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Chapter One

 Why not just break the wretched thing? she thought
to herself, pushing down on the stiff bathroom doorlatch.

Because her
husband would notice. He was a brooder. They both were, in their
own ways. He would notice and ask her what had happened, of course
he would. If it were just the one mirror she had to investigate,
she might well have taken the chance; but there were two in the
house, and trying to convince her husband that she had accidently
broken both sounded absurd even in her own head.

She had left
her first coffee of the day down in the kitchen, untouched, the
fragrant vapour still clouding the cool air. Her mouth felt as dry
as an abandoned wasps’ nest, but there was no time to waste. This
was a serious matter. If they were watching her again she had to
know.

Taking a deep
breath, April slipped into the tiny bathroom and allowed her eyes
to settle on the grimy mirror attached to the wall. The bathroom
was so small it only took two steps to plant her feet in front of
the wash basin, and there she stood, motionless, irresolute.
What the hell are you waiting for, woman: permission from
whoever is watching you from the other side of the glass?

She took a loud
rumble from her empty stomach as a cue for action and slowly
reached out towards the image before her. Her eyes were wide, fear
masquerading as wakefulness. The whites were scarred with broken
pink blood vessels, collateral damage from hypervigilance during
the day and nightmares after dark. Her chestnut, shoulder-length
hair was tucked casually behind each ear, lending her the
appearance of a girl half her age. No make-up, no jewellery. Jeans
and a high-necked sweater completed the picture.

It was always
so cold in this house. Sometimes she had to wear a hat,
occasionally gloves. In the worst of the winter days she would
plunge her thin hands into the washing up bowl and work through the
stockpile of dirty dishes just to keep the blood flowing to her
fingertips. They tried not to heat their home unless one of their
lives was in danger or yet another illness had got the better of
them. That was how desperate their situation had become of
late.

Her breathing
was now so shallow that her chest seemed to be motionless. The
buzzing in her ears spoke of rising blood pressure. If she didn’t
complete the test soon she might pass out.

With an
inelegant stab, April let her fingertip make contact with the
glass. She leaned forward, eyes narrowed, mouth close enough to
paint a tiny cloud of condensation level with her chin. Despite
this and the generally grimy state of the glass, it was clear that
no gap existed between the end of her finger and its reflected
twin. In other words, this was confirmation that what she was
looking into was indeed a real mirror. If, as the radio DJ had
explained as she dribbled milk into her mug, a gap existed between
her fingertip and its reflection, no matter how small, that would
be irrefutable proof of a two-way mirror. And if that were true it
could mean only one thing: that someone else was returning her
gaze, watching her from the other side of the wall, concealed and
uninvited, with motives and intentions undeclared.

Passing this
test should have made her feel better, but her doubts and fears
persisted. Given the day’s date, she tried to convince herself that
the DJ was pulling a practical joke on his listeners. He was famous
for his sense of humour, after all. It would be just like him to
pull such a jape on his audience. That thought didn’t ease her
tension, either.

Later, she
would give both mirrors a good clean and polish and try the test
again, she decided. Killing two birds, as her husband would
say, putting into practice his habit of never completing a popular
saying. ‘We haven’t got much, girl,’ he went on. ‘The least you can
do is keep it all clean.’ It amazed her that he simply didn’t give
up on her and get himself a new broom, sweeping the family home
clean of all the chaos that seemed to have followed April since
childhood.

Closing the
bathroom door behind her, April Hudson turned to survey the state
of her poky kitchen. Not good, was the kindest conclusion her mind
would allow. She pinched her eyes closed momentarily, wishing they
had deceived her – if anything, the kitchen was in a worst state
than the living room, the latter promising to eat up at least two
hours of her day if she were to return it to some sort of order.
She remembered a joke Jack had made about the house on the day they
had first moved in: Bloody hell, we’ll need the builders in just
to get it condemned. But they had no money for builders or even
new furniture. She knew her husband would not be cracking any jokes
if she didn’t take drastic action before he returned from work.

Only yesterday
she had noticed how Jack frowned at the overflowing sink and
cluttered draining board, the crumbs and dust clumps on the floor
when he returned home; but to his credit, he hadn’t commented. True
love is never having to say you’re worried. He could see what was
happening, though, and he was right to an extent. There was no
point in pretending she was her usual self. But any comparison
between her current state of mind to that of her previous two
breakdowns was an overreaction on her husband’s part.

Things would
never be that bad again.

April
approached the sink, sighing at the sight of plate edges and pan
handles sticking out of the grey water like scuttled warships.
There were unscraped dinner plates piled to the right, a miscellany
of opened food packages and jars to the left. This was what a
kitchen might look like on Christmas Day if the roast was prepared
by drunks, she couldn’t help thinking. How could she have let
things slide so drastically? was doubtless what her husband must be
thinking. Jack was not one to rant and rave, however. He’d keep his
mouth shut for now, convince himself that April would get a grip
over the next few days and surprise him when he came home one
evening. And she would, she pledged to herself as she searched in
vain for a clean tea towel, by five o’clock this evening.

Contemplating
failure brought about her second eruption of goose bumps that
day.

With that
self-righteous patience of his, that calm conviction of always
knowing the right thing to say, Jack would sit her down, take her
hands in his and begin by asking, tenderly: ‘Is everything all
right, love?’ Her lips would begin to quiver; then the tears would
spill from a heart overflowing with contradictory emotions and run
blindly down her burning cheeks. She would have found the
alternative – bad language, harsh words, finger pointing – not even
half as difficult to deal with. Sometimes she wondered if a good
slap around the face might do her some good. In the meantime, all
he could offer her was lenience, tolerance and the aftertaste of
guilt that anyone should love her enough to be so restrained, so
meticulously un-panicked. And that was not even the worst of it,
for when she failed to reply he would lightly stroke her damp cheek
and ask, ‘Is it happening again, April? Do I need to find you
help?’

She pushed the
question to the back of her mind, like one last flattened soup can
squeezed into an overflowing waste bin – which was as good a place
as any to start, she decided. Of course, the black bag split when
she finally wiggled it free from the badly dented pedal bin. When
had she last changed it? Judging by the whiff of rotten food,
perhaps as long as a week ago. Something black and viscous oozed
down the side of an inverted washing up liquid bottle. It took her
a while to realise she was looking at what was left of a banana.
Longer than a week, then.

I must be
married to a saint, she thought to herself a little
uncomfortably.

Getting down on
her knees, she took a fresh bag and started on the laborious task
of scooping everything back up again with her hands. The decomposed
banana was not the worst of it. Life was conspiring to undermine
her day of atonement, but she would need to wash that floor
anyway.

Beyond the
kitchen window she could hear Jack junior’s voice calling to
someone over the hedge. She doubted her neighbour would consider
the boy worthy of a reply. April worried that he was lonely. There
were so few other children in the village to play with, and she had
to admit that her own reputation probably didn’t open many doors
for ‘that mad woman’s son’. Poor little sod.’ If only they could
move away, start over in a bigger town like Sudbury or Halstead, or
even a larger village like Sible Hedingham or Clare. But their
financial predicament made that highly unlikely even in the medium
term. Jack senior worked as many overtime shifts as he could, but
that only made their situation here more bearable rather than bring
the realisation of a fresh start any closer. It wasn’t his fault he
was only semi-skilled. School wasn’t set up to serve the needs of
children with blue collar parents, then or now. When Jack senior
had finished school at sixteen they sent him straight back to the
bottom of the pile, like a rigged game of snakes and ladders. He
still dreamed of taking up a trade, she knew, but like the house
move that possibility was prohibited by the day-to-day need to put
food on the table and coal in the fireplace.

Having filled
and tied up the fresh bag, April opened the back door and headed
for the metal council dustbin. She could still make out Jack
junior’s voice but she couldn’t see him, which caused her to pause
with the lid of the dustbin hovering mid-air, as if she were about
to use it to trap a rat. There really wasn’t anything tangible to
be afraid of, not during the week, not here. Even the Jehovah
Witnesses didn’t stray this far out into the sticks; for this was a
dormitory village, most of the inhabitants working in the nearby
larger towns or even London. After Friday things were different, of
course, as they all settled in for the weekend. But on weekdays
Belchamp Otten was used only for sleeping.

‘Jack?’

His distant
voice stopped abruptly, a flurry of words terminated mid-sentence,
like a lamb disturbed by a stalking fox. Was he playing a game with
her? He must miss having a playmate his own age. This being a
dormitory village, there weren’t too many adults around during the
day either. And as for that dreadful school... well, she would
never let him go there, even if he was seven. The education welfare
officer could go to hell, though mercifully that particular letter
had yet to drop on to her welcome mat. Couldn’t she continue to
home tutor him? There were always people on the radio talking about
having done just that. April wasn’t stupid. She’d passed all her
exams, got good grades in a couple of subjects, though nothing she
could use to get herself an office job with. She could still
remember being a pupil herself. How hard could it be? She looked
over again at the crockery shipwrecks in the sink with a sinking
sense of despondency. Teaching was a full-time job.

No, doubtless,
Jack junior would follow in the footsteps of his father and want to
do something useful with his hands. He could read and write, add up
and subtract, multiply; though division was proving an obstacle.
What more would he need if he chose a career as a carpenter or a
builder? He knew how many inches were in a foot, how many ounces
made up a pound. Anything more would be showing off.

‘Jack!’

She saw only
the dancing heads of primroses amongst the grass stems. The clouds
were stacked high, one upon the other, not dark enough for rain yet
but advertising its threat for later in the afternoon. The promise
of spring could so easily become the debt interest of winter. She
wouldn’t have time to go out anyway, not with all this housework to
do – unless young Jack fancied a walk across the fields. He loved
the countryside, rain or shine. It would be cruel to deny him
that.

The breeze
stirred the grass with a firmer hand and the clouds parted briefly
to let in bright spring sunshine. The air smelled of new growth,
tickling her nostrils on its way to the back of her throat from
where a taste of unfurling petals and pollen settled on the roots
of her tongue. The nights were drawing out rapidly now the clocks
had changed. The big oak tree closest to the house, so barren and
wasted through the winter months, shook its new leaves in the
morning sky like a shivering dog emerging from a thawing
stream.

Stepping away
from the house, her eyes strayed to the ditch that separated their
property from the neighbours’. It wasn’t full enough to drown in
but with the mud being so viscous in the centre, who knew what
might happen if a child stepped beyond misadventure into
recklessness? You couldn’t drown in mud but you could choke to
death.

April opened
her mouth again to call Jack’s name, but the sound of the back door
slamming shut behind her choked the sound in her throat like a husk
of dry bread. It’s just the wind! Just the wind! she rebuked
her pounding heart. But experience told her otherwise. A smile
spread tentatively across her lips, her first of the day. So he was
playing games with her, after all. Good.

Her hand
hesitated on the handle for a split second. What if he’d locked her
out? But Jack junior knew the rules, knew where the line was and
never to cross it; just like that ditch. Daddy may not have been
one for ranting or raving, but Mummy could have her moments, and
not short-lived ones, either. There were worse things for a son to
get stuck in than mud.

A game of hide
and seek had always been his favourite. Before he was born,
she often joked with him, you spent nine months inside me. If
you hadn’t given me a good kick one day, you might still be in
there. But there was nothing funny about the way this new game
was eating up the minutes like slugs in a lettuce patch. The house
couldn’t clean and tidy itself.

Her wrist
twisted the loose door handle to the accompaniment of a grating
sound and the door popped inwards with a shudder. One day, she
often complained to Jack senior, that handle would come off in her
hand. And then where would they be? She knew he would fix it
eventually, when he wasn’t too tired, but when would that be? He
had a good heart but he had to make it work hard for over fifty
hours a week.

Back inside,
the kitchen was as she had left it, a catastrophe of dried gravy on
chipped plates and vegetable peelings stacked in a lonely pile by
the window. April let go of the reopened door and this time the
wind did close it. He would know she was coming, would have heard
the thud of wood on wood, felt the vibrations running through the
old walls. It was such a small house that finding him never took
longer than ten minutes, and she could have easily done the job in
five.

The kitchen was
barely wide enough to accommodate two people. The cooker was
chipped and temperamental, a cantankerous old workhorse from the
mid-Fifties. The fridge was indifferent to whatever temperature you
set it to, but the house was always cold this time of year, which
gave their meagre grocery stocks a fighting chance at least. Three
times a week the washing machine would buck and writhe like a rodeo
steer, heralding the end of its spin cycle with a jolt against the
back wall. The floor was covered, mostly, with greasy linoleum
strips and the walls were in desperate need of a rapprochement with
a paintbrush. The only consolation for not having a clothes drier,
dishwasher or freezer was that even had they been able to afford
such luxuries, there was nowhere to keep any of them.

She heard the
creak of a floorboard directly overhead, or had it been the
squeaking mattress springs of the double bed? If so, it was an
anomaly of some note. Either Jack senior was bushed by his long
hours at the factory or her tension headaches made anything but a
cuddle and a peck on the cheek a special occasion. Still, they
could scarcely afford the one child; a second would condemn them to
staying here indefinitely. A debt sentence, Jack senior
liked to quip as they lied motionlessly in the dark. But who would
lend them anything if things really did get worse?

She headed
across the seemingly earthquake-damaged living room to the narrow
door that led to the stairs. The internal doors all had stiff metal
latches from a bygone era that you had to lever free to open.
Inching her way round the wooden door as it swung towards her, she
felt the back of her thighs rub against the arm of the settee. How
they had managed to get these items inside she could not recall. If
they did get the chance to move, would they be forced to leave
everything behind? She couldn’t help thinking that wouldn’t be the
end of the world: they didn’t have much that was worth keeping.
Their most recent acquisition was the dustbin outside and
technically that wasn’t even theirs.

A draught from
under the warped front door twisted playfully around her ankles,
reminding her of past duels with invasive winter winds.

‘Oh, Jack,’ she
teased, making an effort to excite the boy. ‘I’m coming to find
you.’

Between the
months of November and March bronchitis was his closest companion.
Soon that mantle would be passed on to hay fever. It seemed that
every season had a weapon with which to attack his weak chest. Was
there ever a time when a mother didn’t have to fret?

The staircase
was steep, extremely narrow, and with sharp turns both at the top
and bottom. Every step seemed to have its own distinctive creek,
like wooden voices splintering in old age. Jack senior often joked
that it would be safer to use a ladder outside and climb in through
the bedroom window than chance that staircase, especially if he had
enjoyed a couple of pints at the Red Lion on a Saturday night.
Fortunately, there was a handrail attached to the inside wall that
at least lent the climber a false sense of security.

On the
miniscule landing at the top of the stairs three more wooden doors
faced her, all of them closed, their metal latches snapped shut. If
two people stood on this landing together, one of them would surely
fall. The stairs themselves were hardened wooden blocks covered by
a thin strip of carpet running down the centre. She’d be dead
halfway down, if ever the worst should happen.

‘I wonder if
Jack is in here?’

The first door
yielded on to a small cupboard rammed full of random items they
barely used and other items that were broken but they were averse
to throwing out. ‘I’ll sort all that out one day,’ Jack senior
would declare grandly, shortly before nodding off in his armchair.
Not that it mattered. They could never afford to buy anything else
to put in the jumble’s stead. It didn’t even constitute a fire
risk: walls this damp would never burn.

‘No! He’s not
here.’

She closed the
door loudly, perpetuating the drama of the game when she knew very
well that young Jack was hiding somewhere in his parents’
bedroom.

‘I wonder where
he could be?’

The next door
brought her into Jack junior’s tiny bedroom, the wooden floor
sloping towards the single window like a helter-skelter slide. A
single bed and a battered chest of drawers, piles
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