you, not now? Did you do as I asked? Did you burn the letter? Please say that you did. I don’t want to ever have to leave you, ever again. Every moment spent without you has been torture. You know how much I adore you. You belong to me. I need you with me. Without you here, my life is worth nothing.

      I dreamed of us last night, lying here, your head on my chest while I read you poetry and that passage of Jane Eyre you love so much. The one about the invisible cord that fastens two hearts. There is an invisible bond between us, Julia. You have always known it, haven’t you? It cannot be broken and it pulls us together again now.

      Please, my angel, say you will come. I need to see you. To hold you. I want to feel your lips on mine.

      Write to me. Say you’ll come. And please burn this letter. Do not fail me.

      With every drop of love and passion I have within me for you,

      

      Your very own,

      
        
        Alex.

        x – x – x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUNDAY 28TH FEBRUARY 1971

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia, my angel,

      

      Such torrents of letters! You never need fear, I have not forgotten you, I have not changed my mind. I have been making preparations for your arrival, that is all.

      It breaks my heart to know how much you have missed me. I am so, so sorry. I promise, I will tell you everything once we are together again. I think of you, and of that moment, endlessly.

      Knowing you want to be with me is the greatest honour you could do me. You have no need to worry about money, my sweetest girl. The contents of the envelope inside this letter will cover all the costs of your travel. You will notice that the ticket is for next Saturday, and that it is one-way. Do not ever go back, my beautiful one. You will always be free to leave me, but I do not want you to. Oh, you have no idea how much I want you to end your days here.

      My heart is ready to explode at the very thought of you on the train. Soon, my angel. Soon everything in our lives will fall into place. Only promise me you will be on the train. Promise me. If circumstances prevent me meeting you at the station, know that I am being very careful in case we are seen, and that I will not be far away. Ultimately, you know where to find me. I will be waiting. Tell no one you are coming. No one. Please. It is important.

      Remember to destroy this letter.

      I will see you on Saturday. I am counting the seconds until you are with me. Then I will truly show you what love means to me.

      

      Until then, my darling girl,

      

      
        
        Alex.

        x – x – x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MONDAY 1ST MARCH 1971

          

        

      

    

    
      My Emmeline,

      

      The time is almost upon us. Our final battle will soon commence. It will be checkmate. Our story will end the way it was always fated that it would.

      You really believed you had escaped me, didn’t you? You should have made sure I was dead. It will be your biggest regret. I promise.

      

      Forever yours, just as you have always been forever mine,

      

      
        
        A.
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        Saturday 6th March

      

      

      

      
        
        MORNING

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1
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      6.13 a.m.

      

      David Reynolds reached across the bed to wrap his arm around his wife and pull himself close against her back. There was a depression where her body had been, but it was cold to his touch. He grabbed the white flannelette sheet and the nylon bedspread and thrust his portion down to the end of the bed to join its other half. A tumble of printed pink flowers now lay together in a heap, which was more than he and Julia had done for months.

      Where was she this time? He flicked on the bedside lamp and squinted at the clock, his eyes taking exception to the artificial light. Almost a quarter past six. What the hell was she doing at this time of the morning at the start of the one Saturday in months he’d wangled off work? It had been one hell of a struggle to persuade his boss, and he’d had to explain – at least to some extent – that there were issues with the pregnancy. He’d told him no more than he needed to know, though. And then there was his mother-in-law, going on and on that Julia would be better if he could keep a closer watch over her now. He didn’t like to disagree with Emmeline. Deep inside him, he would always remain grateful for all she’d done to help him.

      He went for a wee. Not as easy as it seems when you awake with urges for the woman you love but that you can’t satisfy. Adjusting his Y-fronts, he yanked a clean t-shirt over his head, and went down the stairs. Would she give him another lame excuse for not being there to cuddle up to so he could run his hands over her expanded belly, or even get a bit more if he was gentle and she’d let him? His sigh was long, falling on no one’s ears but his own. He already knew the answer to that one.

      His heart began to beat just that little bit faster as his bare feet padded down their narrow, staircase. He paused on the middle step. It always surprised him that this was the only one to have developed a tell-tale creak, considering the house had reached its century the previous year. A realisation that it was totally freezing hit him as he spied his slippers through the many-times painted bannister. He noticed several more spots where his paintbrush hadn’t quite caught the spindles and where dull, sanded down cream paint teased him through his beautiful, pristine white gloss. Something else that wasn’t quite right. Oh, well, he was a carpenter, not a painter.

      He listened. A feint sound in the kitchen. Unrecognisable, yet in some way familiar. What was she doing?

      He tip-toed down the remainder of the stairs and spun a semi-circle to catch his rogue slippers before his toes fell off. Creeping down the hall, every step started taking longer. Breathing had become a pounding in his chest. There was that sound again. Water. Something going on with water. What was she doing?

      Long before he saw them, the lilies overpowered his nostrils. He’d bought them during his dinner hour the day before and had presented them to her that same evening. Lilies; they never failed to make her face light up. Not once had he ever told her about the cash-in-hand jobs or the rolls of wire that ‘couldn’t be found’ on the building site, so that he could keep on buying them every Friday.

      Standing in the doorway to the kitchen-diner, David leant his hand on the extended leaf of the Formica dining table. The arm underneath that held it up moved and the leaf collapsed, crashing against the table legs. The vase of lilies wobbled, teetered on its narrow base. His stomach lurched towards his throat and he grabbed the vase, pollen tainting his hand. Idiot! He hadn’t wanted to creep up on her and frighten her out of her wits. She would hardly come back to bed then, would she? He mopped blindly at the pool of spilled water with the bottom of his t-shirt, his eyes on Julia who was leaning up against the sink, her back to him. She didn’t look round. She didn’t move at all. Except her hands.

      David shivered. Why hadn’t she put the heating on? It was March, not August. For some bizarre reason, it had begun snowing. And the kitchen was an ice box. He was ruing not putting on a jumper and jeans now.

      She must be frozen. His head told him to go and wrap her up, but he just stood there, incapable of knowing what to do next. He flicked on the heating switch, his slippers making shuffling sounds on the lino. Not once did she look up. Her body was bent awkwardly forward in her efforts to reach the bowl. Even from across the room, he could detect a ‘dead-too-long-in-the-water’ sheen to her hands, ghostly rubber-white.

      Julia scrubbed. The cream lace around her cap sleeves bobbed up and down with the reverberations through her arms. That nightie always stirred memories of their wedding night for him. He’d wanted her so badly and he’d shown her just how much. And she’d let him. She really had. That was the night he was sure everything would be fine. She’d kissed him hard when he’d said, ‘I love you.’ The nightie was shabby now. Her belly stretched it to its limits. He wanted to show her he loved her today like he did then. The feeling overwhelmed him.

      David took a couple of steps closer, so that he stood level with the archway which separated the brown swirled carpet of the dining area from the black and once-white lino of the kitchen, both remnants of the previous occupier. His toes touched the lino and he shivered again. Still Julia scrubbed, displaying no inkling of recognition that he was even in the room, or the house. Or her life. What was she scrubbing?

      A couple of steps closer still. The floorboards under the lino creaked. He held his breath, expecting her to spin round, startled, and create a crescent of soap suds across his t-shirt as she’d done every time he’d surprised her from behind at the sink. He braced himself for the wide-eyed, terror-stricken millisecond in her eyes until she realised that it was only him behind her. Only him.

      He was right behind her now. He tried to piece together the jigsaw of bubbly froth, opaque skin and – what was it? A row of press-studs revealed themselves through the suds, distorted to bulbous eyeballs in the bubbles. Julia continued to scrub. Little sleeves, legs with inbuilt feet. One solitary babygrow.

      David’s eyes burned bright. Finally, there it was – one tiny signal he could cling to that said it was all right, that she’d accepted what was happening to her. That she wanted the baby. Wanted it. At that moment he was desperate to just hold her there and never let her go. His beautiful wife. So thin, so pale, despite the swollen belly. Right then, he wanted to go to the doctors and the midwife who had scolded Julia for not ‘bulking herself up’ because she was ‘eating for two now, you know’ and tell them she was better, that she ate more this day than the day before, that she must have just been feeling more and more poorly this last few months as the baby got bigger; that everything was working out fine. But he would tell them nothing, he knew that. They didn’t need to know what went on here. They didn’t need to see her staring out of the window for hours on end. He would lose her to some scientist. Some clinic. That was never happening to her again.

      He brought himself to within a hair’s breadth of her nightie. His chest forced warmth into her shoulder blades, the front of his pants brushing her spine. When had she fetched the babygrow? She certainly hadn’t said that she’d been out. Sally usually came around to see her now, while he was at work. He was sure she’d taken it in when he’d told her that he wanted her to stay at home. Only so she could rest, he said. He didn’t want to mention how insistent Emmeline was being about it, too. It would only cause yet more difficulties between them. It wasn’t because he wanted to control her. He’d been insistent about that. He wasn’t her mother.

      The temperature rose in his body. His face flushed, hot. She was hot; all his friends said so. But she was his. His wife. His child. His life. All he had ever wanted in this room – or the promise of it – standing in front of him. Impulse overtook him and he pulled her hips against him. His right hand rested at the top of her thigh as his left sought its way across the frustrating fabric of her nightie; down, fingers sliding, inching up the material until he had the lace trim in his hand. Nearly there. Julia’s hands had stopped scrubbing, and she stood there, letting him… His right hand groped its way. He slid it onto her belly, held it there a moment, then took it between her legs. He was happy.

      It was then that she screamed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dangling off a precipice, held up only by an invisible string tied to the ether, that’s where I am. Unsure when that moment will come when the string won’t hold me anymore. Home, trying to be normal – clearing away the remnants of salt on the table where the vinegar-soaked chip paper let it linger and stick to the table; dust a bit; wash up; wash and wash and wash – and no one notices anything I’m doing because it’s ridiculous and I’m alone, and there’s no one to see as I chase shadows across the wall – something that was never meant to be there, should never be meant… But it was; meant with all my heart. And it – it’s lost.

      I’m pleased with my finished story. No one knows I’m writing them again. The trapped bird. The one about me. Trapped, and walking around my cage, clipped feathers and numbness, without a soul. Because he took mine and implanted the image of his own there. He etched himself deep into me and filled me up.

      Now foreign matter invades my belly.

      A full soul, how lovely that would be! Tying me with bows and ribbons to him. A clean, tight bow; I tie it in a double knot so it won’t come undone, just as Dad said. But that invisible string, it’s too fragile, too weak to last and to hold me. Yet I still dangle over this precipice, washing and washing, waiting for this string to snap, to choose for me. To snap for me and let me fall into oblivion. Why can’t I untie the bow and slide the ribbon off my heart? And then I remember – the double knot. That tightness around my surrogate soul, so that it can never come loose. It tightens and tightens as I scrub it to keep it pure. It pulls tighter, tighter. I can’t breathe.

      What’s that I feel suffocating me now? Something else wrapping, entrapping the remnants of what used to be me. My hips, squeezed, crushed; then down, down, probing, searching, over my sore skin. Unlocking my protective layer, seducing a way inside. A snake! Tricking. A trickster, sliding, sliming, coercing his own transgressions onto me. Trying to make me abandon my chance of falling. Too late, too late – this Eve has already fallen. Leave me alone! I’ll scream.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      David’s hands whipped to Julia’s shoulders and he spun her round to face him.

      ‘What is it, love? Are you all right? What’s the matter? Is it the… What is it?’

      She just looked straight through him as if he wasn’t in the room – or her life – at all. What was he supposed to do? He never knew what to do anymore. So he shook her.

      ‘What the hell’s the matter this time?’ The words just slipped past his lips before he had full control of his senses. The scream had completely unnerved him. Was he just not good enough, not worthy enough, for her to think of talking to? Of kissing? Of making love to, unless he begged, blackmailed, or stooped as low as reminding her of her obligations to him as a wife? People still got married nowadays, didn’t they, despite all this feminist shit. People still made love properly, didn’t they? It was how you made a baby. Wasn’t that what they were meant to be doing together? Wasn’t that what he wanted to touch just now – proof that they had a baby, a marriage, a life together after everything that had happened to him? All for her.

      As if straining anti-clockwise at the hands of time, Julia turned her head to look at him. Actually at him. This was it. His heart began to pound, waiting for the words.

      But no words came. She just stood there.

      His insides turned to giant knots. Would she actually voice the words this time? Was she planning on leaving the babygrow out with a note, saying, ‘Guess what? Surprise!’? Maybe… Bloody hell, how many excuses could he make for her, with her belly sticking out like that and Emmeline telling her she needed to be packing her hospital bag, just in case her grandchild was early? Would she withdraw from the world, pretending everything was like before? Before he’d begged her that night – a beautiful night, Midsummer’s Eve, she’d told him; a perfect night. And when she’d laid there in some kind of dream world and said nothing about opening the drawer, he’d just not opened it and taken out the little packet as usual. And when she curled herself up in a ball afterwards, he’d contented himself with his belief that she was staying still, trying to make his sperm travel where it needed to go. She’d curled up like that every night since then.

      He looked straight into her blue eyes. Even as children, he knew her mood, her thoughts, through them. But now they were unreadable to him. Untouchable. Unattainable.

      A coldness clamped onto his stomach, and David realised suddenly that he was soaking wet. Julia’s hands were still clutching the tiny garment that separated them, and her index finger rolled round and round the circular metal edging of the press stud at its neck. Round and round, never ending. He grabbed her hand.

      ‘What are you doing down here this early? Love, can you hear me?’ Nothing permeated her. ‘Julia? Julia, why won’t you talk to me?’ He grabbed her head and pinned it so that her chin almost touched his. No response. He snatched the babygrow and screwed it around in his fingers, soapy water dripping down his arm and onto the lino. ‘What’s this for?’ She gave no response to the question, just offered a hand, reaching out into his palm. For one ecstatic moment, David believed that the hand was searching for him. But her fingers sought beyond his and she pulled the babygrow back, clutching it to her heart. Large tears rolled over her cheekbones.

      The previous night’s pots were still on the draining board. He picked up the bowl which had held the ice-cream he’d tried to share with her, and that she’d refused. He gripped the edges of the bowl so tightly that his knuckles went white. He stared into the pattern of concentric circles. The times she’d refused him in the past had never made a difference to him. Even when they’d all been children together – Julia and him, Pete and Sally – and they’d spent one whole summer in the shelter Julia’s Dad had built for his trailer. After Julia’s dad left, Emmeline had got rid of the trailer and so the empty space was done up every morning as a den, a house even.

      That summer was when David was going get his turn to play dad. His turn, with Julia as mam. It was all set out in his mind, as he took some spare blankets, and the cups on a tea tray, and cushions from the front room where no one went because it didn’t have a fire like the back room. One day Pete brought a curtain (‘Don’t tell Mam,’ he warned) and they hung it up to make a door. Privacy from Emmeline’s prying eyes as she washed up at the kitchen sink in full view of the games they played.

      Julia was voted in as mam. But when the votes were cast for dad, it was Pete who got the job. Perfect Pete, with his ash blonde hair and his deep and meaningful older boy eyes and his well-formed torso. There was no little rubber tyre around his. Puppy fat, Mam called it. In front of Julia. He didn’t care if Sally heard, but Julia…

      Pete wanted it to be bedtime a lot when they played now. Sally wanted to play kiss chase while mam and dad played slap and tickle under the blankets. That must be what they did, because Perfect Pete was an older boy who knew things. Things he wouldn’t tell David. He knew how to play slap and tickle while David just pretended he knew. So while Sally tried to grab him around the middle and put a smacker on his lips, he was the child who couldn’t sleep, Mam, stroke my head; needed a drink Mam, come with me to pour it; had a bad dream Mam, need you to lay with me on my bed. And Pete would hiss, ‘Bugger off, squirt, it’s my turn,’ in his ear and, ‘Mam and Dad are sleeping, lad. Go play outside,’ out loud, so that Sally could hear, and she would giggle. Sally was one to watch, some of the older boys said; Pete had said it, but David hadn’t really known what he meant. Why would he want to watch Sally if he could watch Julia?

      Then Pete told them he had a girlfriend, and he didn’t play anymore. Julia said that Sally and David could be mam and dad for the rest of the summer. And she spent a lot of time with the curtain open, staring at the fence, and was silent when Pete’s girlfriend giggled on the other side. She looked so sad when David appeared alone to play in their den. How David hated his brother that summer. Perfect bloody Pete.

      Yes, the times Julia had refused him had made no difference – until now. And this time, he couldn’t stand it. The bowl hit the wall and smashed. ‘What the bloody hell are you doing with this?’ He snatched the tiny garment and, as he pulled it and flung it down, he heard it rip. A long, high-pitched screech like a slaughtered sow left Julia’s lips as she fell to the floor, rocking back and forth, back and forth, nursing the babygrow.

      David stood, helpless, while his wife rocked herself to a half-dead passivity. She inched herself, rock by rock, towards a silent stillness then, to his surprise, looked up at him accusingly.

      ‘Mother can’t ring. The phone’s not working properly again. You know she’ll try to. It’s Saturday.’

      There she went again, blocking it all out, pretending everything was back to normal.

      ‘Christ, woman, do you want a baby or not?’

      What a bloody stupid, rash, leading question that was. He cringed, waiting for her response – if she gave one at all. Julia’s reply slipped out so quietly that David could barely hear, or believe, what she said.

      ‘I want my baby.’

      He squatted down beside her. As he took her hand which held the tiny, soggy clothing, she looked up at him with a startled expression, a signal that she’d returned from wherever she’d been, back to the north of England, to the two-bed semi on the outskirts of Hull, to their kitchen floor.

      ‘I want my baby. And I can’t go on like this – waiting…’ Julia put her hand over the split stitches of the babygrow’s seam and pressed it into her palm. ‘…waiting to see my baby.’ She looked straight at him, anguish shaking through her. ‘Is it a boy or a girl? Can you tell me?’

      He took her in his arms and rocked her. She let him. ‘No, my darling, I can’t. But it doesn’t matter, does it?’

      They remained there, minute after minute, Julia’s heartbeat barely detectable. It startled him when it began to bang against him, and she said, ‘I want to go. Spend the weekend with Mother. If that’s all right?’

      ‘Um…’ He didn’t want to let her out of his arms, never mind drive her to Emmeline’s. But she freed herself and sat there, staring at him. To be honest, it hadn’t even entered his head that she might want to do that, ever. It was rare Julia and Emmeline could be in the same space at all without the tension filling the room enough to suffocate in. ‘Do you really want to go spend the weekend with your mam?’

      ‘Yes. Just her and me. I have some things I need to say to her. Before the…’ She touched her belly. ‘But you told me not to go anywhere. You said so.’

      Her words hit him hard. He hadn’t meant to sound so domineering. He was just trying to keep her safe. Just as he’d always tried to do. And trying to keep his mother-in-law off his back. ‘Of course you can go, if it’s what you really want. Your mam will look after you.’ He didn’t want anyone else looking after her, but what could he do? Emmeline would ring if there was a problem. After all, she’d paid to have their phone put in for them three or four months earlier. He looked at the clock. ‘I can get you round there this morning.’

      ‘Can we go soon? I need a bag. Could you get me a bag?’

      David smiled at the altering expression which swept across her face. He couldn’t read it. He’d never seen it before. But at least it was different from her indifference to him. Different was good.

      ‘Anything you want. I’ll try not to blow up a can of beans in the oven at tea-time, like Mick did.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll empty it into a saucepan, promise.’

      David spotted the glance that Julia gave her bulging nightie. ‘Don’t worry.’ He forced a laugh. ‘Still a few weeks to go yet. I don’t reckon your mam’s got anything to get worked up about.’ He stroked her hair. ‘Why don’t you go and sort out the stuff you need to take? You won’t need much, will you? Overnight stuff.’ His eyes felt wet. David blinked hard. ‘Might be just what you need.’

      Julia gave him a look that he couldn’t quite comprehend, as she echoed, ‘Just what I need… You’re letting me go.’ It wasn’t a question. She seemed stunned.

      ‘Of course, if that’s what’ll make you happy. Might even mend a few bridges with your mam. I’ll do some jobs here this weekend. Get that spare room finished for…’

      Julia took hold of David’s chin. He could barely remember the last time she’d reached out to him. He allowed himself to be pulled closer until her lips touched his. In that one kiss – tenderness, appeal, gratefulness, desperation – all of those. Was there love, too?

      ‘Thank you, David.’

      He was unsure what exactly she was thanking him for and, as he felt her head lean into his shoulder, he daren’t ask. He loved her, and she knew it, and all he wanted was his wife and his child, and he would do anything – anything – to make sure they were fine. And he knew that she knew that above all else, even though they’d never spoken about what happened by the river that day. Why bring it up now? It was over.

      He held her there, limp, wet with soapy water, her chin heavy on his collar bone. Maybe she would come back to bed after all, and afterwards they could go and look at the pram that Emmeline had placed a deposit on. Eventually, when she showed no signs of movement other than a rise and fall as she breathed, he sighed. ‘Why don’t you get dressed then, love, and I’ll nip up in the roof and find you a bag. I’ll take you round as soon as you’re ready.’

      ‘I want to mend this before I go. Then I’ll dry it with the hairdryer.’ She tried to smile at the babygrow, but it failed, and her bottom lip protruded and quivered. ‘It won’t take long. It’s so tiny.’

      ‘Whatever you want, love.’

      She looked at him, a huge frown darkening her face. ‘The car’s got no MOT, David. You’re not driving me anywhere. I’ll get the bus to Mother’s. It’s only twenty minutes. And if she’s not in, or not awake, I’ve got my key.’

      Guilt swamped him. What else could he do but agree? ‘All right, but I’m carrying the bag to the bus stop. At least you’ll get dropped off outside your mam’s house. Come upstairs, love.’ At the fear that filled her eyes from nowhere, he added, ‘So I can get the bag for you and you can pack. That’s all.’ He forced a smile.

      David knocked the loft lid with the pole they’d found in the house. Presumably someone else must have struggled to reach it at one time or other. No wonder they stopped building houses like this one. No one, except those servants who walked round their employers’ houses years ago with a ladder installed up their backside all day, could damn well reach anything at all. One of the best things he’d done when they moved in was to make a decent loft ladder so it was easy for Julia to get up there. It was a shame there had been no money left to put in a decent light up there as well.

      He crept up the rungs and poked his head up into the blanket of blackness in the roof space, grabbing the nearest bag he could reach. Pathetic, wasn’t it? A grown man being scared of spiders. Not something he’d ever let slip to his mates in the building trade, that was for sure.

      ‘Damn it!’ As he pulled one bag, a bundle of other bags and cases all moved. A couple fell out, one hitting him across the forehead as it careered to the floor. ‘Ow, shit!’

      Julia appeared at the bottom of the loft hatch. David stood ready on the ladder to pretend he was fine, even though his head felt like it had been caved in with a swinging ball on a bulldozer. But she said nothing. She didn’t even look at him; just picked up the smallest bag and carried it into the bedroom.

      David’s bravado withered, leaving him suspended there between earth and sky, and very alone.
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