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To Rose and Brian Knox-Peebles




Prologue

JOSH’S DOOR OPENS soundlessly. Six months ago I removed it from its hinges and planed a centimetre off the bottom to stop it rasping against the carpet. And I mean ‘I’. I am very good at that sort of thing. A DIY expert. The room smells of my son; of talcum powder and baby shampoo. It’s warm and dark and seems to breathe with him. The blinds are blackout ones and the curtains interlined so that no light peeps through and it takes my eyes a moment to adjust. He is clutching the paw of his panda; profoundly and sweatily asleep.

I stoop to pick him up, but as soon as I touch him he kicks a foot out and purses his lips. I step back into the shadows. If he wakes now there will be fallout and I’m too tired and emotionally blindsided to deal with it. Instead I go to the window, lift one corner of the blind and watch the raindrops hit the cars and scatter in rivulets across their roofs. The gutters are barely able to cope with the sheer volume of water and puddles are forming around them. The tight feeling in my chest won’t go away, or the sense of urgency that almost certainly diminishes my ability to make good choices. Behind me, Josh’s breathing settles back into deep-sleep mode.

I check my watch then turn around and walk out, closing the door behind me and hurrying downstairs. Josh never wakes during his morning nap. Never ever. He makes up for his bad nights by sleeping soundly for an hour and a half, so I’m safe for a good while yet and I’m only going to be twenty minutes.

I put on my coat, grab my umbrella and step out into the rain.
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One Day Earlier & Sunday, 3 January 2010

AN IMAGE, SHARPLY focused and painfully ridiculous, gatecrashes my mind as I pull on to our forecourt: it’s me in my underwear and a naked man with a middle-aged body and a naughty-boy smile. I’m grabbing my clothes and pulling them back on, getting tangled in the sleeves, apologies and excuses tumbling from my mouth as his initial amusement turns to bewilderment and consternation.

I open my eyes. I’m home now. It’s OK. Nothing happened.

Our Christmas tree, stripped of its baubles, leans forlornly against the dustbins and above me the street lamp throws an eerie glow over the old magnolia tree. It’s coming into bud. I remember when we first viewed this house I was enchanted by the ivory-streaked, blush-pink petals.

In the front window the light from the television flickers across the faces of my family. The four of them are snuggled up on the big red sofa; my husband Tom lounging back, a daughter tucked under each arm; Josh flat out asleep on his father’s chest, his fingers curled round the collar of Tom’s shirt, his legs splayed. He looks like a frog.

What in God’s name was I thinking? I grip the steering wheel, close my eyes and swear. When I look up again Polly has climbed on to the back of the sofa behind Tom and has her arms around his neck. Tom finally registers that I’m here. He deposits her on top of her big sister and jumps up to open the door, Josh in his arms. This is my husband: Tom Seagrave; a funny, occasionally annoying, warm and sociable man. And he loves me. So why?

I blow my nose vigorously. Emily and Polly have pressed their faces against the window, their noses squashed upwards like pigs’ snouts. Tom comes to the car in his plastic gardening clogs. I get out and take the baby from him before reaching up for a kiss.

‘Have you been good?’

I scoop Polly up and hug Emily against my leg, hide my blushes in children’s babble.

‘We went to the playground with Daddy and Amber,’ Emily says.

‘Did you? That must have been lovely. Where was Robert?’

‘Working his socks off, apparently,’ Tom says. ‘Amber left him to it.’

The house still smells of Christmas, a comforting, mixed spice smell overlaid with pine from the needles that the vacuum cleaner has missed. There are still scraps of tinsel stuck between the banisters and the Christmas cards have been left in a neat pile on the kitchen table for me to check before they get relegated to the recycle bin.

I pick them up and absently flick through them. ‘You have been busy. So what did you and Amber talk about?’

‘Nothing much. This and that. School stuff, mostly.’

I glance at him, wondering why he seems to be holding something back, but he forestalls any further questions, asking, ‘So how was my darling mother-in-law? Still baring her breasts and howling into the wind?’

I laugh, relieved and reassured by the familiarity of his joke. Tom pretends to have fixed views on my mum. He’s extremely attached to the idea that she’s living some sort of eccentric alternative lifestyle, that she spends the solstice on the South Downs with a coven of like-minded souls, that her B & B is in fact a front for what is actually a harem of male sex slaves. He pretends to think this because she favours dark colours and loose layering, is prone to extravagant gestures and gross exaggeration, and has worked her way through half a dozen lovers since he’s known her.

‘Don’t mock. It’s mean.’

‘Sorry. I was only kidding.’

‘I know.’ I give him a contrite kiss. The skin on his face is different from David’s. More vulnerable somehow. ‘She misses Peter.’

The lies flow easily, helped by the fact that I phoned her this morning and that I’ve heard it all before. My mother was seventeen when she had me and her boyfriends have been creating havoc with her emotions and upsetting our routines for as long as I can remember. To think I nearly threw all this away for some ridiculous fling. What does that make me? My mother’s daughter?

‘Shame about that. I liked him.’

I dump my bag on the floor. ‘Hah. But you like everyone. God, I wish she would grow up.’ For a moment I wonder if I’m talking about Mum or myself, but then Tom wraps his arms round me, crushing the girls between us, and pushes the thought out.

‘Don’t be so pious. She’s only forty-seven.’

‘Forty-six,’ I mumble happily. I tip my head back and kiss his chin, then think I might be overdoing it and pull away. The girls escape and throw themselves on to the sofa.

‘Tired?’ Tom asks, stroking my hair.

I nod. ‘Knackered.’

‘Do you want to cancel Robert and Amber? I can always do his passport renewal another time.’

‘No. It’ll be fine.’

I feel an enormous sense of relief. Everything passes. That’s what I learned from my mother.
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‘WHERE’S THAT GLASS of wine then?’ Amber gives me a hug then looks at me. ‘You OK?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ I whisper as her daughter Sophie, who arrived in stripy pyjamas, white fluffy dressing gown and bunny slippers, pounds upstairs to find Emily.

I pour her a glass of red wine and get Robert a bottled beer and we lean against the kitchen island dipping Kettle Chips into a tub of taramasalata while Tom and Robert go through his application at the table. They’re soon done and move on to the subject of football, Tom leaning back, his arms locked behind his head, Robert hunched over the form, lazily scratching one arm.

I roll my eyes at Amber and she scoops up a handful of crisps.

‘So?’ she says. ‘How was beautiful Bognor?’

‘Chilly.’

I can feel myself going pink. I’ve kept the truth from her and I’m not even sure why. A mixture of shame and schoolgirlish excitement at having a big scary secret, I suppose. Honestly, sometimes I make myself cringe. ‘I haven’t shown you the new curtains in Josh’s room, have I?’

Her glance is questioning. ‘No, dearest, I don’t think you have.’

We go up to the children’s floor and Amber dutifully admires them, commenting on the neatness of my stitching. They have blue and white vertical stripes with boats painted on top. I sit on the single bed while Josh breathes noisily beside me in his cot.

‘So what’s the great mystery?’

I rub my nose and look away, smooth and fold a muslin square. I shouldn’t tell her, but I can’t help myself.

‘You have to swear you won’t say anything to anyone. Not even Robert.’

‘OK. I swear. Vicky, what is it? You’re starting to worry me.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Oh my God. You’re not pregnant, are you?’

I glance at my nine-month-old son. ‘No, I am not. I’ve done … well, nearly done … something really stupid.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve, um …’ I feel her eyes on my profile. ‘There’s this man.’

She squeals and claps her hand over her mouth. ‘Please don’t tell me you’re having an affair.’

‘I’m not. But I very nearly did. That’s where I was today. With him.’

‘You didn’t go and see your mum?’

I shake my head.

‘Bloody hell, Vicky.’

‘I know. But I … we … both realized how much we were risking. Amber, I love Tom. I really do.’ I cover my face with my hands and groan. ‘I must have been mad.’

‘You didn’t do anything?’

I sigh heavily. ‘Nope.’

That isn’t exactly true. We kissed and talked when we could and exchanged texts when we couldn’t. But that doesn’t count as ‘doing’.

I get up abruptly and lean over Josh’s cot. He is so adorable when he’s asleep. He snuffles and I touch his head gently, stroking his hair with the edge of my thumb.

‘So come on – spill. Who made the first move? How far did you go?’

‘Far enough, OK. But not actually … you know.’

‘No penetrative sex then?’

We morph into two idiotic, giggling schoolgirls.

‘Will you shut up! No there was not. There was kissing and a bit of fumbling, followed by total panic on my part and confusion on his.’ I stop laughing and say more soberly, ‘It wasn’t one of my finer moments. I am so, so thankful nothing happened.’

Amber’s face is alive with curiosity. ‘Who is it?’

‘I am not telling you!’

‘Well, I’ll guess then. Does he live around here?’

She thinks I’m not serious. ‘No comment.’

‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

‘Amber, please. Honestly, it’s over and I really don’t want to talk about it. It’s embarrassing enough as it is.’

‘Don’t you trust me?’

‘It’s not that. I don’t want anyone to know.’

‘Even me?’ There’s a pause, and then she says, ‘How long has it been going on?’

I know what she actually means is, How long have you been lying to me? I hang my head and take a deep breath. ‘It was nothing at first. Just eye-contact stuff, nothing I’d even admit to myself. It was months before either of us acknowledged it.’ My mouth feels dry. ‘Three months ago.’

She sighs and then shrugs.

‘I’m sorry.’

Hours later, I crawl into bed, close my eyes and sink into sleep.

I dream violently, of coming home to find half the neighbourhood crowding my hallway and the stairs. I push my way through them, laden down with bags of groceries, and they pull at my arms and shoulders and try to hold me back. But there’s ice cream and frozen peas in the bag so I have to go in and I shout at them to get out of the way. When I finally burst into the kitchen, Tom is kneeling over Josh, blood spreading across the stone floor.

I wake with a start of horror, disorientated and scared. Josh is crying and I press my mouth into the pillow so that Tom can’t hear my heavy breathing. I used to think my violent dreams were to do with pregnancy hormones but, unlike with the girls, they haven’t stopped since Josh’s birth. They leave me profoundly disturbed, heart pumping.

I pull the pillow over my head and clamp my crooked arm on top of it. I can’t do this any more. I can hear him through the pillow; feel his upset turn to anger. His cries vibrate through my body and I close myself up, tucking my thighs into my stomach, hunching my shoulders, willing myself not to give in to instinct; reminding myself that, if I go up and hold him, comfort him, hug his little body to mine, he’ll have no reason to stop.

I fell pregnant during my last term at Bristol University in the post-exam haze when life was all about picnics and balls; unworried, lazy days. Tom and I and our friends had been full of plans, buoyed up by euphoria, careless, young and naïve. Then term ended, along with that part of our lives. We went to India for three months but my brain only engaged with the clues, including morning sickness, which I convinced myself was Delhi Belly, about a week after we returned.

I was about to start teacher training, and Tom had been planning to spend a year in South America; he had already lined up a job in Buenos Aires. But that night, sitting on a bench in Brockwell Park, autumn leaves drifting at our feet, the moon a white ball in the sky above us, we decided to get married. We were twenty-one years old. Emily was born when I was twenty-two, Polly, the only planned baby, when I was twenty-four. Josh, the surprise, arrived six months before my twenty-eighth birthday. He’s a cranky little soul, and it was a shock to the system, but I adore him.

The radio alarm goes off. Tom rolls over and gives me a sleepy smile. Time to get up.
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Monday, 4 January 2010

THE GIRLS ARE bouncy this morning, up early and in their regulation maroon sweatpants and sweatshirts, excited to be seeing their friends again after a three-week absence. It’s the first day of term and early signs of spring are beginning to appear, daffodil spears visible now like dark-green teeth in the lawn. Tom thinks I’m an idiot for planting the bulbs where they risk being crushed underfoot but I love the idea of flowers growing randomly from the grass as if they’ve escaped their beds, and enough survive each year to make it worthwhile. He appreciates them once they flower.

A ginger cat jumps over the fence and I bang on the window. It turns and looks at me before wandering away leaving footsteps in the dew. Today marks a new start but I’m too groggy to think about it. I know it’s going to hurt – it hurts already – but beyond that I don’t know. One day at a time.

Tom comes downstairs with Josh in his arms, shaved and dressed; pink-and-white stripy shirt, leather trousers and paisley socks. His tailored suit and fashionably narrow brogues are kept at work because he goes in by motorbike. Tom is in advertising, a career he never planned on, but has embraced. He is a producer at a production company called Marzipan and works in Soho. It’s a great job but it has its drawbacks. The summer is a very busy time for him so we have to cram our family holiday around Easter. In the summer holidays I rent a bungalow on the beach in Pagham and the kids and I decamp down there for August. The girls would love to stay in Bognor but even though Mum always offers to have us at the B & B, I’d only be losing her money.

The bombardment begins. The girls squabble while Tom tries to talk over their noise and the radio while I make up the mush that passes for baby food. Strapped into his high chair, Josh yells at me, his hands shoving at the spoon, his face twisting away, his feet kicking the side of the table. Political pundits argue immigration while Polly and Emily fight over the breakfast cereal. Tom roars at them and then laughs at the consternation on Polly’s face. He rushes to comfort her, overwhelmed by guilt when two cartoonish tears spill from her big brown eyes. I try so hard to keep it together; I get some food into Josh, although the bulk of it lands on the floor, my shirt, the table and Emily’s hair. I dampen a muslin and clean myself up, then Emily, leaving Josh till last because that’s another fight. When we are done, when Emily has finished demanding ‘What’s wrong with Josh?’, when Polly has stopped crying and Tom has finished charming his way back into their good graces, I shoo the girls upstairs to brush their teeth.

We were the world’s smuggest parents when Emily was a baby. When friends complained about how shattered they were, how hard it was, we caught each other’s eyes and shared knowing smiles. We simply couldn’t understand what the fuss was all about. She slept through the night at eight weeks and during the day was a delight, rarely complaining and diligently meeting all her milestones. Polly too was a cinch; a gorgeous baby who, unlike her more independent sister, was happiest when she was being cuddled, fitting like an infant marsupial into our bodies. We congratulated ourselves all over again.

And then Josh came along and turned our self-satisfied assumption that we were naturals at this on its head. We use the same routines, the same inducements as we used on the girls, but he’s a fighter, not a stickler for rules like Emily, or placid like Polly. It’ll stand him in good stead in adulthood but right now it’s hard work and there are times, like this morning, when I almost despair.

Hannah, Tom’s older sister, once said to me, ‘Tom was more like the girls as a baby: a big sleeper and so sweet-natured. Josh must take after you.’ And my mother said, ‘You were exactly the same, a little horror. But don’t worry – you calmed down by the time you were four.’

‘Are you all right?’ Tom asks.

‘Crappy night, but I’ll manage.’

He leans forward and kisses my forehead. ‘I do understand, you know.’

I smile unsteadily.

‘Try and get some rest. And buy yourself a jam doughnut.’

I laugh at that, but as he turns away I whisper, ‘I love you.’

He doesn’t hear me because Polly has thrown her arms around his legs. He swings her up into his arms and they gaze at each other with unconditional, slavish adoration.

‘Can I have a Penguin Biscuit for break?’ Emily asks.

Tom left an hour ago; seven thirty and out of the door, clean-shaven and smelling of soap, rangy in his black leathers, the boots making his feet look clownishly big. I’ve taken Josh into the sitting room for a bit of time out while the girls make their beds. The weather is vile. Schoolchildren draw stick figures on steamed-up windows from inside cars that sluice past our house. The front door opposite opens, expelling children and dogs. Jamie Boxer heads off under his black umbrella towards the station while his wife Millie juggles book bags, her feet tangling in leads as the two dachshunds cross and criss-cross in their excitement to be out. The baby is in its pram, the two boys still eating toast, their hair still mussed from bed. I should get a move on. Further down the street a car revs its engine over and over.

What is David doing now? Much the same as Tom probably, kissing his wife and daughter goodbye and setting off for work. A memory of his wicked smile, like a sharp stab, makes me blink. I need time to get to grips with what’s happened but as I am not a teenager I don’t have the luxury of shutting myself in my bedroom and listening to maudlin love songs. More’s the pity.

Josh is playing with coloured plastic blocks on the floor behind me. He throws one and it bounces against the fireguard and rolls under the armchair. He’s starting to get mobile and before long he’s on his side, peering into the dark space beneath it. I crouch down and retrieve it for him.

‘Mummy!’

How long has Emily been standing there? I focus and remember the question I only half heard. Penguin Biscuits.

‘Yes. Get one for Polly as well, will you? And put your shoes on and find hers. We’re off as soon as I’ve got Josh ready.’

‘Polly should look for her own shoes. She’s not a baby.’

She is defiant; her chin raised, a scowl forming. I itch to touch the grooves and smooth them out. Emily makes me want to laugh; her self-righteousness, her air of superiority, her fierce stances on the smallest things, her overriding sense of what is fair and what is not, are hilarious. But I don’t laugh because she has no sense of humour where her own dignity is concerned.

‘Please, Emily. You’d be helping me. If we wait for Polly to find them, we’ll be late.’

Emily’s face falls. ‘I don’t want to be late!’

She runs out of the room yelling for Polly and I pick Josh up and manhandle him into his snowsuit. It enrages him and I get a thump on my ear for my trouble. It brings tears to my eyes.

By the time we arrive there are more people coming out of the school gates than are going in. The teaching assistant shivers under her brolly, holding her hand out for the children to shake. I look round for David surreptitiously, but I’m not overly worried: the chances of him being down at the school in the morning are virtually nil.

‘Vicky!’ Imogen Parker strides towards me, her twins in tow. ‘How was your Christmas?’

I switch on a smile. ‘Lovely. We had a fantastic time. How was yours?’

And then Millie wanders over, and Charlotte Grunden looking ready to drop her third baby, and Amber, dressed for work in a smart trench coat, high black boots, hair caught up in a ponytail, and suddenly it doesn’t seem so bad any more. These are my friends. I can slot back into my old life, reprieve in hand. The relief makes me feel giddy.

‘Good morning!’

Amber scrutinizes my face. ‘Good morning to you too. Did you get any sleep last night?’

‘Not much. He woke up at two.’

The four of them chip in with suggestions, all of which I’ve tried before. In fact, I’ve tried so many things that I’ve made matters worse. Josh and I are as confused as each other. Pick him up. Don’t pick him up. Go to him. Don’t go to him. Say something so he knows he isn’t forgotten then leave. Let him see you but don’t speak. Ignore him entirely. Never ignore your baby. Sometimes I think I’m going out of my mind.

And then there they are; David and Hellie North with Astrid between them holding their hands. My smile dies. I should have thought of this. Parents who both work and aren’t able to do the school gate stuff often make an exception at the beginning of a new term.

I have done the worst possible thing and allowed myself to be drawn into a relationship with the father of one of my pupils at the school where I both work – although I am on maternity leave – and send my children. Never mind that we didn’t go the whole way, or that the reason we desisted was because I pulled the plug, it was still a crappy thing to do. Grey Coat School is within walking distance of where we live; a sweet one-class-entry local primary. I have pissed in my own backyard, as they say. I am a teacher. Families rely on me for support and guidance. They do not expect me to destroy them.

Imogen and Charlotte wander off to greet other friends but I keep Millie and Amber talking until the Norths leave the cloakroom and cross the playground to the back doors of the school. Then I take my two in, divest them of coats, scarves and gloves, fold up their brollies and stick them under the pram, wrestle Josh out of his straps and into my arms and whizz them up to their classrooms. I hover near the door to Emily’s class, waiting until I’m sure the coast is clear, and then hurry down the stairs and run smack-bang into David coming up the other way.

We stare at each other, both of us pressing into the wall to let others get by.

‘Sorry.’ I try and move on but he blocks me.

‘It’s good to see you,’ he says. ‘You look lovely.’

I know perfectly well that I don’t but my lips give a traitorous twitch. Josh stares at him and reaches for his nose. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘I want to talk to you.’

I shake my head. ‘No. That wouldn’t be a good idea.’

Hellie appears and smiles at me. ‘How are you, Vicky?’ Her accent gives everything she says a formal twist. I wonder if she suspects, especially since David has done this before. For a horrible moment I imagine I intercept a look between them. Is this the latest one then? Is this her? Not a beauty, is she?

‘Oh, I’m good.’

‘And the little one?’

She looks at Josh, whose cheeks are red and stained with tears.

‘Not a morning person.’

‘I see that.’

‘I’d better go. I need to put him down for his nap.’

Amber is waiting for me. I give her an uncertain smile but hers is at full volume when she returns it. Relief at being forgiven for keeping secrets floods me. We set off towards the corner where our paths will diverge, me going home, her off to Tennyson Street where she works three mornings a week for an estate agent.

‘Are you all right?’ she asks, pushing the button at the pedestrian crossing. The green man flashes and we start walking. ‘You’re very pale.’

I can’t tell her who I bumped into. ‘I hate myself.’

‘No you don’t. You’re just exhausted. Try and sleep when Josh does. Promise?’

‘I promise. I’ve got Magda cleaning this morning. She’ll keep me sane.’

A text pings at me as I’m unlocking the front door. I pull my phone out of my bag and read it, not understanding at first and then getting it.


Hello Vicky. Sorry but much vomit this morning and diyareorr. Will make new later. I call. Magda



I read it again and cry where I stand, in my thick coat, still holding the pushchair.




Fairhaven Young Offenders’ Institute

July 1992

ADULTS WHISPERED WHEN they talked about her. Why did they bother? Did they think she was too thick to know what they were on about? The child psychiatrist had arrived. He wasn’t how she had expected. She’d imagined him in a suit and tie, with silver hair and glasses and that she would have to call him Doctor Someone-or-other. This bloke had brown hair and no glasses, and wore jeans and a stripy shirt with a jacket over it that he’d taken off. When she asked, he said he was a doctor – Doctor Adam Kozlowski – but he didn’t expect her to remember all that and she could call him Adam.

Katya sat on the squeaky black leather sofa in her grey tracksuit and hoodie, feeling frightened and alone. She wasn’t talking to anyone. Why should she tell them anything? No one listened to her before, so why would they listen to her now? Adults only heard what they wanted to hear, otherwise they were stone deaf. Where was Maggie? Why hadn’t she come?

She was starving. She could smell the canteen; boiled greens and chips and maybe burgers. Her mouth watered as she wrapped her arms around her shins and hugged her thighs into her belly. She squished her nose down on to her knees and tried to think about being somewhere else. She was good at that. She used to do it when her mum was busy in her bedroom: curl up and take her mind right away, into a fairy tale usually. When things got bad there was always a prince to come galloping over the horizon on his jet-black steed. She wished he would hurry up, but sometimes she wondered if she would even recognize him if he did come. Because princes didn’t exist in real life, or if they did, they didn’t usually know they were one.

Somewhere in the building someone was laughing, the sound bouncing round the walls. And inside that sound, wrapped in it, the clatter of cutlery and a boy yelling and swearing, the language going on and on like a poem. Fucking, you fucking. Fucking cunt I’ll fucking have you, you shit head wanker you.

Adam put his head out of the door and shouted, ‘Could somebody please keep him quiet?’

Silence fell like a slap and he closed the door again.

‘Would you like some lunch?’

Her stomach rumbled but she shook her head. She wasn’t going out there. Not with all those kids. She wondered if they knew, if word got round.

‘Has Maggie come?’ she asked.

It hadn’t been many days. Only a week, she thought, although she wasn’t sure. So much had happened.

‘No. I’m sorry, she hasn’t. Is she important to you?’

Maybe they were keeping Maggie from her. Maybe this was part of the punishment. She felt furious at the injustice of it, but suppressed her anger in case it went against her. It seemed so unfair that she was stuck in this dump, practically in prison, all because she couldn’t say the right words and no one even bothered to find out the stuff in her head. She glanced up from her hands to find Adam waiting.

‘I will be good,’ she said. ‘If you let her come.’

‘Katya, if Maggie wants to see you, she knows she can contact your supervisor. No one is keeping her away.’

She had thought Maggie was her fairy godmother but it turned out she was just an ordinary grown-up. But even that didn’t hurt as much as Emily’s silence had. Why didn’t she say something? Perhaps she was scared too. Maybe she thought that Katya wanted to take Maggie away from her. She wished she’d had a chance to explain that all she wanted was to belong to them and Maggie loving her wouldn’t mean she loved Emily any less. She started to cry. It was such a relief to let the tears flow; to be comforted; to be allowed to be a little kid again.
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JOSH BELLOWS FROM behind his bedroom door and I lean against it, my hands pressed to my face. If I give in he won’t sleep and he’ll be bad-tempered and miserable for the rest of the day. The crying is merely a symptom of his tiredness.

Downstairs I shut the kitchen door, switch the baby monitor off – I don’t need help hearing him – make myself a black coffee and take it to my computer, where I enter my favourite property site with a click of the mouse. This is my guilty pleasure and something of an addiction. Tom rolls his eyes whenever I call his attention to an interesting opportunity but I have perfectly valid reasons for keeping my eyes open. When we bought this house it was a wreck, but it meant that we could afford to live in an area that was already on the up. We were lucky, coming in before prices went stratospheric. I would do it again like a shot, never mind the upheaval. It’s to do with increasing our equity and creating a cushion if anything ever goes wrong; like Tom being made redundant or me not being able to go back to work after my maternity leave ends.

Tom doesn’t really get the point about security because he’s always had it, but I know how precarious life can be. He’s more like his mother-in-law than he realizes. Their mantra is, Don’t worry until it happens. Mine is, Plan against it happening. I’ve had my life turned upside down in the space of a few days, my belongings thrown into binbags. No warning and no chance to say goodbye. The feeling that there are forces beyond my control has never left me.

Things happen. We can’t assume that the good times will last for ever.

I sip my coffee. Upstairs, Josh’s cries are fading, the gaps between each howl lengthening.

He goes quiet.

I hold my breath. Count to ten. Nothing.

I let it go with a sigh of relief.

Two minutes later I’m scrolling through estate agent’s details when I spot a candidate five minutes away in Browning Street. My antennae twitch. It has NEW LISTING! splashed in red across the corner of the photograph and it’s being marketed by Johnson Lane, the agency Amber works for. It’s completely unmodernized and I know it well. The house is cheap for where it is, which means it needs a lot of money spent on it and months of dust and toil; but the long-term potential is huge. If we budget carefully, we could make it amazing. Adrenaline kicks in as I reach for the phone.

Sarah, Amber’s boss, answers. ‘You’re not the only one,’ she says. ‘To be honest, Mrs Seagrave, it’s not going to hang around. Developers, you know?’

I did know. We had to fight developers for Coleridge Street. ‘Can I see it today?’

‘We’re booked up, I’m afraid. You know what it’s like after the holidays finish. People start putting their houses on the market almost immediately. My phone literally has not stopped ringing. It’s the Christmas Curse.’

‘The what?’

‘Statistically, more marriages fall apart at Christmas than any other time.’

‘Oh.’ I ponder this depressing statistic. ‘Surely Amber could squeeze me in.’

‘Give me a minute.’ She sighs and I imagine her bright-pink fingernails tapping the desk as she checks her diary.

I take a pen and scribble Browning Street on a scrap of paper and underline it. This is the one. I feel it in my bones.

‘OK,’ she says. ‘Amber’s there now. If you can make it in ten minutes she can zip you round between viewings. I’ll give her a call.’

I glance up at the ceiling. ‘Can she do any later?’

‘Not today, sorry. Take it or leave it, I’m afraid.’

I hesitate. Bloody Magda.

‘Are you still there?’

‘Yes. That’s fine. I’ll run round now.’

And I do … I do just that. I make the worst mistake of my life.
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THE RAIN IS torrential. I force my umbrella up and as the wind catches it and turns it inside out I look back up at the house, at the gabled window to Josh’s bedroom. He’ll be fine. I’ll hurry. By the time I reach the end of my road I’m already lost in a developer’s fantasy; picturing myself with plans and builders, opening out spaces and letting the light flow in.

This is a great area; sprawling enough not to feel claustrophobic, limited enough to be a cohesive community. It isn’t the best part of south east London, but it has the usual signs of gentrification; a ‘village’ label shamelessly bandied about by estate agents, a couple of niche cafés, a specialist wine shop and a gastro pub beside the Common, which boasts a playground and a duck pond. A McDonald’s, KFC and kebab shop still do a roaring trade on the London Road and make for a jolly, mixed community. I spent my early years in Streatham, so it was the obvious place for us to begin the search for our first home. We moved outwards from there – hoping for a bargain – and chanced on a cluster of streets named after English poets where big houses that had been converted into flats in the seventies and eighties were gradually being turned back into family houses. It’s also handy for getting out of London to visit my mother on the coast.

When I turn up, Amber is saying goodbye to a couple with a child in a pram and a little girl of about two sitting on her father’s shoulders, her rainhood pulled down over her eyes and nose. Amber shakes their hands and they set off towards me, obviously discussing the house, the woman excited, the man more circumspect. As they cross over the road and pass me I glance down at their baby. He’s older than Josh, fast asleep, slumped in that sack-like way that only babies manage, his chin tucked into his chest, his arms and legs lolling, utterly relaxed.

‘Oh God, I want it, Nick,’ the woman says. She reminds me of me.

I don’t hear Nick’s reply because I’m already hurrying towards Amber, the image of Josh fast asleep in his cot lodged in my head and a worry starting to nibble at the edge of my good mood.

The house is double-fronted and semi-detached. It’s in a state of acute disrepair but the two smarter versions that flank it have had a lot of money spent on them. They boast plantation shutters and black-and-white tessellated paths leading up to front doors painted in heritage shades.

Six years ago Tom and I stood outside Coleridge Street with Emily in her pram, almost speechless with anticipation, gripping each other’s hands while Sarah Wilson from Johnson Lane battled with the lock, muttering about it being an agent’s nightmare, and finally, triumphantly, pushing it open against a pile of mail that slithered out across the floor like the tide coming in. We pushed Emily’s pram into a patch of warm sunlight. Sarah kept her distance, probably aware that she didn’t have to sell it while we naïvely thought we were putting on a good show, Tom making critical remarks that sounded positively hammy, me standing with my hand cradling my modest bump, gazing up at a patch of damp where the corner of the sitting room met the ceiling. We moved through the house like small children discovering a new secret and when we came out into the garden where the birds were singing, climbing roses casting long stems heavy with buds, I flung my arms around him.

‘Can we afford it?’

Tom laughed. ‘No, but we’ll find a way.’

It was a wonderful, crazy time, camping in the rooms that were liveable, working nights and weekends with Emily crawling around in the dirt, and then with Polly as well, tiny and new. I was trying to paint windows between feeds and replace floorboards, put up curtains and restore damaged original features. I spent the long summer days in decorator’s overalls, finding cheap ways of making an impact. Growing up without a father, in a crummy seaside house that my mother filled with lodgers, we developed an impressive range of skills. Between the two of us, Mum and I can fix pretty much anything.

Tom and I put up with a makeshift kitchen for two years and walked on bare boards, but we didn’t care. We were in love with each other, in love with the future, in love with our babies and our house. I had no idea how useless Tom was at DIY, but it wasn’t all bad. If he couldn’t do anything that required a particular skill he was at least willing to sand for hours on end.

My tools are lying unused in the cellar now. I miss them.

‘Oh my God, this rain! Let’s get inside.’ Amber leads me in, checking her watch. ‘I can only give you fifteen minutes, so we’d better crack on.’

I follow her and breathe in the smell; a heady blend of old carpet and damp and that musty scent of decay. I run my fingers along the brown-painted dado rail and gaze up at the cornicing. The paint is flaking off but it is generously wide; the pattern of ridges and grooves elegant and understated.

‘Nice?’ Amber says, raising an eyebrow.

‘I love it.’

Something flits across Amber’s face, a wisp of despondency darkening her eyes. It’s only a tiny moment but it reminds me to pare back my enthusiasm.

‘Do you think this is transferral?’ she asks.

‘Sorry?’

‘I mean, do you think you’re doing this because you’re looking for an outlet for all that pent-up sexual frustration?’

She’s joking of course. ‘No. Well, maybe a little. But you know I like smelly old wrecks.’

‘Are you talking about the house or your mystery man?’

I laugh. ‘The house. Categorically.’

Amber pulls me towards the staircase, where grubby mahogany banisters lead the eye up three floors to a skylight. Even though it’s too dirty and splattered with bird shit to let in more than a milky light I can imagine how wonderful it would be on a sunny day or a moonlit night. She takes me to the kitchen, a yellowing room at the back of the house with a door to the garden and a small window. A sink clings to the wall between ugly beige units encrusted with filth. When Amber flicks the switch a strip light stutters on.

‘Thank God you didn’t bring Josh. That last couple? Their little girl was a nightmare.’

‘Their baby was asleep.’ Hiding my blushes, I bend to tease up a corner of brittle lino. Underneath, the floorboards look sound.

‘Yes. But they left them both downstairs with me. Can you believe it? I’m not a bloody babysitter. And you know what she said?’ Amber snorts. ‘Don’t take him out of his pram. As if he was too cute for me to resist. Honestly.’

My smile is strained. ‘I’ve never seen anyone coming in or out. How long has it been empty?’

‘Not long. The lady who owned it went into care last week. She’s ninety-three and reclusive, apparently. Probate’s going to take a while, but I doubt it’ll hang around. To be honest, Vicky, if you want it, you’re going to have to sharpen your elbows.’

I touch the brown wallpaper and pick at a torn edge. ‘Tom will take some persuading. If it was down to him we’d still be in the flat.’

Amber’s face falls.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’

But I do and I can tell she’s offended. Robert is self-employed and they’re paying a huge rent to be in the right catchment area and haven’t been able to scrape the cash together for a deposit. It’s something I try hard to ignore, but when you start out in your career at the same income level as a friend, only to leave them behind financially, it can be awkward and you have to be sensitive. I blame my lack of tact on last night.

‘You’ll get what you want in the end. You’re the most determined person I know.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘I suppose …’

‘Come on. It’s only a matter of time.’

‘Let’s hope.’

We go into the next room and she waits while I look round. I can feel that she wants to say something, that I’ve struck an ill-judged note.

‘You mustn’t take what you have for granted,’ she says.

‘Do you mean Tom or the house?’ Her words are discomforting but I suppose I deserve it.

‘Both. You don’t know how lucky you are.’

‘I do.’

‘Then why risk it?’

‘Because I take risks! That’s why I got pregnant at twenty-one. That’s why we own Coleridge Street. We couldn’t afford it, Amber, but we just did it. You and Robert can do it too.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Amber …’ But she’s left the room ahead of me.

I follow her into the sitting room. This is in better condition, the marble fireplace grander than the one we have in Coleridge Street. A large Persian rug lies spread across wide floorboards, the gaps between them imprinted into the weave. There’s more damp above the curtain rail, but otherwise it’s perfect and I can see myself living here. I do a rapid calculation. We could do it. Mortgage rates are still low and Tom has inherited a useful amount from his grandfather. It would be a strain, there’s no doubt about that, but worth it in the long run. I’m tempted to put in an offer then and there. For the first time in days I feel excited, drawn into the romance of the place, the lure of the project.

‘Keep moving,’ Amber says, all professional now. ‘I’ll show you round upstairs and then you can poke your head outside.’

At first I don’t hear it above the sound of the rain. We are in the master bedroom, inspecting some water damage to the window frames, Amber saying how wonderful the room will look once the shutters are restored. It’s only faint, but it’s such a familiar sound that it makes me turn and prick up my ears. I walk to the door and listen. It’s coming from upstairs. A baby is crying.

‘Vicky?’ Amber says, touching my arm.

I ignore her and go up. The stairs to the top floor are uncarpeted and dusty, as if the owners stopped bothering with that part of the house a long time go. An eclectic collection of pictures line the walls: old-fashioned hunting prints, nondescript watercolours, uninspiring oils; the kind of things that turn up in job lots in auction houses or stacked forlornly against the walls of charity shops. The wailing draws me like a magnet. On the landing I stop, confused. The rooms are devoid of furniture but I can hear it clearly now, the hiccupping sob of a child who no one has come to comfort.

‘It’s only next-door’s baby,’ Amber says. ‘They’ve got a little girl too. That noise really gets to you though, doesn’t it?’

‘I’ve got to go home,’ I say abruptly.

‘But you haven’t seen the garden yet.’ It’s as dark out there as a November afternoon, the rain coming down in sheets. A fat pigeon sits on a branch looking miserable.

‘I’ll come back tomorrow, when I don’t need an Ark.’

I’m in such a hurry I slip on the stairs, scraping my elbow against the wall. Amber reaches under my arm and pulls me up.

‘Slow down. What’s the panic? My next lot aren’t due for a couple more minutes. Tell me what you think of the place.’

‘It’s great. I’ll call you later. I’ve got to get back. I can’t expect Magda to babysit when she’s supposed to be cleaning.’

‘She’s babysitting for us tomorrow evening,’ Amber says, moving away from me and brushing a speck of dust from the bottom of her trench coat. ‘Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without her.’

Shit. What if she tells Amber she didn’t come to me? I shouldn’t have left him. What the hell was I thinking?

‘Oh, and just to warn you, I’ve already booked her to babysit Sophie for the Forsyths’ drinks party.’

She stares at me, waiting for a reaction.

‘Sorry,’ I say, opening the front door. ‘The house is wonderful. I need to have a think and talk to Tom, but I’d love it, obviously.’

As I leave, she shouts after me, ‘Do you want me to come and value your house? Would that help?’

There’s something in her voice, a touch of desperation that hangs in the air as I run into the rain.

Amber, standing in the doorway, watches Vicky as she runs out, wincing as a car drives through the puddles, splashing her. She’s puzzled but she shakes it off and looks away, peering through the rain at a car slowing down. Her next appointment. The woman in the passenger seat gesticulates at the driver. Amber forgets about Vicky and waves cheerfully at them, puts up her umbrella and hurries over.

‘Mrs Tarrant?’ she says. ‘Hello, I’m Amber Collins.’

Mr and Mrs Tarrant know exactly what they want and don’t need Amber’s sales pitch. Not that the house needs one. Seventeen Browning Street sells itself. Amber runs her fingers over the chipped woodwork on the windowsill of one of the upstairs bedrooms. She feels like she’s in love, as though the smell of the house is male musk, its walls arms waiting to embrace her. She has a fanciful idea that she could touch her lips to the peeling wallpaper, lean into it. Why can’t she and Robert have a place like this? Perhaps she should do as Vicky says and take a risk. She looks around, imagining herself climbing newly carpeted stairs, lying in a claw-foot bathtub, wafting round a sleekly beautiful kitchen. She couldn’t. Could she? Vicky would never forgive her.

She nibbles at her bottom lip. Perhaps that doesn’t even matter. Vicky has broken the first rule of their friendship. She lied. Amber has always aspired to be like Vicky, but now she’s not so sure. She can’t believe her friend was prepared to risk it all for a sordid fling. Poor Tom. Poor children.

‘So what do you know about the local schools?’

She jumps – she hadn’t realized the Tarrants were there – and turns with her brightest smile.

‘Are you looking for private or independent?’

‘Private.’

They talk education and small children, the innocuous conversation a comfort to Amber. Mrs Tarrant moves around the room, looks out of the windows and frowns at the swollen frames. Amber’s phone rings.

‘Your eleven o’clock,’ Sarah says. ‘They’ve cancelled.’

Amber glances at her watch. She’s going to have over half an hour to kill in this freezing house. Great.

My bag knocks against my hip and I’m out of breath before I reach the end of the next street. I slow down, panting, and power-walk the rest of the way. My mind feels overheated.

Amber will guess.

Maybe I can bribe Magda?

But that would mean someone else knowing.

Maybe I should text Magda and advise her not to mention the upset stomach. Then she would have to avoid saying she hadn’t been to my place.

Yes. That would do it.

Josh is crying. I hadn’t expected that and it chills me; the noise loud enough to be heard across the street. As I shove my key into the lock the telephone starts ringing. I’m supposed to be in so I sprint to the sitting room and grab the phone off the sideboard.

‘Vicky?’

‘Mum. I can’t talk now. I’ll call you back.’

‘It’s just a small thing, I …’

‘Mum. Josh is having a paddy. Please. I’ll call you back.’

Something is wrong. The sitting-room door was open when I left earlier. It’s rarely closed. I put the phone down slowly. The French windows are ajar, splinters of wood and glass on the floor beside them.

‘Shit.’

I sprint upstairs and charge into Josh’s bedroom, come to an abrupt standstill and scream with fright. There’s someone there: a large figure in the gloom, shockingly out of context. He’s dressed in dark clothes and he’s holding Josh clamped against his chest, his hand covering my son’s mouth. Josh has frozen. He isn’t fighting or protesting but his eyes are big and confused and shining with tears.

‘Don’t hurt him.’ My arms hang by my sides. ‘Please.’ I have never felt terror like this before. It is physically numbing and mentally degrading.

Downstairs the phone starts to ring again and the sound changes the atmosphere instantly. The man runs forward before I’m ready. He barges past, thrusting Josh at me and I’m propelled violently backwards against the sharp edge of the half-open door, whacking my elbow on my funny bone, fuzzing the nerves that lead into my wrists, so that as I try to catch hold of Josh I clumsily misjudge and he slips to the floor with a sickening thud. The man has to pull the door open behind me and I try to get out of his way and scoop Josh up at the same time, but somehow I clash with his feet and Josh lets out a cry of pain. And then it’s over and he is gone, charging down the stairs, and I’m cradling my son, rocking him against me as he bellows.

Seconds later I feel something, another presence. I slowly straighten up and turn my head. Amber is holding the door wide, staring down at me, her mouth open in horror. My relief at seeing her is tempered by shame. I hold her gaze and plead silently with her.

Please don’t judge me.
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‘VICKY!’ AMBER SAYS, dropping down beside me. ‘Oh my God. Are you OK?’

I stare at her and whisper, ‘No.’

‘Why don’t you give him to me before you faint?’

She tries to take him but I shy away from her, covering him with my arm. She backs off immediately, then holds out her hand for mine and with her help I stagger to the rocking chair. I lay Josh carefully on my thighs, with his toes against my stomach. He has gone worryingly quiet.

‘I need to get him to A & E. I think he’s broken his arm.’

Amber opens the curtains and blinds and the grey morning throws a washed-out light over the scene. Josh’s face is pale, the skin blue around his lips.

‘I’ll take you.’

I focus on her properly. ‘What happened to your viewing?’

She strokes Josh’s forehead and his eyes widen as he gazes up at her. ‘They cancelled, so I thought I’d nip round. What on earth happened? I saw a man run out of your house.’

‘He broke in. I didn’t know he was here.’

‘Jesus.’

His smell lingers on the landing. Stale cigarettes and sweat. We go downstairs and I stop outside my bedroom. Amber goes in first, stands with her hands on her hips. The little wooden drawers that form part of my dressing table have been pulled out, their sparkling contents strewn across the bed. None of it is of any value.

‘He didn’t find your safe. That’s something.’

It isn’t a safe. Nothing so grand. Anything precious is kept in a concealed cavity built into the skirting under the wardrobe. There isn’t much in there, just rings that Tom has given me to mark special occasions.

‘I thought you said Magda was here?’ Amber says as she closes the door behind us and we make our way downstairs.

‘She’s … she’s around somewhere.’ It’s patently obvious that there’s no one else in the house but I stammer on regardless. ‘She was here. Perhaps she’s left already.’

Amber glances at her watch as I go down the next flight. I pick up Josh’s snowsuit from the end of the banister.

‘You can’t put him in that,’ she says. ‘You’ll hurt him. Hang on.’

She disappears into the sitting room and comes out with the blue tartan rug we keep over the back of the sofa and carefully tucks it round him.

I pull out my mobile and she grabs my wrist. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m calling the police. What did you think I was doing?’ I pull away and for a moment we look at each other.

‘Don’t,’ she says. ‘Not yet at least. We need to think about this.’

After a second’s hesitation I push the phone into my pocket and she ushers me towards the front door.

‘We’ll talk about it on the way to the hospital. You can call the police as soon we get there, if you like. Tom as well. Where’re your car keys? I’ll drive. You look after Josh.’

She indicates that I should get in the car while she calls her office and explains there’s been an emergency, an accident. I can tell Sarah isn’t happy and I worry that Amber’s getting into trouble because of me.

‘Right.’ Amber’s tone is so businesslike that I immediately sit up straight and listen. ‘Tell me exactly what happened and we’ll work out what to say.’

I shiver even though the air conditioner is blasting out heat. My jeans are still damp. The sound of the rain battering down on the roof and the windscreen wipers swishing back and forth hypnotizes me.

‘Vicky! Please. Concentrate.’

Her voice is enough to break the spell and words burst out of me. ‘I left him. But it was only for fifteen minutes. He was sound asleep and he never normally wakes up. I thought it would be OK.’

‘Have you done anything like this before?’

I don’t reply. When Tom and I lived in the flat I was so bored, so claustrophobic, so lonely and frustrated and so young that I did things I shouldn’t. I used to go out and walk round the block. Stretch my legs and ease my mind. Buy a newspaper. Emily would sleep right through it and because it was a flat in an anonymous mansion block, no one was any the wiser. It was, now I think about it, a compulsion. I stopped after Tom came home early from work and caught me returning from one of my mini-forays. I told him I’d nipped across to the corner shop. This time I don’t have youth and isolation as an excuse.

‘Come on,’ Amber urges. ‘We can’t mess around.’

I have to raise my voice to be heard. ‘Only once or twice: to get the papers or a pint of milk. It’s never been an issue.’

‘Christ, Vicky.’

I hang my head. ‘I know.’

‘OK. What’s done is done. Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened today and we’ll take it from there.’

I tell her about the impulsive decision I made and I don’t spare myself. I’m in trouble and every word I speak damns me.

‘You can’t say that,’ Amber responds, catching my eye in the mirror with a frown. ‘You need an alternative story.’

‘I’m not lying. I can’t.’ My heart is thumping so hard I feel sick. ‘It would be better to be honest, wouldn’t it?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Amber snaps.

My knees are trembling. ‘It’s not ridiculous. I—’

‘This is not 1990, Vicky. This is 2010. Social workers have learned from past mistakes. If you tell them you left Josh alone in the house, he will be taken into care. You won’t be given a chance to explain or get legal advice; they’ll take him out of your arms and criminal charges will be pressed against you. Do you really want that?’

I stare at her, cowed. This is a version of my friend I don’t recognize. ‘I can’t … I can’t live a lie. They’ll find out.’ My voice rises. ‘They’ll understand that it was a mistake; that I was exhausted and stressed.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Vicky. Do you know how many exhausted and stressed mothers there are out there? Or do you think it’s only you? Seriously? Are you stupid or just naïve? Pull yourself together or I’m going to dump you outside the hospital and leave you to dig your own grave.’

‘Amber, please,’ I sob. ‘Don’t do this.’

There’s a long silence before she speaks. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.’

I’ve never seen her like this, never known her to lose her temper so violently. The deep breath she takes before she speaks is audible. ‘Try and understand. You cannot tell the truth about this, not if you want to keep your baby. It’s as simple as that. So please, trust me.’

I cannot speak so I reach between the seats. She takes my hand and encloses it in hers.

‘This is what you’re going to say and you say the same thing to the doctors, the police and Tom. Do you understand?’

I cry silently, but I listen.

Amber shouldn’t have lost her temper back there but she’s disappointed in her friend. Very disappointed. To do that; to leave her little boy, not to mention her infidelity to Tom – because, let’s not split hairs, Vicky was unfaithful even if they never actually did it – takes an astounding degree of selfishness.

She hates this, hates not feeling in control. It was weak to shout and swear at her. But how could Vicky do it? Amber would never leave a child on its own. Even if she didn’t know what that felt like herself, she wouldn’t. Children are vulnerable, completely dependent on the decisions adults make. It tears her up inside to think about it.

She digs her thumbnails into the leather steering wheel, leaving crescent-shaped dents, suppressing her anger and resentment. Josh’s sobs are more like hiccups now, racking his little body. Amber gives herself a moment and then turns to smile reassuringly. Vicky looks like she’s about to throw herself out of the car.

‘Nearly there,’ she says.

‘OK.’

‘Good girl. You’re going to be fine. I’ll drop you outside A & E and come and find you when I’ve parked.’

‘You have back-to-back appointments,’ Sarah says. ‘You’re really dropping me in it here, Amber. Are you sure she needs you? Where’s her husband?’

‘I’ll leave as soon as he turns up. An hour at
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