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Herne Bay Police Station

Sunday 19 April 2015

10.30 a.m.

‘Would you like me to repeat the question?’

The doctor is speaking, but it’s hard to hear her over the voices.

‘Kate?’ The doctor shifts in her seat.

‘Sorry, can you repeat that?’ I try to focus.

‘Shall I close the window? It’s quite noisy out there.’

She goes to stand up, but I put my hand out to stop her. She flinches and I realize she may have mistaken my gesture for aggression.

‘No,’ I say as she sits back down awkwardly. ‘It’s fine. I just thought I heard . . . nothing. It’s nothing.’

I mustn’t tell her about the voices.

She nods her head and smiles a half-smile. This is familiar territory. Auditory hallucinations; voices in the head. As a clinical psychologist, this will be heaven for her. She takes her notepad and points her pen at a fresh page.

‘Okay,’ she says, and a glint of silver grapples with the rays of the morning sun as her pen swipes across the paper. ‘These things you can hear, Kate, can you describe them to me? Are they discernible voices?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I reply.

‘You find them difficult to make out?’

‘Look, I know what you’re doing here,’ I say tersely. ‘But you won’t succeed because I’m not what you think I am.’

‘What do I think you are?’

‘A mad woman who hears voices, who sees things, imagines things. You think it’s all in my head.’

But as I speak they’re back, fading in and out like a radio between frequencies. Shaw says something but I can’t hear for the screams. The old woman wailing; the young father running through the streets holding the blasted body of his baby girl in his arms. My old faithfuls, the ones that return to me whenever I am under stress.

I can’t help myself. I put my hands to my ears and hold them there. The voices dissolve into a low hum, like the sound you hear when you place a conch shell to your ear. I see my mother, her cheek pressed against mine. Listen, darling, can you hear it? That’s the ocean talking to you. And I believed her. I believed that the sea lay hidden inside the shell, though what I was hearing was really just the air bouncing off the curved cavity. I believed her because I needed to. She was my mother and she never lied.

‘Kate?’

I see Shaw’s lips move. She’s saying my name. I stare at her for a moment and she stares back. Her eyes are a dirty green, the colour of the winter sea inside my head. It’s getting louder now, the waves pounding on the rocks.

‘Kate, please.’ Shaw starts to get up. She’s going to get help.

I force myself to take my hands away from my ears and clasp them together. The peridot bracelet that Chris gave me on our eighth anniversary ripples down my arm and gathers in a spool at my wrist. I run my finger along the surface, rubbing the stones like the genie’s lamp. Make a wish, I think to myself. I remember the night Chris gave me the bracelet. We were in Venice. It was carnival time and as we weaved our way through the misty streets marvelling at the elaborate costumes of the revellers he slipped something into my pocket. ‘To the next eight years,’ he whispered, as I clasped the bracelet on to my wrist. I close my eyes. Please bring him back.

‘How’s your sleep been recently?’ asks Dr Shaw. ‘Any nightmares?’

I shake my head and try to focus, but all I can think of is Chris and that trip to Venice. The smell of Venetian canal water lingers in the air.

‘It’s very pretty,’ says Shaw, gesturing to the bracelet.

‘Apparently the peridot stone protects against nightmares,’ I whisper.

‘And does it work?’

I carry on rubbing the stone with my finger and thumb. It is strangely comforting.

‘Does the stone work, Kate?’

She’s not going to let this go. I take a sip of water from the plastic beaker they gave me an hour ago. It is tepid and smells of chemicals, but anything is better than the stench of the canals.

‘I’ve had the odd bad dream,’ I reply, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. ‘Who wouldn’t? It’s been a rough few weeks.’

As Shaw continues to write I stare at my feet and for a second I see body parts congealed in mud, like some macabre jigsaw puzzle. She asked me about nightmares but where do I start? Do I tell her how I’ve stood in shallow graves and felt my feet sinking into the earth, my toes drenched in body fluids? Do I tell her about those endless black nights when I have woken up begging for noise, for chatter, for anything but the incessant silence of the dead? No, because if I do I will only confirm her suspicions. I have to stay focused and stay one step ahead of her or it’s all over. I rub the peridot for protection as Shaw stops writing and looks up.

‘And would you say these bad dreams have got worse since you’ve returned to Herne Bay?’

I put the beaker back on to the table and sit up in my chair. I have to stop letting my mind wander; I have to be alert, careful. Every word I say here can be used against me.

‘No, they haven’t got worse,’ I say, trying to keep my voice steady. ‘They’ve just become real.’
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Sunday 12 April 2015

One week earlier

I shiver as I step off the train and stand on the deserted platform. The sea air whips angrily around my face as I pull my bulky rucksack on to my back and make my way towards the exit. The station clock reads 11.59. I feel uneasy as I walk through the blistering silence. Have I made the right decision? I pause, and contemplate climbing back on to the train, but the engine has stopped and a guard in a fluorescent waistcoat is opening the doors to let the cleaners do their work. This is the last stop, the end of the line.

I pull my thin jacket tighter, chastising myself for leaving my heavier coat packed at the bottom of my bag. I’d forgotten how cold Herne Bay can get at night, even in April. My mother used to call it bone-chilling weather.

As I walk towards the steps I look around for any sign of life but there is nothing. I am the only person here. I hope he got my message. Of all the terrifying situations I have found myself in over the years, none has made me feel as uncomfortable as this. Herne Bay. Where darkness comes early and life is as predictable as the tides. It will take all the strength I have left to get through these next few days.

As I step into the half-lit ticket hall my phone vibrates in my pocket and I pause by the red glow of a vending machine to answer it.

‘Hello. Oh, that’s okay. I’ll be right there.’

A light rain begins to fall as I step out of the station and spot the silver saloon car parked in the empty taxi rank. I wave to the man sitting in the driver’s seat as I stride towards the car, my heavy rucksack digging into my collarbone. My brother-in-law waves back but doesn’t smile. He knows that my presence in Herne Bay will cause trouble. Still, I’m grateful that he came to collect me. He’s the only member of my family who still wants to speak to me.

‘Hi, Paul,’ I sigh as I open the door. ‘Thanks for coming out at this hour, I really appreciate it.’

‘No problem,’ he replies. ‘Stick your bag on the back seat. There’s more room.’

I want to stick myself on the back seat as well, and pretend I’m in London in some anonymous taxi, going home to my own bed. Still, the drive from the station to my mother’s house is a short one, I tell myself, as I toss my rucksack into the back and climb into the passenger seat. Clicking the seat belt, I lean back and close my eyes. I am home, whatever that means.

‘Are you sure you want to stay at your mother’s?’ asks Paul as we pull out of the car park. ‘I mean, you’re more than welcome to bunk at ours for the week.’

‘Thanks, Paul,’ I reply as familiar landmarks pass by the window. ‘But I really don’t want to put you out.’

‘You wouldn’t be putting us out,’ he says. ‘It would be a pleasure.’

‘Oh, come on,’ I say. ‘I doubt it would be a pleasure for Sally. I can just imagine her face if I rock up at the door.’

‘Fair enough,’ he says. ‘What about a hotel then? There’s a new one opened up on the seafront, nice and plush, you’d like it.’

‘Honestly, Mum’s house will be fine,’ I say firmly. ‘I’m only here for a few days and, anyway, after everything that’s happened it’ll be good to spend some time there; give me the chance to take it all in.’

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘But the offer’s there if you change your mind.’

‘Thanks, Paul.’

He is silent for the rest of the journey and I look out as we drive through indistinct residential streets, the names of which blur in front of my eyes like ink dissolving in water. My stomach growls and I suddenly feel light-headed. This always happens when I come back here. It’s like I’m allergic to the place.

‘Do you mind if I open the window?’ I ask Paul, praying I don’t throw up over his immaculate dashboard.

‘Go ahead,’ he says, gesturing to the button by the door handle.

‘That’s better,’ I sigh as a flurry of cold air hits my face, though the pungent fishy scent doesn’t help.

I put my hand in my pocket and run my fingers along the reassuring smooth surface of my lucky pen. The pen – a beautiful silver fountain pen inscribed with my name – was a gift from Chris on our first anniversary. It has been everywhere with me – Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq. Whenever I touch it I know I’m safe.

‘It’s so quiet,’ I whisper, tucking the pen back into my pocket as the car crawls up the hill towards Smythley Road.

I’d forgotten the blanket of silence that descends on the town at night. As I look out I imagine the inhabitants of Smythley Road cocooned in their beds, like the characters in the Edgar Allan Poe stories I devoured as a child, lost in their ‘little slices of death’. It’s hard to believe that this had once been my home; this silent world.

‘Here we are,’ says Paul as he stops the car.

His voice makes me jump and I look up at the house we have parked outside. Number 46: a lifeless 1930s semi with greying pebbledash that had once been sparkling white. I still remember the telephone number – 654345 – and my childhood mantra: My name is Kate Rafter and I live at number 46 Smythley Road with my mummy and daddy and my sister, Sally. My eyes moisten but I blink the tears away, reminding myself that the first step is always the hardest.

As I open the door and step out on to the pavement my lungs contract, like the prelude to a bout of coughing, and I have to steady myself by placing my hands on the car bonnet.

It’s just a week, that’s all, I tell myself. A few days of sea air and signing Mum’s papers then back to work, back to normal.

‘You okay?’

Paul is standing behind me. He lifts the rucksack from my shoulder and guides me towards the house.

‘I’m fine, Paul, just tired.’

‘Are you sure I can’t persuade you to book into a hotel?’

‘No,’ I say as we walk up the drive. ‘I just need a good night’s sleep, that’s all.’

‘Well, you’ll get one here, I’m sure,’ he says breezily. ‘It’s nice and peaceful. Don’t know how you manage it, jumping from one hellhole to the next. I’d be wrecked.’

I smile ruefully. That’s all that matters to most people – getting a good night’s sleep. I imagine Paul in Homs or Aleppo, snoring his head off while all around him people fight to stay alive.

I stand on the doorstep staring at the door. It still feels inconceivable that my mother is not behind it, the smell of baking wafting in her wake. My mother was this house; it was the only world she knew.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ says Paul, interrupting my thoughts. ‘Here are the keys. Chubb’s for the front door, mortice for the back. Thermostat’s in the kitchen above the kettle if you’re cold. I’ll pop over in the morning to see if you’re okay.’

‘Thanks,’ I reply, taking the keys and rubbing the sharp metal between finger and thumb. ‘And give my regards to Sally, won’t you?’

He flinches at the sound of her name.

‘She’s still my sister,’ I tell him. ‘Despite everything.’

‘I know,’ he says. ‘And deep down she knows that too.’

‘I hope so,’ I say, the cold air sending shivers down my back.

‘You get yourself in,’ says Paul, patting my arm. ‘It’s freezing out here.’

I follow him down the gravel drive and watch as his car disappears into the shadowy folds of the bay, putting off going into the house for a few more moments. Once I open the door it will all become real. My mother’s death will be confirmed. It is almost too painful to bear. But I have to do it, I tell myself, as I reluctantly make my way back to the house, or I will never move on. As I approach I see a light in the upstairs window of the house next door and I pause. It is a reassuring sight, a sign of life amid darkness and death, and I feel comforted as I put the key in the lock and open the door.

Inside, I fumble around trying to find the light switch, tripping over my rucksack as I run my palms across the glossy woodchip walls. When I eventually locate it the dim glow that ensues brings a knot to my stomach. I’d forgotten: my mother always abhorred bright lights. Light was not to be trusted. It revealed too much. And so my mother had installed low-wattage bulbs throughout the house and retreated to the shadows.

I walk down the hallway, thinking how the first eighteen years of my life had been spent in near-darkness, terrified of what lay hidden in the corners. I go from room to room, flicking switches, my heart sinking as each dull bulb splutters impotently to life.

I stop at the kitchen. It looks different. Paul and Sally have obviously set to work getting the house ready to sell. The dark red walls of my childhood have been painted magnolia and the lino replaced with an insipid beige carpet. But it’s all good, I tell myself as I step inside. However boring it may be, beige is what I need right now; its dull neutrality will keep me from hurtling down the hole of memory.

I walk into the pantry and see that Paul has stocked up ahead of my visit. There are new packs of coffee and tea, a fresh loaf of white bread, tins of soup and baked beans. Opening the fridge, I see full-fat milk, butter and eggs and a packet of smoked bacon: things I haven’t eaten for years. Still, I’ll be grateful for them in the morning.

I see he’s also left a couple of bottles of white wine. I take one out and pour myself a large glass. I know I shouldn’t. After all, until the events of the last couple of months, I barely touched alcohol. I vowed never to turn out like my father and Sally. But since Aleppo, a drink seems to be the only thing that will settle my nerves.

That and my sleeping pills.

I pat my pocket and pull out a pack. I swallow two with the rest of the wine and make my way upstairs, praying that they will work fast.

But as I reach the landing I stop. My throat tightens, and I stand for a moment looking at the closed door of my mother’s bedroom. It’s still there. An ancient foot-shaped gash in the wood panel. I find I am trembling. It’s like being back there, thirty years of distance gone in a flash. Why on earth did she never replace it?

I will myself not to go in, to wait until morning when my brain will be ready, but it’s no use, my hands are already pushing at the door. I breathe in sharply. My father’s anger permeates the space and it feels like any moment now he is going to come charging at me, ask me what the hell I think I’m doing snooping around like this. But all is silent as I step into the gloom.

Nothing has changed. I stand incredulous, looking at the collection of dusty furniture. The same mahogany chest of drawers; the same heavy velvet curtains; the same horrid brown wallpaper with spiky dandelions threaded through it. I see my mother’s head hitting the wall over and over again, my father’s hand holding her hair while he smashed her into the golden flowers. The room smells of damp fabric and cheap air freshener. Paul has obviously tried his best to spruce it up but my mother’s blood is all over this room. Even if the visible marks are gone I can still smell it in the air: a musty scent of fear.

I close the door and step out on to the landing. A framed picture of the Sacred Heart looms ominously in front of me. The bearded Jesus holds his hand out towards me, a blazing heart pulsating in his chest. I hated this picture as a child, couldn’t bear to look at it. For me it symbolized everything that was wrong with my family: blind faith in the face of violence and adversity; submission to a greater good. ‘Blessed Jesus pray for us,’ I read aloud as I stand in front of the faded picture. Underneath those words in spindly blue handwriting my mother has written the names of her children – two living, one dead – her husband and, finally, always last, herself.

‘What good did you ever do us?’ I shout and my voice echoes through the empty house.

I glare at the beatific man in the frame. What kind of God takes a child’s life away? I read my little brother’s name again and wonder for a moment what it must have felt like to drown, to gasp and flounder and call out for a mother who never came. I think of another child who didn’t make it and I close my eyes, trying to keep the images at bay. Enough, I tell myself, and with a sweep of my hand turn the picture over to face the wall.

I am delirious with sleep as I open the door to Sally’s old room. Someone – most likely Paul – has made the bed with freshly laundered sheets and there is a large fluffy towel neatly folded on the chest of drawers. The thought of a long hot bath is tempting, but I know it is not a good idea with strong sleeping pills in my system. Still, a shower might help.

I take the towel and make my way back across the landing to the bathroom. I turn on the light and am greeted by a sight so horrifying it makes my toes curl: my reflection in the full-length mirror. Here I am, looking all of my thirty-nine years and then some. My face is lined and puffy, my hair a thick ball of greying wire wool. I make a mental note as I turn on the shower to check in with Anton for a full head of highlights as soon as I get back to London.

The water burns my skin and as I scrub my face I smile at the futility of worrying about my appearance. What are a few grey hairs compared to the horrors of the last few weeks? My life has imploded and all I can think of is a cut and blow-dry.

But then I remember my lovely friend Bridget Hennessey, one of the most fearless journalists I have ever known and my mentor when I started out. She had just come back from reporting on the war in Kosovo when we met and had endured a mock execution at the hands of a rebel gang. For ten days she was held hostage with a sack tied over her head while the sound of gunshots rang out from the room next door. They told her they had killed her driver and cameraman and that she would be next. The psychological torture she endured would have sent most of us mad but she held herself together until she was released. I remember watching her in the newsroom as she calmly typed up the account of what had happened, her perfectly manicured fingernails tapping at the keyboard. I sat there with my unkempt hair and bitten fingernails and wondered how she could have gone through such a terrifying ordeal and still think it necessary to get her nails done.

‘But that’s the whole point, Kate, my dear,’ she said when I asked her about it later. ‘Real life can’t stop – it mustn’t stop, otherwise those bastards have won.’

I step out of the shower and wrap myself in the large white towel. Warmth envelops my body and I close my eyes, imagining I’m in our favourite hotel in Venice and Chris is waiting for me in the bedroom. I can feel his rough warm skin next to mine as I walk along the corridor; his fingers working their way inside me; the taste of mulled wine on his lips. But the bedroom is empty and cold and the feeling dissolves as I slip under the polyester sheets and close my eyes.

Moments later I am in a shop filled with dust. It swirls around the room, seeping into the cavities and crevices like poisonous gas. As I step further inside, the dust thickens and I can’t see. My mouth is dry with fear but I must keep going.

This shop was once full of customers, full of life. Piles of travel brochures and black-market cigarettes lined its shelves and a small boy ran down the aisles telling his stories to anyone who would listen, but now all is silence as I walk through the mounds of rubble.

The ground is different here, slick and wet, and when I look down I see my boots are covered in dark red stains. I’m no longer walking on rubble but trudging through thick, glutinous blood.

I hear a camera click and its flash illuminates the room. The shock of the light makes me lose my footing and I fall, face down, into the fluid. Looking up, I see a pile of stones, a small shrine amid an ocean of blood, and I crawl towards it, sensing what lies beneath. I feel his heartbeat vibrating beneath my hands and I begin to dig. I am a burrowing animal as I pull away the rubble, clawing at it with my fingernails. Spots of crimson dot the stones and I realize it is coming from my hands though I feel no pain. Then I see him, lying on his back, eyes wide open, arms raised upwards; a baby looking for its mother.

I try not to look at his face as I bend down to pick him up. Behind me, the camera flashes and the boy is illuminated in a harsh white glare. I can’t see him; he is dissolving into the light. Stop it, I cry to the man with the camera, you can’t photograph this, and as my voice echoes against the shattered walls the ground shakes. The boy looks at me, pleadingly, and I try to grab hold of his hand but it slips through my fingers. He is dust and I watch as he returns to the earth. But in the final moments he calls out.

‘Help me!’

It’s the last thing I hear as the camera’s flash blinds me and I blink myself awake.

I am lying crouched on the floor, scraping my nails against the carpet, and though I know that I’m safe, that it was just another nightmare, my mouth still tastes of dust. Hauling myself up from the floor, I see that the room is full of a cold, bluish light. I’d been so tired I’d forgotten to close the curtains.

I go to the window. The sky is clear and cloudless. Such a contrast to the polluted skies I see each night in London. I stand for a moment looking at the moon and the twinkling marine stars and I think of Syria. There, darkness came down fast. Like a guillotine, Chris used to say. And I feel myself disconnect. It seems as though all of that – Syria, London, Chris – is another life, and this life, this town on the edge of the sea, is the only one that exists. I’m no longer a fearless journalist, I’m a scared teenager crouching once more behind the curtains, scared of the nightmares that come when I close my eyes.
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Herne Bay Police Station

10 hours detained

‘Perhaps we should go back a bit,’ says Dr Shaw, ‘to when you first arrived in Herne Bay.’ She looks down at the paper in front of her. ‘I understand it had been some time since you were last here. What made you return?’

I sit and watch as Shaw crosses and uncrosses her legs, as she sips tea from a polystyrene beaker, wipes the dregs from her mouth and places the cup on the floor beside her feet. The large, oval clock that hangs on the wall behind her head ticks rhythmically as we sit in silence, one pondering the question, the other awaiting its answer. An answer I am sure she already knows.

I will be forty years old in a couple of months and as I sit in this tiny, strip-lit room I see a cake with lemon icing and buttercream filling. I see my mother flitting about in a tiny kitchen, cracking eggs into a bowl that is as big as her head. And I see myself, four years old, balancing on the edge of the kitchen counter watching her every move. ‘I want a cake the colour of the sun,’ I had told her. And my mother grants my wish, for after everything we have suffered together she can’t bear to let me down. If I want a sunshine cake then she will make sure I get one.

I hear Shaw clear her throat and I look up, my mother’s face disappearing into the woodchip wall.

‘I fancied a bit of sea air,’ I reply.

Shaw leans forward and takes a cardboard file out of her bag.

‘We’ve spoken to Paul Cheverell,’ she says, taking a piece of paper from the file. ‘He’s your brother-in-law, yes?’

I nod my head. My chest tightens. What has Paul been telling them?

‘He told us that you came back because there’d been a family bereavement,’ she says, reading from her notes. ‘It was your mother, I believe?’

‘Yes.’

I stare at the wall behind Shaw’s head, desperately trying to erase the image of my mother’s grave from my mind, but it’s all I can see.

‘Were you and your mother close?’

I look back at Shaw and tell myself that the sooner I answer her questions the sooner I can get out of here. I shall pretend this is work, that I’m sitting in a meeting room not a police cell, and the subject under discussion is someone else: an abstract mother; a person who doesn’t make cakes or call her daughter ‘lovey’ or cry at Elizabeth Barrett Browning poems. If I imagine this other person and not my real mother then I can get through this.

‘Yes, we were,’ I reply, smiling. Smile at the difficult ones, get them onside.

‘You visited her often?’

‘Not as much as I’d have liked.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Well, my job means I’m not often in the UK for more than a few days at a time, and when I am here it’s non-stop.’

I know how lame it sounds as the words come out but I can’t tell Shaw that I found it all so difficult; that the thought of seeing my beautiful mother in a nursing home, her mind gone, was too much to bear.

‘She was suffering from dementia?’

‘Yes.’

I try to hold on to the image of the abstract figure, the hypothetical mother, but it fractures and I see Mum bending over the kitchen table with a pile of scrap paper, trying to find out where she’d written my aunt’s phone number. Those scraps of paper were her memory, her lifeline, but then she would lose them and get even more confused. At one point I sent her a Dictaphone and I remember her sitting on the sofa trying to work out the buttons, confusion etched on her face. She had no idea what to do with it.

‘How long had she been in the nursing home?’

‘Not long,’ I reply. ‘Just a few months.’

‘She must have deteriorated rapidly.’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Though Paul has told me since that it was peaceful; that she died in her sleep.’

‘She’d had a stroke, is that right?’

‘That’s what they told me,’ I reply with a shrug. I want to change the subject.

‘Your brother-in-law said you couldn’t get back for the funeral.’

Shaw’s voice is cold and dispassionate and it cuts through me, reinforcing my grief, my guilt.

‘That’s right.’

‘Why was that?’

Her words are bullets and I have to force myself to stay in my seat when every part of me wants to jump up and fight back.

‘I told you, my work keeps me overseas sometimes for weeks on end. I was in Syria.’

‘And you couldn’t get back?’

‘No. I wanted to but . . . it was difficult.’

‘So you missed your mother’s funeral. That must have been tough?’

‘Yes. It was.’

I try not to think of that afternoon, of the men and the blood and the child crying out for me, and instead I think about the journey back to the UK. Sitting there waiting for the plane to take off, I felt something inside me break; I even thought I heard it snap, somewhere in my chest. It hurt, it physically hurt, like when you stretch an elastic band to its limit and it breaks in your hand. And in the midst of my grief for my mother was a gnawing guilt; the knowledge that I was running from an atrocity that I had played a part in creating. I had done something terrible, something I could never forgive myself for.

But I don’t want to tell Shaw any of this, it’s none of her business.

‘It must have been strange coming back to Herne Bay after all that time.’

Shaw’s voice brings me hurtling back to the present.

‘Yes.’

‘I understand you’ve been staying in your childhood home,’ she continues.

I nod my head and instinctively start to pick at my arm. The cuts are beginning to scab and they sting. I close my eyes and imagine painkillers and a large glass of Chablis, knowing that neither will be forthcoming. Shaw notices my rubbing and frowns at the lacerations that zigzag up my arm.

‘That looks painful,’ she says.

‘It’s nothing,’ I say, folding my arm into my chest defensively.

‘How did you do it?’

‘I said it’s nothing.’

She looks at me for a few seconds, then seems to make the decision to carry on.

‘And your father, is he still alive?’

She must already know this too. ‘No,’ I reply. ‘Thankfully not.’

‘Why thankfully?’

‘Because he was a violent drunk,’ I reply. ‘I hated him and he hated me.’

‘Why did you hate him?’

‘Because he treated my mum like a punchbag.’

I pause. I’ve said too much again.

‘Look, I appreciate the therapy session but what’s this got to do with anything? I understand how this works, Dr Shaw. I interrogate people for a living. But the issue is not with me – it’s with her.’

‘Kate, I just need you to be honest,’ she says, folding her arms across her chest. ‘These questions will help us get as clear a picture as possible of what has led to your being here. Do you understand?’

Reluctantly, I nod my head.

‘We can take a break at any point,’ she says lightly, as though addressing a recalcitrant toddler. ‘Just say and we can pause.’

‘No,’ I snap. ‘I’m fine. Let’s just carry on.’

‘Okay,’ she says, shuffling in her seat.

She looks flustered for a moment and this pleases me. For a few moments I am the one in control.

‘You said your father was violent and that he hated you. Why did he hate you?’

‘I have no idea,’ I reply. ‘Maybe I reminded him of my mother who he also hated. Look, my parents had lost a child, my little brother, and it broke them. My mother dealt with her grief by cosseting me while my father just got angrier and angrier. He blamed my mother for my brother’s death. He was an alcoholic and when he was drunk he would lash out.’

‘Why did he blame your mother for the child’s death?’

‘I have no idea. It was his way of coping, I guess.’

‘How did your brother die?’

‘An accident,’ I reply brusquely. I’ve had years of practising this response whenever well-meaning people ask. ‘He drowned.’

‘And your mother was with him?’

I hear screaming. From the corridor? I’m not sure. I look at Shaw but she hasn’t heard it. My heart is racing and I try to remember what they told me the last time this happened. Breathing. I have to focus on my breathing. I close my eyes and slowly exhale, aware that Shaw is waiting for me to answer.

‘Kate?’

I open my eyes and take a deep inhalation of clammy air.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say as I breathe out. ‘I’d rather not talk about that. It was a long time ago and it has nothing to do with why I’m here.’

‘Okay,’ says Shaw. ‘What about your sister, Paul’s wife Sally – did your father hit her too?’

I shake my head.

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Are you and your sister close?’

‘No, we’re not.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Is anyone close to their sister? Are you close to yours?’

‘I’m an only child,’ says Shaw.

‘Lucky you,’ I reply snarkily.

‘I was asking about your sister, Kate.’

‘Okay, okay,’ I exclaim, shaking my head. ‘Why aren’t we close? I have no idea. I guess our lives are just very different.’

Shaw nods her head and scribbles something down. As I watch her I think of the last time I saw Sally, her face contorted as she yelled at me. You swan in here when I haven’t seen you in years and think you can start telling me what to do? We’re not kids any more, Kate. I make my own decisions now.

‘In what way?’ continues Shaw. ‘In what way are your lives different?’

‘In every way.’

I think of the email that landed in my inbox as I sat huddled in a Syrian basement: Mum’s dead. Thought you should know.

One line. That’s all Sally could give me. One terse line that told me my mother, who I loved beyond words, was gone.

Bitch.

‘What was that, Kate?’

I look up at Shaw, the memory of that email coursing through my head. Did I say that out loud?

‘My sister is not a particularly pleasant person, Dr Shaw,’ I say. ‘We don’t get along. Can we just leave it at that?’
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Monday 13 April 2015

Paul stands on the step with a beaming smile. He’s holding a carrier bag.

‘Fish and chips,’ he says. ‘Herne Bay’s finest. I bet you missed them.’

I haven’t but I feel strangely upbeat as I lead him through the passageway. For the first time in ages, I have woken with a clear head. The voices are silent. For now.

‘I wangled myself an extended lunch break so I thought I’d pop to Tellivers. I bet you’re dying for some real food after being in – where were you again?’

‘Aleppo,’ I tell him. ‘It’s in Syria,’ I add, noticing the blank look on his face.

‘Yeah, well I bet they don’t have food as good as this out there,’ he says as he puts the carrier bag on the table.

It’s a fucking war zone, I think, as I stand in the kitchen doorway watching Paul set the table. There’s barely any food and the people are fighting to survive. The last thing I was thinking about in Aleppo was bloody fish and chips.

‘Actually, Paul, I’m not that hungry,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve only just had breakfast.’

‘Oh, come on,’ he says, patting the wooden dining chair next to him. ‘It won’t kill you and you could do with feeding up a bit. You’re all skin and bone.’

He’s only trying to be friendly I tell myself as I reluctantly join him at the table.

‘There you go,’ he says as he piles my plate with fat chips. ‘Tuck in.’

I put a chip in my mouth and chew slowly. It tastes surprisingly good.

‘I’ve spoken to your mum’s solicitor in Canterbury and she’s booked us in for one o’clock on Wednesday to sign the papers,’ says Paul. ‘It shouldn’t take long. Oh, and you’ll need to bring some ID with you. Have you got a passport?’

I stare at him incredulously.

‘Paul, do you think I could do my job if I didn’t have a passport?’

‘Oh, sorry,’ he laughs. ‘Of course you have. Forgive me, my head’s full of work stuff.’

He goes to the kitchen cupboard and brings out a dusty bottle of malt vinegar.

‘Want some?’

I shake my head and watch as he drowns his chips with the pungent brown liquid.

‘Will Sally be coming?’ I ask.

‘No,’ he says, putting his fork down. His face looks grave.

‘What is it?’

‘Well, it’s just Sally. She’s not feeling too good.’

‘You mean she’s drinking again?’

‘She’s had a few setbacks, yes,’ he says, picking up a chip and twisting it distractedly between his finger and thumb.

‘Have you tried AA?’

He shakes his head. ‘She won’t hear of it. She doesn’t think she has a problem. I wish you would speak to her. You might make her see sense. She won’t listen to me any more.’

‘Oh, come on, Paul, she told me very clearly the last time we met that I wasn’t welcome. She practically pushed me out of the door.’

‘I know, but that was a long time ago and you know how sensitive she is about the Hannah situation. She thought you were blaming her.’

‘I was trying to knock some sense into her,’ I say, pushing my plate away. ‘I don’t care if she was offended, she needed to know the truth. If she’d been sober, Hannah would still be here, it’s as simple as that.’

‘I know,’ says Paul. ‘But at least Hannah’s okay. Thanks for your help with finding her, by the way. It really put our minds at rest.’

‘She’s my niece,’ I reply. ‘I had to see for myself that she was safe, which is more than can be said for Sally.’

‘Look, I know you’re angry with her,’ says Paul. ‘But Sally’s really deteriorating. Can’t you put this silly feud behind you and make up?’

‘I’m sorry, Paul, I just think there’s something odd about a mother who gives up like that,’ I say, taking my plate and scraping the fish and chips into the bin. ‘I mean, does she even care?’

‘Come on, Kate, that’s not fair,’ he says, wiping his lips with a piece of kitchen paper. ‘Of course she cares. Hannah’s leaving destroyed Sally. Her drinking got worse, she lost her job. She was in bits. She knows deep down it was her behaviour that drove Hannah away – the drinking, the arguing – she knows that and it’s eating her up inside.’

As I stand at the bin I see my sister’s terrified face all those years ago in the maternity ward. She was so young, just fourteen when she had Hannah, still a child herself. I remember sitting by the side of the bed, the baby in her little plastic cot, and Sally looked at me and said: ‘What do I do with it, Kate?’

‘They loved each other really,’ says Paul, his voice interrupting my thoughts. ‘You should have seen her the first Christmas without Hannah, she was beside herself. But then you couldn’t have seen it, cos you were never here.’

He picks up his plate and takes it over to the sink. ‘She’s your sister, Kate. She needed you then. And she needs you now.’

‘I tried,’ I say, watching him as he skitters about the kitchen like a large confused bird. ‘But she wouldn’t listen to me.’

‘No, you tried being the big reporter,’ he says. ‘Investigating and phoning contacts. Which was great, because you helped us find Hannah. But Sally didn’t need to be interrogated; she just needed you to be her sister. She needs you now, Kate.’

‘Okay, Paul, but one thing at a time,’ I say, standing up and opening the back door. The house stinks of stale vinegar and I need some air. ‘Let’s sort out Mum’s affairs first and then, well, I’m not promising anything, but I’ll think about it.’

‘Thanks, Kate. It would mean so much to Sally and to me if you buried the hatchet,’ says Paul, grabbing his jacket from the kitchen counter. ‘I better get back to work now. But listen, I was thinking, you haven’t seen your mother’s grave yet. I can take you tomorrow in my lunch hour if you like.’

The words ‘mother’ and ‘grave’ sound strange and I want to shake him and tell him he’s got it all wrong, that my mum’s just gone to the shop and she’ll be back in five minutes.

‘Kate, are you okay?’

My eyes cloud with tears but I don’t turn round. I can’t let him see me cry.

‘I’m fine,’ I say, blinking. There’s a solitary pink rose at the far end of the garden. If I stare hard at it the tears will stop.

‘But I would like to see the grave,’ I say, still staring at the flower. ‘If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble.’

‘No trouble at all,’ he says gently. ‘I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Twelve thirty?’

‘Perfect,’ I say, turning from the door. ‘And thanks, thanks for all you’re doing. I do appreciate it.’

‘Not a bother,’ he says. ‘See you tomorrow.’

I hear the door shut behind him and I sigh with relief. At last I can be alone with my thoughts.

Stepping outside, I look at the garden. It’s a mess, a tangle of weeds and broken plant pots. My mother was a keen gardener. She’d grown up on a farm and I think part of her still yearned for the countryside. The vegetable plot she cultivated here was her little haven; a reminder of her childhood. She would spend hours in this garden tending to the potatoes and carrots and runner beans that she grew. Sometimes in the summer holidays I would join her and we would weave in and out of the beds, munching raw beans. ‘One for the pot and one for us,’ she would say, her eyes shining with relief that for a few hours at least she was free of him. While he was at work she could be herself; she could laugh and sing and be a young woman again. Sometimes she would bring out her poetry books and we would sit on the patio and read together. It was my mother who I got my love of words from. She’d been all set to become an English teacher but abandoned her dream when she met my father and fell pregnant with me. ‘Back then careers and children didn’t mix,’ she once explained to me. ‘You had one or the other. Never both.’

I kneel down next to the spot where the rose bed had once been and place my hand on the gritty, dry soil. My mother had drenched the garden in flowers: tea roses with rag-doll heads, sweet peas that grew like clusters of fragile butterflies curled around teepees of twisted willow; nasturtiums with giant paw-shaped leaves that spilled out of an old tin kettle; candy-cane-striped peonies. And all along the path tall delphiniums that gave the garden an element of Edwardiana, of girls in white dresses and men in boaters. They were certainly an uncommon flower in suburban Herne Bay but that was probably why my mother liked them. It set her apart from the neighbours.

But now the flowers are gone and all that remains is a mess of weeds and dry soil. This rose bed has haunted my adult life. I see it when I’m walking down the street in Soho or holed up in some bombed-out hotel. I see it when I close my eyes and pray for sleep. It’s the bittersweet symbol of my childhood and as I kneel here I touch the ground and remember how it felt beneath me as I lay shivering in the cold.

I was thirteen years old and my crime had been to intervene in one of my father’s tirades. Mum had cooked a chicken pie and he had come home drunk and made a fuss, saying it was dry. As usual I had stepped in to defend my mother while Sally just sat there like the doting daughter, agreeing with him. ‘Yes, Daddy, it is a bit dry.’ God, she was unbearable. He really laid into Mum that night and I just saw red. I remember lunging towards him, putting my body between my terrified mother and his coil of rage.

He stopped then and I thought for a moment that I’d helped, that he was seeing sense, but instead he grabbed me by the arms and marched me through the kitchen. After hitting me around the legs with his belt he opened the back door and shoved me out into the night. It was late November, bone-chilling weather, and though I was fully dressed it was still no weather to be out in. There was an empty compost bag by the fence and I fashioned a shawl out of it by ripping it down the middle and pulling it round my shoulders. But it was still so cold I could feel my teeth chattering. I hammered on the door, begging him to let me in. I called out for my mother, for Sally, but no one came. It seemed like hours as I watched the lights go off, one by one, in the house and I curled up on the softest spot I could find, my mother’s rose bed.

Then a strange thing happens. As I stand in the garden all these years later a memory comes back to me, so vivid it almost knocks me off my feet. A small shadow in the window. Sally. As I lay shivering in the flower bed that night I’d looked up to see Sally standing at her bedroom window. I’d waved my arms and called out to her.

‘Come down and let me in,’ I’d begged. ‘Please, Sally, open the door.’ She wouldn’t have been able to hear what I said, but she knew I needed her help.

She’d continued to look at me but her face was expressionless.

‘Please, Sally.’

But she just shook her head, stepped back and closed the curtains. A few minutes later I heard my father unbolting the door. He’d made his point and I was allowed back inside. It took me hours, huddled in every item of clothing I possessed, before I felt warm again. I see Sally’s face at the breakfast table the next morning, staring at me like I was a ghost; like she couldn’t quite believe that I’d survived.

I shudder as I walk back into the house to fetch bin bags and a garden brush. How can a memory lie dormant like that for so many years then spring forth unbidden? But I can’t let myself think of it. Not now. The memory is just that, a memory, a fragment of the past that has no place in the here and now.

Instead I try to concentrate on the task ahead. I know little about gardening but I can weed and clear and that will be enough to while away a few hours and get the garden into some kind of order. I grab the bin bags from the cupboard underneath the sink and locate an old wooden brush in the pantry. The day is warm and I feel brighter as I make my way back out into the garden.

It feels good to be in the fresh air, and the work, though laborious, is cathartic. The more clumps of tangled weed I drop into the black bag, the lighter I feel. After a couple of hours it looks like a different garden and I feel better too, though horribly hot and sweaty.

I am just depositing the last of the bin bags into the wheelie bin by the wall when I hear a child laughing. It’s a warm sound and it flutters through my body as I walk back up the path. It sounds so much like . . . I walk towards the sound, and as I reach the rose bed I see him lying on his front reading his favourite comic; an old one that he’s read a hundred times. And he’s laughing, belly laughing, at the silly jokes. He had such a beautiful laugh.

I look up and see a woman sitting in the garden next door. She is young, in her early thirties, and she wears a blue scarf over her hair. It is patterned with red roses and it makes me smile as I draw closer. My mother had one very similar that she used to wear across her shoulders when she went to church. Her rosy scarf we used to call it when we were kids.

‘Hello,’ I call as I peer over the fence.

She looks startled for a moment and puts the drink she is holding on to the grass next to her.

‘I’m Kate,’ I say brightly. ‘I’m staying here for a few days.’

‘You are Mrs Rafter’s daughter?’ she says, getting up from her chair.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ I say as she comes to the fence.

‘My name is Fida,’ says the young woman. ‘Your mother talked about you lots.’

‘That’s nice to hear,’ I say. ‘I miss her so much.’

‘I miss her too,’ says the young woman, looking beyond me towards my mother’s garden. ‘She was kind. She used to give me . . . I can’t think of the word. They were pastries? Round with jam . . .’

I can smell the doughnuts as I watch the young woman grappling with her words. My mother was a prolific baker and bread-based dishes were her speciality. She would always make doughnuts after my father had beaten me, and to this day I can’t eat them for they taste of both my mother’s guilt and my own sorrow.

‘Doughnuts,’ I say. ‘Jammy doughnuts.’

‘Yes,’ shrieks the woman, her face beaming. ‘Jammy doughnuts, that’s it. They were good. She would leave little boxes for me on the front step like . . . like Santa Claus.’

‘And your child, does he or she like doughnuts?’ I ask, craning my neck to see if the little one is still there.

The young woman’s smile drops and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing.

‘Only I heard a child just now. They were laughing. It was lovely.’

‘I don’t have a child,’ says the woman and I see a familiar pain in her eyes. ‘You must have heard children out the back. Sometimes they take a shortcut, the children from the school, they take the path by the fields.’

‘Either that or I’m hearing things.’ I giggle, trying to lighten the mood.

The young woman laughs but her eyes are sad.

‘You live alone then?’ I ask, unable to quash the journalist in me.

‘Sometimes,’ she says. ‘My husband, he is away a lot.’ She gestures her hands up to the sky.

‘He works abroad?’ I venture.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Abroad.’

‘That must be tough,’ I say. ‘Being alone so much.’

‘It’s fine. I’m happy,’ she says, though she doesn’t sound it.

‘Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Iraq,’ she says, her voice lightening. ‘Fallujah.’

‘Oh, I know it well,’ I say. ‘I was there in 2004.’

She nods her head and looks off into the distance. It is a look I have seen countless times before on the faces of people who have been forced to flee their homeland, a mix of sadness and confusion.

‘2004,’ she whispers. ‘So you were there during the Battle?’

‘Yes, I was,’ I reply.

‘I left just after that,’ she says, folding her arms across her chest. ‘My cousin was leaving and my parents they said go with him. Said it would be for the best . . .’

She trails off, and a fat tear falls on to her dress. She hastily wipes it away.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘I understand. For me Fallujah was a work assignment but for you it was home. It must be so hard for you.’

‘Iraq is not my home any more,’ she says quietly. ‘This is my home.’

She smiles but her eyes are still sad. There are so many things I would like to ask her but I know that this isn’t the right time.

‘Iraq will always be your home,’ I tell her. ‘It’s part of you. Like this place is a part of me even though I left Herne Bay years ago.’

She nods her head. ‘Sometimes I dream of Fallujah,’ she says. ‘How it was when I was young and I wake up wishing that I could go back but I know it would not be the same now.’

I am about to tell her about a recent article I wrote on the city when a loud crash stops me in my tracks.

‘What was that?’

I look at the woman. Her smile has faded and her hands are shaking.

‘I have to go,’ she says hurriedly.

‘Is everything okay? Can I help with anything?’

‘No, please, everything is fine,’ she says, her voice trembling. ‘I have to go.’

She pulls her scarf up so that it almost obscures her face then half walks, half runs towards the house. I stand for a moment looking at the empty space she has left behind and wonder what it was that made her react in such a way. But as I turn to make my way back to the house I see my mother reading in a threadbare armchair as my father’s key turns in the lock; I see her face turn from happiness to dread; and I think of the young woman next door, the fear in her eyes, and a shiver courses down my spine.
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Herne Bay Police Station

13 hours detained

‘How long have you been taking sleeping pills, Kate?’

I am standing by the tiny square window tracing an oval shape on the glass with my fingertip. I can hear Shaw breathing somewhere behind me. She’s annoyed that I’ve got out of the chair, that I’ve removed myself from her gaze.

‘Not much of a view, is it?’ I remark as I look out on to the small strip of car park. ‘It must depress you, all this grey concrete.’

‘Kate, could you answer my question?’

Shaw’s voice remains steady though I know she is losing patience.

‘Sorry,’ I say, turning to face her. ‘Could you repeat it?’

‘I asked how long you’ve been taking prescription sleeping pills.’

‘Fifteen years,’ I reply, too exhausted to lie.

Shaw’s eyes widen infinitesimally. I’ve been trained to notice these things.

‘That’s a long time.’

‘Listen, Dr Shaw,’ I say slowly, as though addressing a small child. ‘Have you ever tried sleeping through a mortar attack?’

She shakes her head then writes something in her notebook. I smile as I imagine her neat handwriting swirling across the page: sleeping pills, mortar attacks . . . diagnosis.

‘It’s not just the bombing,’ I continue. ‘It’s the jet lag and the deadlines. There are times I’ve gone forty-eight hours without sleep and then when I try to my brain won’t shut down. We all take sleeping pills, Dr Shaw. It’s
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