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About the Book

At seventeen, Mathèo Walsh is Britain’s most promising diving champion. He is wealthy, popular – and there’s Lola, the girlfriend of his dreams.


But then there was that weekend. A weekend he cannot bring himself to remember. All he knows is that what happened has changed him.
  

Mathèo is faced with the most devastating choice of his life. Keep his secret, and put those closest to him in terrible danger. Or confess, and lose Lola for ever . . .
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In loving memory of my kind, funny and loyal friend

Camille Lloyd-Davis
28th November 1974 – 29th October 2012

Forever missed . . . Never forgotten


Sins cannot be undone, only forgiven.

Igor Stravinsky


PROLOGUE

He opens his eyes and knows instantly that something is terribly wrong. He senses it through his skin, his nerves, his synapses, even though, spread-eagled on his back, all he can see is the frosted light-fitting on his bedroom ceiling. The room is white, violently bright, and he knows that it is a sunny day and he forgot to close the curtains, just as he knows, from the belt cutting into his side, the denim against his legs, the clammy cotton sticking to his chest, that he slept in his clothes. Arching his foot and finding it weighted down, he lifts his head just high enough to see that he even failed to take off his shoes. And then, slowly, his eyes focus beyond his mud-caked trainers and begin to take in the rest of the room. For a moment he holds his breath, convinced he must still be dreaming. Then, with a gasp of horror, he snaps upright as if from a nightmare.

The walls around him immediately begin to sway, colours bleeding together, fraying at the edges. He screws his eyes tight shut and then opens them again, hoping not just to clear his head but to rid himself of the vision – the chaos of his wrecked bedroom around him. But sunlight is pouring in through the windows, illuminating the anarchy of this usually immaculate space. Fractured furniture, crippled objects, torn clothes and smashed glass are all that remain. The room looks like a scene from a crime show. The breath is wrung from his lungs. Things are beginning to take on a particularly tactile, vivid, saturated look. He puts his hand to his mouth and tears at a hangnail, and then just sits there, stuck like an old vinyl record with no more play.

Beyond the windows, the day is still. The branches of the trees don’t move; the sky is a deep, impossible blue. The sun appears to blaze brighter for a few seconds. He seems to be in some kind of trance, staring around with a kind of guardedness, a horrified fascination. From the wall hangs a brutally twisted picture frame, like something salvaged from a furnace. On his desk, pieces of a smashed mug catch and reflect the late-morning light like scraps of glass adrift in a pool of coffee, the surface shimmering with oily iridescence. Spread out beneath his bookshelves is a tapestry of splayed books, pages ripped from their spines and scattered like leaves. Broken diving trophies, splintered and ragged, lie nearby like the contents of a suitcase lost at sea. There isn’t a single surface or stretch of carpet that isn’t covered with the flotsam and jetsam of the night.

Slowly he slides himself down to the end of the bed and levers himself onto his feet, a time-consuming manoeuvre which requires great orchestration and willpower. His muscles are stiff and sore and unyielding. A sharp scorch of pain rips through his leg – he looks down to find that his jeans have a tear just above the left knee, threads darkened with blood sticking to his skin. Prickles down his arms reveal a multitude of scrapes and scratches. Pain corrodes his body – his head, his neck, all the way down his spine and into the backs of his legs. He focuses on the humming in his skull, the maelstrom in his head. Below him, his body hovers, unattached. Then, all of a sudden, the breath is kicked out of him and he is shoved onto the cold hard concrete floor of his life.

He takes a step forward in the ransacked room. Abject horror slides under his skin, burrowing into his body without asking: his hands are its hands, and its hands are filled with an otherworldly strength. Fear, like a pinball, bounces against his heart, his head, his throat, until finally settling in his gut, hard and cold. His chest churns with unspecified, wretched thoughts. He wants to hurt someone for all the hurt he is feeling right now. He wants something that will knock him flat and keep him there until the world goes away.

His first thought goes to his brother. He wrenches open the bedroom door, skids across the marble landing, and halts in the doorway of the adjacent bedroom, staring at the perfectly made bed, vacuum paths still fresh on the carpet. He continues through to the other rooms, the empty, hollow house seeming suddenly sinister and ghostly, like a mausoleum. But nothing is out of place, everything is in its usual immaculate state. The front door, the back door, the windows – all locked. No sign of anything missing – stolen. No sign of forced entry.

Back in his room it is as if he is looking through a shattered windscreen. His mind is running on several planes at once. Everything he sees seems freighted with significance but he cannot put the pieces together to create a comprehensible whole. His mind races back to the previous night and chases it, failing, scenes stuttering, disappearing. Memories pull and bend, mixing and blending like watercolours on an abstract canvas. He is on a carnival ride, being sucked to the wall, glimpsing faces, colours, lights. His life is disintegrating, bits and pieces of it flying off into the dark. His mind hits the self-preservation button and turns blank, like a ream of unmarked paper. He can remember the diving competition in Brighton, the day before. He can remember leaving the Aquatic Centre after the press conference. But after that, nothing.

He lays out the facts the room has provided him with, side by side, in his head. Nothing of value seems to have been taken; in fact at first glance he can detect nothing missing at all. His desktop, his PlayStation, his laptop – all smashed beyond repair but present all the same, mashed gruesomely into the carpet. Muddy footprints crisscross the floor but, on inspection, perfectly match the soles of his trainers. The windows are locked from the inside.

Slowly, painfully, he begins to pick through the remnants of his belongings. He tries to avoid his reflection in the mirror but finds himself glancing at it periodically even so, like a motorist peeking at the gruesome remains of a roadside accident. Suddenly he can take it no more, and straightens up to face the stranger before him. He barely recognizes himself. Running his fingers through his tangled hair, he watches in stupefaction as twigs and dead leaves fall at his feet. His face is pinched and bleached – violet staining the skin beneath his eyes. There is a cut on his cheek and dark shadow beneath it. The corner of his mouth is encrusted with blood, and what appears to be the beginnings of a bruise blooms purple across his forehead. He looks shocked and thin and insubstantial, his collarbone visible through his cotton sweater, his cuff torn and his jeans streaked with mud.

What the hell happened?

His mind refuses to answer. Silence fills the room, as fragile and intricate as frost; so much silence, refusing to be stirred. His world suddenly appears before him as an unmarked road, with visibility down to almost zero. His headache persists, a heavy pounding that refuses to let go of his temples. Then, abruptly, fear is replaced by rage, fanning through his veins, his own fury seeming to spike the very air around him. What if he suddenly just goes crazy and starts to scream? It scares him because he feels that is exactly what he is about to do – any second now.

He is filled with a deep, black desire to fall to his knees and weep. It’s as if he knows that he will never recover. He senses himself desperately trying to cling to the person he once was, hanging on with both hands while spinning away from the real world.

His life is over . . . His life has just begun.


1

Just one week earlier he was lying in the long grass with his friends. Such a short time ago, but it might as well be a whole lifetime. Another life. He was a different person. One who knew how to laugh, how to crack jokes, how to have fun. He was just an ordinary teenager back then, although he didn’t know it. He thought he was amazing; everyone thought he was amazing. School had just finished for the day and the long weekend beckoned – three whole days of turbulent freedom, off with his coach to the south coast to compete in the National Diving Championships. A-levels were finally behind him, the final weeks of school were just a formality now, and all those painstakingly stacked stale hours of closeted revision had led to this: lying back against the soft, pulpy earth, the grass tickling his ears, staring up at a violently blue expanse of sky, while movement and general conversation buzzed around him – a pleasantly dim hum, like the noise of a badly tuned radio.

Here in the park is where most of the sixth formers hang out during free periods. In the shallow dip between the two hills, far enough from the lake not to be bothered by squawking geese but close enough to see the sequined light dancing off the water. The sun is a pure, transparent gold, stroking the local hangout with light and filling it with delirium. It’s a particularly warm day in June, and today feels like the first proper day of summer – the kind of weather where you can kick off your shoes and enjoy the feel of the soft, cool ground beneath your soles. Where ties are scattered in the grass and blazers are bunched together to prop up heads. Where shirt-sleeves are rolled up, exposing anaemic white arms, and collars flap loose, buttons undone down to the curve of breasts or the tops of bras. Where guys like him with six packs wear their shirts hanging open, or shed them completely to engage in a raucous game of football.

All around, Greystone pupils sit in pairs or in groups: guys with their arms slung proprietarily round their girlfriends’ shoulders, amoeba-like clusters picnicking from pizza boxes or swigging bottles of Coke. A gaggle of girls is drawing on each other’s bare arms with thick black felt-tips – hearts, messages, cartoons with speech bubbles. Someone has organized a piggy-back race: girls clambering onto guys’ backs, shrieks echoing through the park as they wobble precariously or go tumbling into the grass. The sun, approving their languor, is making its way lazily down the sky, in no hurry to end the day. He can almost taste the freedom and release in the air – summer, like an infection, spreading across the park.

‘Are you playing, Matt?’

Mathéo considers for a moment, then decides to let them wait, his eyes squinting in the needling brightness of the sun.

‘Matt?’ Hugo sounds irritated and prods him with his foot. ‘We need you on our team.’

‘I think he’s asleep,’ he hears Isabel say, and realizes his eyes are half closed against the blinding white light, amorphous silhouettes blurring and fading around him. ‘As I was saying, my parents are away that weekend,’ she continues eagerly, ‘so we can all come home after the Leavers’ Ball and have our own party—’

‘He’s faking!’ Hugo’s voice cuts through. ‘Lola, will you tell your lazy sod of a boyfriend to get up?’

Whispers. A muffled giggle. Mathéo presses his lids tightly closed as he becomes aware of Lola shuffling over towards him on her knees.

Trying desperately to relax, he inhales deeply, fighting to keep his lips from twitching upwards. Her breath is on his cheek – what the hell is she up to this time? He tenses his muscles, ordering them not to move. Her theatrical snort cues the sound of laughter exploding from all around him. Something tickles his nostrils. A blade of grass? He bites down on his tongue, his chest tightening, lungs contracting, threatening to explode. The feathery wisp brushes back and forth.

‘Maybe he really is asleep,’ Isabel says again, clearly keen to turn the conversation back to her end-of-year party. ‘So I was thinking we should have the barbecue by the pool—’

‘He moved!’ Hugo declares triumphantly.

Silence. Hugo is imagining things. Then Isabel’s voice: ‘Lola, what are you doing?’

Mathéo braces himself and is suddenly aware of an intense itch – a blade of grass, up one of his nostrils. His eyes fly open and he rolls over to sneeze violently into the grass. ‘You! That’s not even funny!’ He kicks out at her but she dodges his bare feet with ease.

‘I respectfully disagree! Missed. Missed again. Your flies are undone, Walsh.’

Mathéo jack-knifes up. ‘Liar!’ His attempt to grab Lola fails spectacularly as she bounds lithely to her feet and runs over to the muddy edge of the water. Grabbing a long, sturdy stick, he follows her, the grass prickly against his soles, determined to get his revenge. Lola backs away, giggling, as he advances menacingly, stick held out like a sabre. Hugo joins them at the lip of the pool as, ducking his fencing moves, Lola splashes into the turbid water, luring them in.

‘Push her over! Push her over!’ Hugo urges him, his voice rising with glee as he scrambles in the grass for a weapon of his own.

‘Isabel, get over here, I’m outnumbered!’ Lola implores as they both start prodding her with sticks.

Isabel jogs over reluctantly, collar flapping open, sunglasses crowning her head. ‘Guys, I thought we were going to finish planning the—’

But she doesn’t get a chance to continue as Hugo runs up behind her and gives her a good shove, which almost sends her tumbling in.

‘Bastard!’ Isabel spins round, splashing water all over his school uniform.

Soon, the four of them are wrestling at the water’s edge. Mathéo grabs Lola round the waist and lifts her up, swinging her towards the murky depths. Her screams turn heads and draw amused looks and envious stares from pupils close by, but as one of the most revered cliques at school they are used to it, even play up to it slightly: the higher their pitch, the more they feel they are enjoying themselves. The four of them have been friends for nearly two years now. It started out with just Mathéo and Hugo, best friends since starting secondary school. Then, two years ago, Hugo started dating Isabel; six weeks after that Mathéo hooked up with Lola.

Hugo has always been the embodiment of the archetypal private school alpha male, a young Prince Harry: closely cropped ginger hair, rosy skin, a compact, muscular build. Captain of the rugby team, vice-captain of the cricket team, keen rower – obsequiously British to a fault. At times he can be a bit of a narcissist, delighted by the sound of his own voice and the humour of his own jokes, but still manages to exude the smooth charm and make the kind of flirtatious overtures that girls find hard to resist. Isabel has an elongated feline grace about her, abundant dark hair, playful eyes and a classical refinement to her porcelain features.

Mathéo, like Hugo, has always taken for granted that he should be part of the elite clique. Taken for granted the other guys’ looks of envy whenever he slung his arm casually over Lola’s shoulders as they walked the school corridors or high-fived Hugo after some spectacular sporting win. At times he even feels smug for constantly having beautiful Lola by his side, thrives on Hugo’s pranks and dirty jokes, basks in the cacophonous, cosy comfort of all four of them giggling and laughing at others, satisfied in their insular, privileged existence.

‘Lola, come here, I want to show you something!’ Mathéo reaches out to Lola from where he stands, ankle deep in green weed, trousers sopping from the knee down.

She flashes him a look. ‘You really think I’m that gullible?’

He stares intently at something down in the brown water. ‘Oh, cute, a baby frog . . .’

She inches towards him to get a closer look – and suddenly he has her by the arm and is yanking her through wet leaves and muck. She squeals and clings to him, about to topple over, their feet slowly sinking into the soft mud. Hugo splashes over and tries to grab Lola’s legs while Isabel watches in hysterics from the safety of the shore. Suddenly finding herself horizontally suspended in mid-air, Hugo gripping her ankles and Mathéo hooking his hands beneath her arms, Lola begins to panic, and on the third swing screams in anticipation of the inevitable launch into the water. But Isabel has come to her rescue, dragging Hugo backwards, and suddenly everyone is flailing about in the mud and the wet, yells and shrieks piercing the somnolence of the afternoon.

Brushing the tousled hair back from his face and rolling up the clammy sleeves of his drenched shirt, Mathéo climbs the bank. He sits down in the shade of a large tree, its long branches heavy with thick green leaves, creating shadows across his body, dancing to the trilling of birds’ joyous disharmonies. Leaning back on his hands and stretching out his mud-streaked legs, he looks back at the others tussling at the pond’s rim, splashing and screaming and laughing, their voices echoing in the trees. But mostly he watches Lola, her long brown hair glinting in the sun.

It’s hard to believe that it was nearly two years ago that he met her. Here, in this park, after the first day of the new school year. Hugo and Isabel were locked in a friendly argument about the merits of Dexter versus Homeland – a conversation that as usual he had no part in, his intensive training rarely giving him a chance to watch TV. As he leaned comfortably back on his hands, blinking rapidly while his eyes slowly grew accustomed to the sun hanging low in the sky and casting a golden glow across the grass, he allowed his gaze to travel casually across the few remaining clusters of pupils, past the game of Frisbee and beyond, to the grassy slope. And there she was, sitting slightly apart from the other pupils, close to the foot of the hill. Her head was turned away, legs pulled up, arms resting on her knees, torso limp as she gazed at an indefinable point on the horizon.

Mathéo was used to a lot more than his fair share of female attention. He had been out with a couple of girls before – even one from the year above – but quickly lost interest when they began to make demands on his time, preferring instead to spend his rare free moments with Hugo. But for some inexplicable reason, this girl-in-the-distance captivated him. There was something different about her. She appeared lost in thought, elsewhere, only switching on the automatic smile and slapping on a superficial gloss when forced to engage with the other girls sitting nearby. The difference was so slight as to be barely noticeable, but once he had detected these hairline cracks between her and the rest of the group, he could not turn his eyes away. He found himself studying her as if she were a figure in a painting. She was tall and slender, pretty – no, beautiful – in a long-legged, coltish kind of way. A loose-fitting white shirt hung over the regulation grey school skirt, cuffs undone, flapping around her wrists. Unlike the others in her group her face was devoid of make-up and tanned from the long summer. Her hair was the colour of conkers and hung loose to her waist, long and dishevelled, cloaking her legs as she sat. At rest, her face wore a wistful, slightly dreamy expression, and her wide green eyes gazed far off into the distance, as if indulging in the fantasy of another possible life. There was a look on her face that captivated Mathéo in a way he couldn’t quite define.

Knowing she could not see him, he watched for as long as he dared and found himself unable to take his eyes off her. Why exactly, he could not tell. In some indefinable way he felt drawn to her, as if he already knew her, as if they had been close friends, soulmates even, somewhere in a previous existence. Her mere presence seemed to calm his thoughts, saving him from the vicissitudes of his mind. She appeared before him as familiar, a kindred spirit. Perhaps it was something in her face, her eyes. She seemed to know . . . what, exactly, he was not sure. She seemed to understand. Or rather, he had detected in her the capacity to understand.

With a little smile, he raised his hand.

She returned the gesture, her face igniting for a moment, and then she was gone, striding back to join her friends. The feeling hit. Mathéo stared after her, drawing his lower lip in between his teeth and biting down in confusion. Disappointment yawned open like a cavern in his chest. Was it a gesture of farewell or a friendly acknowledgement of his existence, an invitation even to go over and say hello? But she was back chatting with her friends, denying him the possibility of any further communication.

Her group was packing up, about to set off home. The sun had started to dip in the sky, the early evening colours, soft and roseate, falling like dust over the water. He had missed his chance – if indeed there had even been one in that brief, ephemeral moment. Frustration welled up, pressing at the back of his throat. He watched her wipe her feet clean on the grass before putting on her shoes, stuff the remainder of a sandwich in her mouth and gesticulate wildly while talking to her friends. Chatting animatedly, she followed the others across the expanse of greenery, through the trees and out of the gates without so much as a backward glance.

He felt cheated somehow. As if the wave had been a tease, or a signal to alert him to the fact that she had caught him staring; a warning that he wouldn’t get away with it again. He pressed his fists against his eyes and inhaled deeply, a disappointed, sinking feeling in his chest. It was time to train, time to leave the emptying park, time to go . . . Slinging the strap of his bag across his chest, he said his goodbyes to Hugo and Isabel and slowly got to his feet, his muscles protesting. Passing the pond, he stopped for an instant to soak in the last of the golden rays, the grass drenched in low evening sun, watching the shimmering interplay of light and dark and the gentle arrival of dusk – the conclusion of another day. Spread out before him, the water’s surface was wrinkled and whispering, reflecting thin clouds that stretched across the indigo sky. The geese had reclaimed their territory and glided seamlessly across, serene and proud, melting into the glaucous evening. They brought him peace, and for a few moments he stood there, transfixed by the beauty of the scene . . . Then he shook the fog from his head. Get a grip, he thought. There was only so long he could stand here.

But as he turned, his gaze sweeping over the patch only moments ago alive with the sound of girlish chatter, a sparkle of silver amongst the long blades of grass caught the fading sunlight, reflecting it so brightly it burned his eyes. He blinked, the flash of white light repeating itself on the back of his eyelids. Crossing over, he picked up a watch, its black face no larger than the pad of his little finger. The strap was more of a bracelet – fine, interwoven loops of white gold. He felt its cool weight in his hand: solid, real, the needle ticking soundlessly round and round, making it feel somehow alive.

‘Thief!’ The word was called out casually, teasingly, but caused him to inhale sharply in surprise. The girl was striding down the slope towards him, her long hair tossed by the rising wind. The world quivered around him, and for a moment he was too startled to respond, but then he came to his senses and stepped back, nonchalantly slipping the watch into his pocket.

‘Finders keepers!’ He raised his eyebrows at her with a teasing grin.

She stopped just a few metres away. She was taller than he’d realized, almost the same height as him, and a smattering of freckles covered her cheekbones. Grass stains streaked the hem of her school shirt, one of the buttons was missing and the shape of her slim arms was visible through the sleeves. Dried mud marked her long, pale legs, blood crusting a small scrape just above her knee. A curled leaf was caught in her windswept hair, small pearls adorned her ears, and hanging from a delicate chain, a silver teardrop lay against the smooth skin of her collarbone. For a moment her green eyes widened with incredulity at his response. Then she latched on to his smile and gave a wry shake of the head.

‘Very funny – give it back.’

He took in a quick lungful of air. If he messed this up, the moment would burst. Hands in pockets, he hunched his shoulders, scuffing his heels against the ground and narrowing his eyes in mock-suspicion.

‘First I’m afraid I’m going to need some proof that this – uh – seemingly valuable item does in fact belong to you.’ He cocked a grin and stepped back tauntingly. But he was aware of a warmth rising in his cheeks: it was clear that he was flirting now, and so this was the point at which she might just demand the watch back and stride off. How fine that line was between connection and interruption – one false move, one misspoken word, and you found yourself on the wrong side of things.

But she only let out a little sigh of mock irritation. ‘My name is Lola Baumann,’ she informed him, dragging out the words with exaggerated tolerance. ‘It’s engraved on the back.’

‘Oh, really . . .?’ He removed the watch carefully from his pocket and pretended to inspect it. ‘I’m Mathéo, by the way.’ He kept his eyes narrowed on the watch.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Here – London. But it’s French – my mum’s French.’ He felt himself flush and tried to mask it by cocking his head and pretending to narrow his eyes at her. ‘So I’m guessing you’re a Greystonian like the rest of us?’

‘Unfortunately. We moved here from Sussex last month for my dad’s job.’

‘So are you in the Lower Sixth too?’

‘Yeah. Not doing any science-y subjects like you, though.’

He felt himself start. ‘How do you know which subjects I’m doing?’

She smiled. ‘You’re the Olympic diving guy. Everyone knows everything about you.’

He flushed at that. ‘Well, what subjects are you doing, then?’

‘Art, English and Music.’

‘Ah, that explains why I haven’t seen you around school.’ He turned away, tossing and catching the watch with exaggerated nonchalance.

‘Hey, careful!’ She lunged forward, but he was too quick.

‘Hold on, hold on.’ He moved backwards, holding out his hand to keep her at bay. ‘An engraving, you say? Pity I’m not wearing my contacts—’

‘Oi!’ She lunged again, and this time caught hold of his wrist. ‘Open your hand!’

The look of fierce determination on her face made him chuckle. ‘No!’

‘Fine, then I will!’ She attempted to prise open his fingers. ‘Oh God, why are guys always so freakishly strong?’ As she dug her index finger into his fist, he allowed her to gradually unclench his hand until she found it empty.

Sucking in her breath, she appeared shocked for a moment, her eyes meeting his, her fingers still round his wrist. For a second she was so close he could almost smell her hair . . . He stepped back with a jolt, blood thrumming in his cheeks.

‘What?’ she asked sharply, noticing the change in his expression.

He managed a quick laugh, galloped back a few steps and pulled the watch out of his pocket. ‘Catch!’

She squawked and had to jump for it, only just making contact as it arced over her head.

‘Oh, my poor watch!’ Lowering her hands, she inspected it carefully, polishing its face with the hem of her shirt, then holding it up to the light to scrutinize it for scratches. ‘This is brand new, you know – a leaving present from a friend back home. God, if I’d lost it—’

‘You’re welcome,’ he interrupted with a sarcastic grin.

She slipped it back on her wrist and pinned him with a stare. ‘Oh, I’m sorry! Thank you for trying to steal it and then nearly throwing it in the water!’ Brushing the hair back from her face, she shook her head with a long-suffering air, but he detected a glint of humour in her cut-glass eyes.

Leaving the park and its orchestra of summer scents, they exchanged crunchy gravel for the unyielding asphalt of the main road, striped with long, spiked shadows, the tall buildings robbing the pedestrians below of the final minutes of sunlight. Almost immediately they found themselves swallowed up by the rush of commuters hurrying towards the gaping mouth of the Tube, while the open doors of bars spewed out laughing, chattering people, before sucking others back in again. From a café somewhere the pounding bass of a drum seemed to shake the ground, and the whole cacophony of the street rose to greet them as if someone had just turned up the volume, raised voices reverberating inside his skull. Crowds eddied around him, their faces looming large as in a telescope, filling the lens. Ahead of him, swept away by the current, Lola had almost reached the street corner. Half turning, she called back: ‘So I guess I’ll see you around school . . .?’

But already she was disappearing from view, fading into the crowd.

He took a deep breath. ‘How about you give me your number? My friend’s having a party this weekend . . .’ A lie, but he knew he could count on Hugo.

A brief moment of hesitation, and then she was elbowing her way back towards him. People swarmed past them like ants round an obstacle. He produced a leaky biro from his pocket and felt the nib tickle and scratch against the palm of his hand. Then she flashed him a smile before once again being engulfed by the human tide. As she was washed away by the mass of seething bodies, he moved back, away from the flow, sagging against the glass of a department store, utterly spent but unable to stop smiling.

‘Aargh!’ Lola grabs him by the shoulders and topples him backwards so that he finds himself with his head in her lap, staring up at the sky. ‘What are you day-dreaming about? Winning Olympic gold?’

He lets out a snort. ‘Yeah, right.’

‘Hey, I’m counting on you winning that gold medal next year!’ Lola teases. ‘I mean, why else would I be going out with you?’

He gives her an evil smile.

‘We’d better make a move. It’s Orange Wednesday,’ she reminds him.

Wednesday evening is movie night for Lola. Every week, without fail, her father takes her to the cinema. Both movie buffs, it’s one of many fun routines they started way back when Lola was still at nursery school and lost her mother to cancer. When she and Mathéo first started going out, she would try and persuade him to come along too, but despite being flattered to be included, he always firmly refused, not wanting to encroach on her time with her father.

Lola gathers her things, and he levers himself to his feet and slings the strap of his school bag across his chest, shoving his damp feet back into his shoes.

‘Hey, guys!’ Hugo calls out from his spot in the sun with Isabel. ‘You off already?’

‘Yeah, unlike you lazy sods, we have better things to do,’ Lola shouts back teasingly. ‘See you tomorrow.’

The kitchen door of the Baumanns’ house is open onto the courtyard, the smell of cooked apples billowing out with the steam, and Lola’s dog, Rocky, scampering around in circles on the grass patch, chasing a leaf into the early evening breeze.

‘Come in and say hi to Dad – he’s been asking after you.’

As they approach the gate, Mathéo can already make out Jerry Baumann at the cooker, his favourite Guns N’ Roses apron tied beneath a slightly sagging stomach, rattling a saucepan with gusto to the blast of Queen on the radio.

‘Dad, you’re gonna get in trouble with the neighbours again!’ Lola shouts by way of greeting.

Jerry sets the pan down on the hob with a clatter, turns round with a broad grin and, in his usual manner, envelops his daughter in a bear hug as soon as she steps through the door.

‘Ow, I can’t breathe. Why are you cooking already?’

Ignoring her protests, Jerry turns to Mathéo and claps him heartily on the back. ‘How’s my favourite diver?’

‘The only diver you know,’ Mathéo responds automatically, playfully swatting Jerry away and circling the table to tussle with Rocky. Mathéo has always loved this house. So warm and snug. So small and cluttered and messy. So very different from his own.

‘Sit down, sit down,’ Jerry urges him as Lola disappears upstairs to change. ‘I got off work early so I thought I’d be a good dad and do some baking.’

‘Thanks, it smells great but I’m not really hungry.’ Mathéo holds out a hand in an attempt to restrain Jerry from passing him a piece of apple pie.

‘You’re looking undernourished as usual,’ Jerry counters, taking no notice and pushing the plate towards him. ‘You need fuel for all that training!’

‘Hardly.’ But he sits, breaks off a small piece of burned crust and surreptitiously feeds it to Rocky, salivating expectantly under the table.

‘Dad, it starts in ten minutes!’ Lola rushes in with her handbag, narrowly missing Mathéo’s plate as she dumps it unceremoniously on the table. ‘I’m sure your pie is divine but I really want to get good seats for once, so can we please go?’ She rushes over to the oven and turns off the heat. ‘Daaad! One of these days you’re going to burn the house down.’

Jerry intercepts her at the fridge, holding out a spoon. ‘Just a taste. I made it from scratch from the new recipe book you got me.’

Glancing at Mathéo, Lola shoots him a long-suffering look and reluctantly accepts the mouthful. ‘You’re force-feeding Mattie too?’ she exclaims indistinctly, her mouth full. ‘Aargh, Dad, that burned my tongue!’ She strides over to the sink and bends over to drink straight from the tap.

‘Do you think it’s a bit overcooked?’ Jerry carries on blithely, ignoring his daughter’s antics. ‘I’m worried I left it in the oven too long.’ He takes a bite himself.

‘I think it’s delicious,’ Mathéo assures him.

‘Mattie, stop being polite! Would you please just tell my father to get his butt out of here?’ Lola implores.

But Mathéo is quick to raise his hands with a small laugh. ‘Whoa, you know I never take sides between you two.’

She scowls at him. ‘Coward.’

With the help of Rocky, Mathéo manages to finish his slice, watching the interaction between father and daughter with customary amusement. Lola and Jerry have a relationship like no other he has seen before. They are mates, partners in crime. Mathéo’s own parents always comment that Jerry allows his daughter to do as she pleases – run wild and have whatever she wants – because he is trying to make up for the loss of her mother, but Mathéo doesn’t agree. For the majority of Lola’s life, it’s just been the two of them, and so they seem to have formed a bond so strong it sets them apart from the rest of the world.

Mathéo’s parents tend to dismiss Jerry as a hippie – and no doubt he once was – but now he is more of a middle-aged rocker. Former lead singer in quite a well-known band, Jerry seems to have passed his talent down to his daughter. The two of them are passionate about music – seventies rock in particular: David Bowie, Bruce Springsteen, Lou Reed, Queen, Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones . . . Jerry and Lola even have a little band of their own: Jerry composes and plays the drums, Lola plays the guitar and sings.

But over and above their shared passion for music, what Mathéo has always found remarkable about the two of them is the way they interact. It helps that Jerry is laid back and that Lola is not known for her wild streak, but they share a camaraderie usually only found between best friends. Sometimes it seems as if Lola is the adult – reprimanding her father for leaving his camera gear lying around or for shopping for ready meals. Materially they aren’t wealthy – Lola is at Greystone on a music scholarship, and he knows Jerry struggles to pay the mortgage out of his salary as a freelance photographer – but on the other hand, when Jerry receives assignments he gets to travel the world, usually taking Lola out of school for days at a time, and almost every wall in their small but cosy little house is covered with prints of Lola at every age in all sorts of exotic locations. When he is working locally, Jerry always seems to be home to greet her after school – chatting about her day, plying her with snacks and drinking in every little detail. He is always on hand to help with homework, and in the evening they take Rocky to the park together. After dinner they might watch some TV, or download a film or, if Lola isn’t too tired, head for the studio-shed at the bottom of the garden and work on Jerry’s compositions . . .

The first time Lola brought him back to introduce him to her father, a couple of weeks after they started dating, Mathéo was nervous. He expected Jerry to be very protective of his only daughter. And he was, in a way. But he approved of his daughter’s first serious boyfriend, Mathéo could tell. Jerry was friendly and took an interest in Mathéo’s diving, right from the start. Even now, even though his training usually gets in the way, they always make an effort to include him. Mathéo shouldn’t feel envious. And yet sometimes, watching them together creates an ache inside him.
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After parting company with Lola and Jerry at the end of their street, it takes Mathéo less than ten minutes to walk the nine blocks home. Hawthorne Avenue, otherwise known as Millionaires’ Drive, always seems especially austere after the cosy little street of small terraced houses where Lola lives. Everything about the avenue seems twice the size: the wide, residential road is lined with people-carriers and four-by-fours, interspersed with the odd sports car or motorbike. The trees here are thin and tall, their topmost branches level with the roofs of the identical four-storey houses with their painted white exteriors and shiny black doors. Passing the neighbouring houses, where crystal chandeliers catch the afternoon rays behind the windows, he turns between the pillars outside number twenty-nine and climbs the five steep steps, reaching into the back pocket of his jeans for his key. Pushing open the heavy front door, he steps into the silent hallway. Virtually everything inside the house is white or cream, from the heavy marble tiles downstairs to the thick carpets that muffle every footstep on the upper three floors. Each room is painted white – it makes your eyes ache after a while. The ground floor is open plan: the hall leads to the living room, which in turn opens out into the dining room and then the kitchen. The size of all the rooms is further magnified by the sparse furniture, mostly black or silver – even the light fittings are made of brushed aluminium. The kitchen holds only the essentials: white-topped surfaces, a silver heavy-duty fridge-freezer, eye-level cupboards and a long breakfast bar separating it from the living area. This then contains a black leather sofa with matching armchairs, a glass coffee table, floor lighting, a sound system built into one wall and a flat-screen TV built into another. To the right of the hallway a spiral staircase, still in white marble, leads to the first floor: a second living room, rarely used, a guest room and a bathroom. The second floor belongs to his parents: their bedroom, ensuite of course, his father’s study, and the spare room that no one seems to know what to do with – empty save for a broken exercise bike and some weights. The top floor is the one his parents still refer to as ‘the children’s floor’. First, a spacious bathroom, and next to that a large room that until recently was Loïc’s playroom. Now it’s more of a games room, with a television, a computer, a variety of games consoles, a football table and mini pool table. Across the landing, the two bedrooms are more or less identical: kingsized beds, built-in closets and French windows that open onto balconies overlooking the garden. This is quite large by London standards, about the size of a swimming pool, and consists of a patio strip, followed by a long stretch of closely cropped grass, mowed weekly by the gardener. There are few plants or flowers – the brick walls are free of weeds and vines. Mathéo can’t remember the last occasion he spent any time out there. Even in the summer the garden remains largely unused except for parties. The conservatory doors open straight out onto it, and at the far end of the lawn a small black iron door leads out onto a narrow footpath that runs along the backs of all the gardens and opens onto the street – a useful short cut or escape route when his parents are entertaining.

Back on the top floor, posters of any description are strictly prohibited. The cleaner makes the beds and picks up after them daily, so every evening Mathéo comes home to find his scattered books neatly stacked against the wall, his laptop closed and his desk bearing the telltale smears of a polishing cloth. The discarded clothes have vanished from the floor and the crumpled bedsheet has been replaced by a fresh one. However messy and lived-in Mathéo tries to make his room, by the time he gets back it has always reverted to its customary clinical neatness. It never used to bother him before; in fact, he’d always thought it perfectly normal. It was the only home he’d ever known and his friends’ houses were much the same – although perhaps not quite as large. Until he met Lola. Until he met Jerry and started hanging out at theirs more and more. At first he’d been astounded by the clutter, the lack of a dishwasher, the breakfast things still sitting casually in the sink when they got back from school. The mosaic of photos and sketches and postcards on the fridge door. Dog hair everywhere, crumbs littering the kitchen table. But he soon found out that it was the clutter, the lived-in feel that made it one of the few places he could be completely at ease. One of the few places he could relax, prop his feet up on the furniture, fall asleep on the couch.

Glancing into his own kitchen, Mathéo notices that the dirty plates and bowls and half-drunk mugs of coffee have vanished off the counter, as if breakfast were no more than a figment of his imagination. Loïc is doing his homework with the new nanny, Consuela, at the dining-room table. She is younger than the previous ones: petite and sinewy, with pointy features and a kind of nervous energy.

Loïc looks bored and fed up, blond head resting against his outstretched arm, picking at the end of his pencil, while Consuela tries, in broken English, to explain a comprehension question to him. He looks round hopefully as the front door slams, and Mathéo sees the disappointment in his eyes. ‘What time is Maman coming home?’

‘Hello to you too. I don’t know. Hey, Consuela.’

‘Mathéo, I try to call you. Your mother, she ask me for making chicken but this morning when I come there is only steak, so I defrost steak, but I thinking now maybe I should buy chicken?’ She is very shrill and her words pelt out rapid-fire in a strong Portuguese accent that makes them hard to understand.

‘No, really, I’m sure steak will do fine—’

‘But what about chicken? Should I buy chicken?’

Oh Lord. Only her second day here and she is already a nervous wreck.

‘No, I’m sure Mum will be fine with steak,’ he tries to reassure her. ‘Do you want me to put it on? Have you started dinner?’

‘No, no, I start dinner.’

He hesitates, confused by her use of tenses. ‘Do you want me to help Loïc while you sort out dinner?’

She appears appalled by the suggestion. ‘No, no! Mathéo, you do homework now?’

‘My last exam was yesterday. I don’t have any homework.’

‘You have training then? You do training now?’

‘Yes.’ Her way of telling him what to do by phrasing everything as a question is already getting on his nerves, so he turns towards the basement stairs. ‘I’m just saying – if you need help with anything just give me a shout.’

‘You change for training now, yes?’

‘Yes,’ he responds wearily without turning, beginning his trudge downstairs.

‘Mattie?’ Loïc’s voice is quiet but plaintive.

Mathéo stops a few steps down and looks back up at him. He can tell Loïc wants him to stay, but . . . Soon his parents will be back, arguing about whose day has been the more stressful; Consuela will be in a flap, with his mother quizzing her about Loïc’s homework; and his father will be demanding to discuss Mathéo’s training for this weekend’s competition.

‘Can you help me?’ Loïc gives him a mournful look. ‘Consuela doesn’t understand English.’

Mathéo feels himself cringe. ‘Loïc, don’t be so rude, of course Consuela—’

‘I understand, I understand!’ she shrills at him. ‘Loïc, your brother must do his training now. I explain to you again. Listen—’

‘But what time’s Mummy coming back?’ Loïc tries to ignore her, still looking at him with that frustratingly plaintive look of his. Mathéo never knows what his eight-year-old brother wants from him – only that whatever it is, he never seems able to provide it.

‘Really soon. That’s why you’ve got to get a move on. We’re all having dinner together this evening.’ He gives Loïc what he hopes is a reassuring smile.

‘Is she going to put me to bed tonight?’ Loïc looks hopeful for a moment.

‘Yes!’ He nods enthusiastically.

‘And read me a story?’

‘Yes! But only if you do your homework now, OK?’

Loïc eyes him doubtfully for a moment, as if trying to gauge whether Mathéo is telling the truth or just telling him what he wants to hear in order to get away.

‘Are you going to the pool?’

‘No. Just the workout room.’

‘Will you come back to the kitchen when you’ve finished?’

‘Yes,’ he replies, safe in the knowledge that his parents will be home before it comes to that.

In the basement is the home gym that his father put in when Mathéo started winning medals at national level. He is the only one to use it – his parents prefer to work out at their country club – and so it is purpose-designed for his diving needs: the size of the whole basement, with wall-to-wall mirrors, sprung foam flooring, a tumbling harness, large trampoline for practising flips and somersaults, a running machine, rowing machine, and various bits of apparatus designed to stretch or strengthen different muscles. He is supposed to use it for an hour a day when he has diving or gym training, and for two hours if he is recovering from injury, recuperating after a bug, and on Sundays, his only day off. He is usually pretty good at sticking to the schedule, but as his parents never come down here and it has its own exit into the garden, it has become a useful place to retire to in order to sneak out to see Lola.

As he enters, the lights come on automatically and the air conditioning starts to hum. Mathéo crosses over to the music player and, fiddling with the remote, kicks off his shoes and sheds his uniform, pulling on a pair of grey jogging bottoms and a blue T-shirt
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