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Chapter 1

The blindfold hurts. His inexperience shows in the knot. It’s tight but crude, and has captured a hank of my hair. Every time he takes a corner too fast, I rock to the side, the seatbelt slicing my shoulder and the tiny needlepoint pain in my scalp intensifying. He brakes without warning: I’m thrown forward. A loosening of the purple silk near my right temple lets in a little light but no information.

He has gone for full sensory deprivation. There is no music, only the rhythm of my breath and his, the bassline of the engine, the key changes of the shifting gears. The radio would help. An accumulation of three-minute pop songs would let me measure time. If forced to guess, I would say that we have been travelling for an hour but it could be half an hour or it could be two. I know that we drove out of London, not deeper into it, and that we must be far out of town now. For the first couple of miles I could track our route by the stop-start of traffic lights and speedbumps. It takes ten minutes to escape Islington’s 20-mile-an-hour zone in any direction. I’m sure I smelled the barbecue restaurant on City Road but I think he circled the Old Street roundabout twice to confuse me and after that I was lost.

Once we were out of the city and moving fast, my nose caught a couple of bonfires – it’s that time of year – but they had the woodsy feel of a domestic pile rather than anything agricultural or industrial. Sometimes it feels like we’re in the middle of nowhere, winding through lanes, then he’ll go smooth and fast again, and the rush of passing traffic will tell me we’re back on an A-road. If we were heading for an airport, I would have expected the boom as the jets graze the motorway. I will not get on an aeroplane.

‘Shit,’ he mutters and brakes again. The last few strands of caught hair spring loose from their moorings. I can feel him shift in the seat, his breath skimming my cheek as he reverses slowly. I take the opportunity to put my hand up to my head, but he’s watching me as well as the road.

‘Marianne! You promised!’

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s really getting on my nerves now. What if I close my eyes while I re-tie it? Or while you re-tie it.’

‘Nice try,’ he says. ‘Look, it’s not far now.’

How near is not far? Another minute? Another thirty? If I twitch my cheek I can see a little more. What light I can sense starts to flicker rapidly through the violet gauze. Sunlight through a fence? The pattern is liminal, more irregular than that. We’re in a tree tunnel, which means a country lane, which means—

‘Sam! Have you booked us into a spa?’

I can hear the smile in his voice. ‘I think I’ve done better than that.’

My shoulders relax, as though the masseur’s hands are already on them. I can’t think of anything better than two days being pummelled floppy by muscular young women in white tunics. It must be that organic place on the Essex coast I’ve been longing to try. I could relax in Essex. I could get to Mum in an hour and to Honor in two. Maybe, when Sam says he’s done better than that, he’s even arranged for Honor to be here.

The road is uneven now, all potholes and gravel, and I put my hands up, ready to unwind the scarf.

‘Two more minutes!’ Sam’s voice vaults an octave. ‘I want to see you see it.’ The tyres crunch. I wait patiently with my hands in my lap as the parking sensors quicken their beep. ‘OK, now,’ he says, undoing the knot with a flourish. ‘Welcome to Park Royal Manor.’

The name is familiar from the brochures and so is the image but shock delays its formation.

I see it as a series of architectural features – crenellations and gables, fussy grey stonework, tall forbidding windows – but I can’t take in its breadth.

‘I’m too near,’ I try to say, but it comes out in a whisper.

Nazareth Hospital, or The East Anglia Pauper Lunatic Asylum as it originally was, wasn’t designed to be viewed up close like this but as a whole, from a distance, whether you were being admitted to it or whether it was one last haunted look over your shoulder as you left or ran away. The last time I saw the place, and the way I still see it in my dreams, was from afar. It seemed to fill the horizon. It is perched on what counts for a hill around here, its width a warning to the flat country around it. Built to serve three counties, it is too big for modest Suffolk, its soaring Victorian dimensions all wrong.

I can drive from London to Nusstead almost on autopilot so how did I not recognise the journey?

Sam rubs his hands together in glee. ‘How much d’you love me right now? Come on, let’s have a proper look at the place.’ He reaches across me and thumbs my seatbelt unlocked. I cannot get out of the car. A scream claws its way up the sides of my throat.

The pictures in the brochure didn’t do the changes justice. The floor-to-ceiling panelled windows have been unbarred, hundreds of uncracked panes in new frames. The ivy and buddleia that sprouted impossibly from tilting chimney pots and rotting lintels has gone, replaced by a Virginia creeper whose remaining deep red leaves are neatly trimmed to expose silver brick. The vast double doors have been replaced by sheets of sliding glass with ‘Park Royal Manor’ etched in opaque curlicue. My eyes refuse to go any higher.

‘What . . .’ I begin. ‘What are we doing here, Sam? What are we doing here?’

He mistakes panic for surprise. ‘I got you a little pied-à-terre. No more crashing on Colette’s sofa or shelling out for a hotel.’

I look down but that’s even worse. No, I can’t see the renovated clocktower but I can see its shadow, like the cast of a giant sundial, a dark grey finger pointing right at me. For all the fancy ironwork of its clock face the tower was only ever a lookout post in disguise – Nazareth ran on its own time – and I feel watched now. I pull the blindfold clumsily back down over my eyes, the hem of the scarf catching in my mouth.

‘Marianne?’ says Sam, staring at me. ‘Marianne, what’s the matter?’

It isn’t a scream after all but its opposite, a dry desperate sucking in of air that contains no oxygen, only dust. ‘I can’t go in,’ I manage. ‘Please, Sam, don’t make me go back.’


Chapter 10

The Crown hasn’t changed since I was a teenager, with its frosted windows that wives can’t see through, etched with a brewery logo. I’m sticking to the dress code in my hoodie and tracksuit bottoms. I feel surprisingly at home. Or perhaps I stick out like a sore thumb and I’m just deluding myself, the way that no one thinks they have an accent.

I’m sitting in the ‘beer garden’, six picnic tables on a concrete forecourt. From here, Nusstead is pretty and quaint. You can’t park on Main Street, and only the satellite dishes on the terrace betray the century. The ‘new’ houses, where Jesse grew up and still lives, and the old Social, lie low behind tall chimneys. A couple of teenagers are snogging in the poppies on the memorial. The fishwife tut on my tongue is pure Debbie Smy.

The text that summoned me here said I’ve got something important to say and I should think so too. Jesse’s at the bar buying me a half of Suffolk cider. I can see him through the open door, clearly rehearsing his apology as he waits at the bar, foot on the brass rail, tenner rolled up in his hand. I wonder how he’ll phrase it: I’m sorry for coming on to you, perhaps, or I don’t know what I was thinking. And I ought to offer one of my own. I can’t deny I was clumsy and I don’t mind backing down if it re-spins our web.

‘Some things never change,’ says Jesse, nodding at the teenage couple. ‘Brings it all back, innit?’

Does he mean us? I never kissed Jesse in public like that. I wonder if he’s remembering Michelle, or if I’m remembering Michelle and Clay. For all Clay’s resemblance to Jesse, it’s Michelle’s face that haunts, her body that made me shiver and turn away at the time. I remember how Clay raked his fingers through her hair and my hand goes to the threads of grey at my own temple. Michelle’s bright red hair never had a chance to fade.

‘I suppose so.’ I want to thaw the frost but find myself returning it. ‘What did you want to say to me?’

‘I’m sorry for – you know.’ He slides his hand, palm up, across the table and for a moment I think he expects me to hold it, but then he beckons in an imitation of goosing me. It’s an inelegant apology, but I accept with a smile.

‘I’m sorry too. Not for buying the flat, but for lying to you about it. I won’t do it again.’

‘Good.’ I can tell he respects my honesty. ‘Because we have to be straight with each other, you and me. I’ve lied to every woman I’ve ever been with, and you’re not exactly upfront with Sam. This is supposed to be, like . . .’ He motions a circle on the table.

‘Safe space?’

It’s clearly the first time he’s heard this hackneyed expression. ‘Exactly. Safe space. Yeah. That’s what I text you about.’ He drops his eyes. ‘It’s what I came to tell you about yesterday and then it all went weird. I had a thought; more than a thought, really. About Greenlaw.’

The words are bullets, tearing through thirty years of scar tissue. It feels like this has come out of nowhere but of course there’s no such place as nowhere. Helen Greenlaw has been the subtext of every conversation we have ever had since the last night in Nazareth.

‘What’s happened?’ My heart is a lab rat, my ribs its cage.

‘She’s still going to the House of Lords. Did you know that?’

Why can’t he ever answer me straight? ‘Of course I know.’ There can’t be a political journalist in this country who has followed her stellar career as closely as I have. I know everything she’s done, every clueless bullying public health initiative she’s launched, her cynicism in crossing the floor. I’m trying to compensate for failing to pin down her first crime – her original sin, as I think of it. There’s that saying about politicians, that anyone who craves political power should by default be excluded from office, only in her case it’s truer than the public knows.

‘You know I know. Jesse. What’s happened?’

My mind trips to doublethink: theories I believe in even as I know they can’t be true. Something was uncovered, something was found during the development of Nazareth. Or someone has spotted me and knows. Someone has seen old records, old names, and put two and two together to make the four that implicates the three – me, Jesse and Helen Greenlaw.

She would write off our lives to save her reputation. That much I do know.

‘She’s still voting on things.’ Jesse slaps the table, seemingly oblivious to my rising panic. ‘That fucking woman, still making choices from her fucking throne that affect the real lives of real people. Still playing at politics.’

She was never playing. ‘Jesse! Will you get to the point. Has Greenlaw done something? Has she contacted you?’

‘No. She wouldn’t, would she? She’s got more to lose than either of us.’

‘So someone outside the three of us knows.’

‘No, babe.’ He’s almost scornful. ‘How could they?’

‘Will you stop all this mind-game bollocks? Because unless there’s literally a direct threat from her, Helen Greenlaw is the last person I want to think about right now, to be honest with you. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve got quite a lot on my mind.’

I might as well not have spoken.

‘She’s a millionaire.’

‘A lot of people in the House of Lords are.’ I intended it to soothe: it comes out airily, and I’ve tipped him back into bitterness again.

‘I suppose you move in that world now.’ He prints a caterpillar with the base of his pint glass.

‘I really don’t. Jesse, where’s this going?’

‘You’ve changed. Money’s changed you.’ He is, as my students would say, othering me. It suits us to believe that poverty desensitises or that privilege insulates but only someone who has had both can understand that is not the case. ‘You’re hard,’ he says. ‘Like her.’

It’s the worst thing he could throw at me and he knows it. ‘I am not – I’m nothing like her! How can you say that?’

‘Prove it, then. Prove I can trust you. Prove you’re still on my side.’

‘How?’

‘We were idiots to stop when we did. I think we can tap her again.’ I feel suddenly very weak, as though I want to put my head on the dirty table and fall asleep. ‘And I need your help, babe. You knew the right words before.’

‘Have you gone mental? Jess, no, of course not.’ His face clouds over. He expected me to say yes; this has hurt him.

‘You said, that night, that we were bound together forever.’

Did I? ‘What I would have meant was that we’re tied together by the secret, and whether we like it or not, we’re tangled up with her, too.’ I lower my voice, lean in close. ‘You pull one string, it all goes to shit. We’d all three of us go to prison. And then there’s the small matter of proof. We don’t have any. Don’t you remember what happened?’

He loses focus for a moment, so obviously remembering the flare that I can almost see it reflected in his pupil.

‘If you’ve got money problems . . .’ I know it’s stupid as soon as I’ve said it. The Brames were always incredibly proud; they wouldn’t even buy from catalogues. Jesse explodes.

‘I’ve always provided for my family, don’t cast aspersions on my ability to do that. It’s the principle. Redistribution of wealth.’ He illustrates his point with a sweep of his arm; his glass tips onto the concrete, the smashing glass parting the teenagers at the war memorial. The girl, I realise with a shock, is Maisie. She sees me, blushes and runs. Jesse lowers his voice, compressing anger into every velvet word. ‘Helen Greenlaw, right, lives in luxury at the expense of the working man. And she destroyed a town.’

‘It’s exactly this line of thought that got us into trouble in the first place. What are you going to do this time, doorstep her at the House of Lords?’ I laugh, but he doesn’t join in. He is just as entrenched in his vendetta as he was as a teenager.

‘I’m going after her again, Marianne, and if I mean anything to you, you’ll come in with me.’ Tears in his eyes undermine the threat. A few years ago he said I was still the only woman who’d ever seen him cry and I jump on that vulnerability. He’s got as much to lose – not materially but in terms of family – as I have.

‘I want you to do one thing for me,’ I say. I take his hand and stroke it. It seems to anchor him. ‘I want you to picture your parents’ faces when the police come for you, and they have to lose another son. OK? I want you to imagine Clay finding out. Madison. All your kids. Picture their faces. Imagine playing with Corey in some shitty family room in prison.’ He twists his face up and turns it away. ‘Jesse, promise me you’ll leave it.’

He snatches his hand away. ‘All right. Forget it, babe. Forget I said anything. Forget I asked you. God! How can one woman have so much to answer for?’ He sweeps his hand towards the pub. ‘All these men’d be in work if it weren’t for her. We’d still be together.’ His assured tone presumes an agreed, self-evident truth but still I’m stunned to hear him say it; I thought it was on the list of things we knew but never talked about. My face changes shape – I feel the air in my mouth – before I can work out an appropriate arrangement of my features. Will a wistfully tilted head, a long slow exhalation, even good old-fashioned dropped eye contact get me off the hook? While I’m running through the options, I am wide open for Jesse to read. ‘Wouldn’t we?’ he says, in a voice that sounds like someone’s got his balls in their hand.

Too late, I snap on the wrong sort of smile. ‘Of course we would.’ My words are pale, pathetic. Jesse can’t dissemble in time either. He looks punctured, from the hollowing of his cheeks to the way his body retreats into his leather jacket. I can read his thoughts as clearly as if he had spoken them. My slow reaction has undone something he has believed for over half his life and I can see now just how much he has built his life on that belief. If he can’t blame Greenlaw for my leaving, then he has no choice but to blame me, and it hurts more, not less, for the years that have passed.


Chapter 11

The lasagne I made from scratch bubbles in the oven and I’m crushing Mum’s yellow pill to put in her Petits Filous when the kids bring the house back to noisy life. Jack, bumfluff beard and long hair up in a man-bun, dumps a stack of books on the kitchen table; he’s doing all three sciences at A level. He wants to be an engineer like his dad. Maisie’s hair is wet from swimming and she won’t meet my eye.

‘All right, Nan?’ Jack squeezes my mother’s hand.

‘Look at you!’ Mum says. ‘So handsome.’

Colette brings up the rear. When she drops her carrier bags on the worktop, there’s the telltale chink of glass on glass. I don’t miss the look that passes between Jack and Maisie. Colette watches me rock the teaspoon from side to side; she doesn’t quite trust me to get the powder fine enough. ‘Did you catch up with Jesse?’

‘Mm-hm. We had a drink at the Crown.’ I wink at Maisie to tell her I’m going to keep her secret. She blushes scarlet. Good. My silence buys hers. This isn’t the kind of thing I want her to let slip to Honor on social media, or to Sam next time she sees him.

‘Anyway, I ask because I just saw him in the library of all places,’ says Colette.

‘I thought they shut the library down.’ I vaguely remember signing an online petition a couple of years ago. Colette is always forwarding petitions about our hometown and I always sign them: raise funds for the fen walkway, get a proper barrier at the level crossing, save our school from cuts.

‘No – well, they did, but then volunteers opened it up again,’ she says, taking the spoon from my hand and stirring the yoghurt through. ‘He really wants to sort his hair out. It’s turning into an actual comb-over, you could see Big Ben through the gaps in it. There comes a time when men have just got to buzz it all off, d’you know what I mean? When Bryan started to recede—’

‘Hang on – Big Ben?’

‘The Houses of Parliament, whatever it’s called. That’s what was on his screen,’ says Colette. ‘When Bryan started thinning I bought him a pair of clippers for Father’s Day and he hasn’t looked back since.’

An early warning system goes off somewhere inside me, as unignorable as the old Nazareth siren. I remember my own words: what are you going to do, doorstep her at the House of Lords? He wouldn’t. Not after I told him how much it would devastate the Brames if we got found out. Not after everything we said about trust.

‘Colette, have you got any wine in for supper?’ I ask, knowing that she hasn’t.

‘Supper!’ she says. ‘Listen to yourself. It’s tea in this house. And the answer’s no. Got six kinds of gin, though.’

‘Mother’s ruin,’ says Jack.

‘I’ll ruin you if you don’t start your homework.’

‘I fancy a glass of wine with that lasagne,’ I say. ‘I might go and pick up a bottle of rosé from the Co-op.’

It’s a two-minute walk to the library, a prefab shack built at the same time as the estate and the Social. On the way, my breath mists in the dark. It could be anything, I tell myself; it could be a coincidence that he’s online looking up the Houses of Parliament.

The poster advertising free Wi-Fi is hand drawn. A yellow mountain bike is propped against the wall. The rider hasn’t bothered to lock it. The plate-glass window frames a bank of computers. Jesse has his back to me, close enough for me to read the screen over his shoulder. Colette’s right. Under the harsh striplight of the library, his hair is a series of rope bridges across his crown. He’s on a web page entitled House of Lords: They Work For You. His hand is curled around a pencil and he’s shielding his page like a child who doesn’t want his classmate to copy his spelling test. I wonder why he can’t just look it up on his phone like a normal person, then remember he doesn’t believe in smartphones. Unless he doesn’t want this search showing up on his home computer . . .

Baroness Greenlaw of Dunwich’s fine-boned face is in the corner of the screen. I step to the left, the better to read the screen, and knock over the bicycle. It clatters to the ground and I back against the wall just in time. Jesse comes and presses his face to the window. I’m sure that the trail of my breath must give me away. He looks and looks but sees nothing, eventually returning to his desk. He shuts down a screen extolling the virtues of 10,000 steps a day and replaces it with a street map of Westminster.

How dare he accuse me of betrayal and then do this? He is jeopardising my family, my future, as well as his own, not to mention Greenlaw’s. His hypocrisy is staggering but his stupidity is worse, and there is no one I can talk to about it, no one I can ask for help. I slide down the wall until I’m sitting on freezing paving stones and after a minute’s self-indulgent crying it hits me that of course there is someone I can turn to.

Whatever is wrong with Greenlaw – and there is plenty – she will go to great lengths to keep her past a secret, and she only becomes stronger when cornered. I can either side with the woman whose instinct for self-preservation overrides everything else, even human life, or the man who says he loves me but who is hell-bent on self-destruction. Jesse acting alone changes everything. She was public enemy number one, and then our private conspirator. Now, either I am Helen Greenlaw’s saviour or she is mine.


Chapter 12

There was only one explicit term of our agreement with Helen Greenlaw: we should have no contact afterwards. I’m about to break a vow I made a lifetime ago, with no real sense of what I hope to achieve in doing so. The transgression of getting in touch feels big enough for now.

I know she keeps a London flat – famously, she still walks to and from Westminster every day – but according to the electoral roll she pays council tax at Greenlaw Hall on the coast. It appears that Damian and his family live there too; evidently their estrangement is over. He must have one eye on his inheritance. Of her London address, I can find no trace. In a phone call to the House of Lords I’m informed by a receptionist with the kind of voice that suggests he’ll carry an umbrella and wear a bowler hat as he commutes home on the Clapham omnibus, that I’m welcome to leave a note for Baroness Greenlaw. It will be written on a piece of paper, pinned to a messageboard that all the peers pass daily. It is suggested, however, that email is the fastest way to contact a peer these days although they vary in their responses to ‘the new software’. I find Greenlaw’s email address in three clicks. The message I compose takes me very much longer. Jesse was wrong about the right words coming easily. They must be both precise and vague enough to tell her who I am without fixing myself to the crime scene.



Dear Baroness Greenlaw,

My name is Marianne Thackeray, née Smy. We met near Nusstead in 1989. There is something important I need to say to you. Please can you email me as soon as possible?

Will that be enough? I know I would know from the wording exactly the night in question. It depends how close to Greenlaw’s surface the past lies.



Yours sincerely,

Marianne Thackeray



I press send, want to throw up, rise from my chair, stretch, and click a coffee pod into the machine. I wonder how frequently an eighty-year-old woman checks her emails. I’ll give it until the weekend and then I’ll... what?

My inbox pings before the coffee has brewed.



I will see you for tea at the House tomorrow. Meet me at the Peers’ Entrance at 3 p.m. My mobile telephone number is below. Please reply with your own.

Sincerely,

Helen Greenlaw



I wouldn’t expect warmth from Greenlaw but the terse authoritarianism still pulls me up short. There are not enough lines to read between, but the rapidity of her response is both reassuring – she is taking this seriously, she hasn’t dismissed me – and unsettling – she is too ready to agree. I feel another wave of fury that Jesse has driven me to this.

I accept her invitation, add my number and send the message, and only then remember that Honor is coming down tomorrow and I’ve made Sam take the afternoon off to drive her. I don’t think I have ever cancelled plans with Honor and if I do so now my family will know that something is wrong. Not the truth of course, but they might think I’m unwell, that I’m travelling up for some kind of test or treatment. Amanda did that when she had breast cancer, didn’t tell her kids for the first six months. We had to cover for her if they called her at work.

The memory gives me an idea.

‘Good timing,’ says Sam when at last he picks up his phone. ‘Just this second come out of a meeting.’

This is how it begins, the first shot of silk for a new web of lies. ‘Bit of a change of plan for tomorrow,’ I say. ‘Amanda’s asked me to come into the department for a staff training day.’

The silence on the line is as close as Sam ever comes to losing his temper. ‘You texted literally yesterday saying we had to be there for six. I’ve rearranged the whole week for you. I moved a client meeting for – you said it was...’ His office door clicks behind him. ‘Marianne, you’ll have to miss it – you’re supposed to be on sabbatical. I’ve half a mind to ring Amanda myself and tell her to leave you alone.’

‘No!’ I make a mental note to brief Amanda about the lie, which means inventing a cover story for her too. ‘I’m sorry. But they’re introducing a completely new system and there’s only this one training day. You know what it’s like. If I don’t get up to speed now it’ll take me days when I get back. You and Honor can still come, we’ll just eat late.’ If he insists on driving, I might even be there and back by the time they get through the traffic.

I can hear the effort it takes Sam to control his voice. ‘Marianne, the whole point – the whole point of my sinking every penny we have into this place is so that you can look after your mother without being stretched by work as well. You’re making yourself sick. You can’t do this.’

I scoop up my anger at Jesse and throw it at my husband. ‘Are you forbidding me?’

I picture Sam in his glass office, pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, of course I’m not. I didn’t think you’d be racing back up to London at the drop of a hat, that’s all. I’m worried about you.’

‘I just want to keep my hand in, all right? I want a career to come back to, after all this is over. You said yourself we can’t afford to run two houses indefinitely.’

Another low blow that puts the onus back on him.



That evening, sleep is elusive. The floodlight from the old airing court shines through a gap in the curtains and picks out the ceramic brickwork in the en-suite. The cold, utilitarian feature no longer seems like a design cliché but offensive, grotesque, mocking. A tile for every frightened woman, a tile for every cruel nurse, a tile for every tablet they made the patients take, tiles and tiles and tiles building to a wall that’s too high to vault, wider than Buckingham Palace and no matter how fast you run you can never get to the end. I get up and slam the door on them but the tiles continue to move and shift about like blocks in a game of Tetris. They brick me into a shallow sleep from which I flail awake, at 2 a.m., by the thought that perhaps Helen Greenlaw is so keen to see me because Jesse – somehow – has got to her already.

Now, in the charcoal dark, I understand completely why I am going to see Helen Greenlaw. I need to know what she will do: whether she will join me in ensuring we take our secret to our graves, or whether she intends to let Jesse tear it all down. I can no more see her siding with Jesse than him making good on his threat in the first place, and yet. If we are to be exposed, then I must come clean to Sam and Honor before the police come for me. The only thing worse than seeing Honor’s face when I tell her what I have done, and what I have covered up, would be not being there to soften the blow with explanations and love. I kick off the covers, walk to the window and look out upon the dark fen that stands between Nazareth and Nusstead, and for the first time in years, in the place where everything happened, I start to rehearse my confession.


Chapter 13

London is performing well for the tourists, the spikes of the Palace of Westminster shining gold against a blue October sky. Long before I had studied Augustus Pugin and Charles Barry, the Gothic points were familiar from bottles of brown sauce, and it was a long time before I could picture the place without thinking about pork chops and boiled potatoes. Armed police patrol Parliament Square and Millbank but the Peers’ Entrance to the House of Lords is almost comically twee; a policeman in full dress uniform sits in a little black wooden tollbooth. I’m dressed in my most conservative clothes, a navy wrap dress and nude court shoes. Today I’m wearing my diamonds on the outside.

It’s dim, in the entrance hall, after the brightness of the street. I’m aware, as so often in my work, that this is a public-owned place that most of the public will never see. Once through security the atmosphere is more like a sixth-form common room than a seat of government. Slats of dusty sunlight paint lucent stripes on coat-racks and cheap wire hangers.

Greenlaw is waiting for me, hands clasped in front of her, rail-thin in a royal blue suit. Her blonde hair is still teased into a perfect bubble around her face, which has gone from pert to pinched since last we saw each other. She is of the vanishing generation of women that still have their hair set rather than blow-dried.

I’m used to walking in heels but my knees wobble as I approach her.

‘Dr Thackeray.’ Her term of address lets me know she’s been Googling. ‘Kind of you to come at such short notice.’ Years ago, her eyes were blue with that one distinctive navy streak in the right iris. They have faded now, getting that watery look of the elderly, so the dark fleck is less pronounced, but the years haven’t softened her voice: she still speaks with the old robotic lack of inflection. She’s a circuit board with a chip missing.

‘You’re very welcome,’ I reply.

‘Have you been here before?’

‘I haven’t,’ I say. I worked very hard, at Cromer Hall and ever since, to ensure that I am confident in any social situation. I thought I’d finally shrugged off the insecurities of my upbringing. Here, my roots grab me by the ankles.

‘Well, I shan’t have time for the tour, I’m afraid.’ She checks her watch. ‘I’m expected in the Chamber at half past.’ I’m glad we’re against the clock. It will stop me filling the gaps with nervous conversation and let me get down to the exchange of information. It will help me speak Greenlaw’s sparse, efficient language.

‘You’ll have tea?’ she says archly.

‘I will.’ I appear to be playing the yes/no game of my childhood.

We walk through corridors crawling with Pugin’s manic profusion of detail. Pattern is almost alive in the flats of the fan-vaulted ceiling. Bookcases line one wall and paintings of a thronged chamber the opposite. I am reminded again how male the iconography is in these places. Most of the art is from the days before women were allowed in. A relatively recent oil painting features Margaret Thatcher, her bright blue suit a splash among the monochrome men. Helen must be in there somewhere, another of the spots of feminine colour, but she doesn’t stop to point herself out. No one pays me any attention as I trot along behind her. She walks faster than I do. Someone as censorious about health as she is can hardly let herself go. A memory wriggles to the surface for the first time in years, of the front-page photograph of her out jogging, in Reeboks, legwarmers, a towelling headband and full makeup, the corpse barely cooled. I hold that thought so tightly that it shatters in my hand.

The Peers’ Dining Room – I recognise it from books – is a rich, red tea shop of a space hung with screens showing the debate in the Chamber. On the famous oxblood benches, jowly lawmakers snooze through a mumbled discussion about broadband. Numbers, meaningless to me, scroll along the bottom of the screen.

‘I would never have recognised you,’ says Helen, when we’re seated at the round table with its immaculate white cloth and fussy cruet set. I shake out my napkin from its ring and at last force myself to meet her eyes. Something passes between us before we can stop it; an understanding, and an irony. I am one of the only two people in the world Helen Greenlaw can relax in front of, and her me. There should be a dark freedom in this conversation. But she blinks and it is gone.

She orders tea and scones for two. Silver pots and bone china arrive in seconds. This will all be heavily subsidised; here’s another irony. ‘I have a duty to the public purse,’ she said after the murder. That was the phrase that did for her; her admission that her loyalty was to her ledger first and people second.

Helen pours; neither age nor nerves unsteady her hands. But mine are shaking. As soon as the waiter is out of earshot, Helen says, matter-of-factly: ‘I suppose you’re here for money.’

She genuinely thinks I want cash and she thinks it having met me. Jesse was right, then. I’ll always be Marianne Smy from Nusstead. Did he know I would do this? Or, worse – ‘Jesse’s already asked you.’

Her quirked eyebrow gives little away. ‘Jesse? I haven’t heard from him.’

So his threat was empty. I can’t allow space for the idea that I have come here for no reason and I can’t relax. I must act, not react.

‘Right. Well – I have money now.’ I want to tell her that I have money in the way she understands. The kind of assets that take time to turn into cash. Jesse is right in this respect, if nothing else. ‘But Jesse has decided he wants another pound of flesh, and he’s going to ask for some soon. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. To get to you before he did. If he hasn’t made contact yet, it won’t be long.’

Helen blinks mechanically. ‘I should have thought he would have wanted to keep his own connection to Nazareth firmly in the past, for his own good.’

Two men in suits sit noisily down at the next table. If I can hear them, they can hear me: it makes an already stilted, coded conversation even more awkward.

‘Well, yes. I told him that.’ I hear the Suffolk in my voice then: it comes out towd, that unpronounced l the only inflection I can’t shake off. ‘If he lifts the lid on that, then what’s to stop it all coming out?’

She looks at the men in suits before answering, so softly I can hardly hear her, ‘Detection has moved on, of course. In the unlikely event that anyone talks, it is as well for us that the body was cremated.’ It is not just the words’ confessional content but the flatness of her delivery that silences me. ‘But I know what you mean. I thought that our . . . participation, I thought that ruled out him ever doing anything this stupid again.’ She’s dishing out hard logic. It is as though she has found a way to take humanity out of the equation. I almost envy her. No wonder she is so efficient. What would a modern psychiatrist make of her? Sociopath? Borderline? She is Honor’s opposite in many ways, all analysis and control where Honor is pure impulse. Honor is a different kind of superhuman, too many emotions for one soul to contain. Helen is unmoved by anything except her own advancement.

‘He gets ideas in his head.’ How can I explain the tangled subtleties that Jesse has interpreted as betrayals? He replays events until they fit his thinking. For her, there is strength or weakness, duty or dereliction thereof, not this swirl of emotions the rest of us have to lug around.

‘What are you going to do?’ I ask her. ‘Will you go to the police? Because if you do . . . I mean – it doesn’t look good for any of us, but . . . I have a daughter.’ At this, Greenlaw regards me with amusement, as though the notion of family life and wanting to protect someone you love is an interesting weakness.

A waiter sets the food down. Helen saws at a scone and trowels on a thick layer of clotted cream before answering. ‘How can I expect to hear from him?’

I mirror her actions, but place my scone back on the plate. I know I couldn’t swallow it.

‘I don’t know,’ I have to admit. ‘I suppose the same way as me, but we’re very different people now, we live different lives. Once I would’ve been able to predict his behaviour but I think those days are long gone. I’ve told him not to make a move. I don’t want anything to do with it. Please, can you give me an idea of what you’re going to do?’ Even as I beg, I wonder what the point is. I might as well appeal to one of the statues in the lobby.

‘Do? Well, I shall pay him, of course.’ She shrugs, lightly. My jaw drops. ‘I have worked too hard for too long to be brought low by this. I do good. I’m needed.’ She holds my gaze even though we both know she shouldn’t be in any position of responsibility, let alone sitting in government. ‘What did you expect?’ she asks and I realise that of course this is exactly what I expected from her. ‘I did it before.’

She can clearly afford it. The money doesn’t matter to her. I need to make her see how important this is, to appeal to her on the only consequence that matters.

‘Honor – my daughter – she has . . . look, I don’t like the word disorder and all the judgement that comes with it, but just, she’s ill and incredibly vulnerable. She’s exactly the sort of person you say you care about. She’s an extraordinary person, she lives life so deeply but everything hurts her, it’s like – she’s got splinters in all of her fingertips and glass in her feet. If this comes out, even by accident, if the police come for me and she finds out – she’s been in hospital before, she’s tried to . . .’ If I say the words, tears will follow. ‘It took a lot, you know, for me to come here today. But I would do anything to protect Honor from this. As a mother, you know what that’s like.’

Nothing. I should have known it was no use appealing to her on those grounds.

It suddenly feels imperative that I justify my own inexcusable place in all this. ‘It would have ended there. I’ve never forgiven myself, you know. I was only seventeen and I didn’t know the first thing about how these things work and,’ my voice catches but I will not cry in front of her. I want to say poor but the word won’t come out, so I say: ‘I was so hungry, I was so bloody cold.’

Cowd seems to echo around the room. Helen’s face is expressionless. Why should she care about my excuses? She never made any.

An electronic bell makes me jump.

‘Ah,’ she says. ‘It’s time for me to go back to work. I’ll walk you out.’

I have made myself vulnerable before her and got steel in response. What was I hoping for? Some kind of sisterhood?

‘Is it going to be all right?’ I plead with her.

‘Thank you for your time, Dr Thackeray.’

I emerge blinking and confused into the autumn sun. A family of Chinese tourists ask me to take their picture; the phone the father hands me is the same model as my own but after five attempts I’ve only produced some blurred pictures of feet. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, and thrust it back into their hands. Unable to face the Tube, I hail a taxi to take me back to Liverpool Street. The river is to my right as we chunter past Embankment, Temple, Blackfriars until the river road ends and the buildings rise on either side, stealing the sky from me.

I have no idea whether I have just made things better or worse.


Chapter 14

Against all odds, against a signal failure at Manningtree, a gridlock in Diss station car park and that bastard level crossing, I make it back to Nazareth – to Park Royal Manor – for 7.45 p.m. The buffet car was shut and I’ve only had coffee and one bite of a scone since breakfast this morning. I’m shaking with hunger by the time I get back. Mum doesn’t usually eat this late, so when I smell the cooking from the corridor, I’m grateful that Colette’s managed to make her hold out this long. The dining table is set for five, but there are only two faces around it. Sam’s is weary and Honor’s is tear-stained.

‘Sweetheart!’ The chronic remorse of the past is replaced by the acute guilt of the moment.

‘She didn’t know who I was, Mum. She didn’t recognise me.’

‘Colette had to take Debbie back,’ says Sam, hair bobbing. His face is framed by a babyish aureole that has crossed the line from genius mad professor to unkempt. It won’t do him any favours with clients. I hadn’t known until we began to spend time apart that he has become the kind of man who needs his wife to tell him when it’s time for a haircut. His eyes go to the kitchen, where smashed crockery nestles in a dustpan. Mine go to Honor: he sees the conclusion I’m jumping to and heads me off before I can land there. ‘No, it was Debbie. It all got a bit much for her.’

I don’t know what’s worse: the distress my mother must have felt, being seated in this strange house opposite the blue-haired freak, or Honor’s horror at seeing her grandmother’s deterioration. Either way, I should have been here.

‘Oh, God,’ I say. ‘Come here, Honor.’ I stroke her back. My fingertips read her: well-covered ribs tell me she’s eating enough.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I say. ‘We should’ve all gone to Colette’s. I should never have gone in, I should’ve said tomorrow instead.’

‘I thought work said it had to be today?’ Sam looks up sharply, spotting the bad join in my stories, but I know he won’t say anything in front of Honor.

‘Yes, I know, that’s what I meant. Sorry, I’m all over the place. I should eat. Is the food spoiled?’

‘I’ll dish up,’ says Sam.

Honor fills a wineglass for me as I empty my bag out; keys in the bowl, phone on the worktop. ‘I love that you still use my case,’ she says, picking it up and sliding her thumb under the flap. I had it on silent while I was in the car but there could be a message from Jesse on the screen. There could be a text from Helen. I go to snatch it from her hand, knocking the glass at her elbow. She catches it by the stem; it sloshes but doesn’t smash.

‘What a save,’ she says, her achievement distracting her from the grab that caused it. Sam has noticed, though. Something in his face has folded closed.

The food is nice – some kind of casserole, chicken and olives – and the wine takes the edge off things. Sam seems to have relaxed, too; and if he calls me out on my edginess I’ll blame it on stress.

As I decant the leftovers into Tupperware, Honor and Sam settle down on the sofa, each plugged into a device. My two favourite faces glowing Facebook blue in the dark; a picture of what I stand to lose.

What would Sam do if he knew where I’d been today and why? I don’t think he would leave me, not if I could make him see how that would derail Honor. He would stay with me, but the love I know, that deluded, dependable love, would be gone, and that would be the second greatest loss I could imagine.

‘Look at us, ignoring each other in favour of screens like a proper family,’ says Sam.

‘Actually, I’m going to deactivate all my social for a bit,’ Honor replies. ‘I read that it can be as harmful for mental health as smoking skunk. It literally re-routes your nervous system, it makes you dependent on the next dopamine hit; it’s like crack. Or sugar. I really want a clear head for this term.’

I know she’s right, but Instagram is my baby monitor.

‘Go for it,’ says Sam. ‘I checked Twitter last night. Glanced up and I’d lost an hour.’

‘I might start not even turning my phone on till like 4 p.m.’

This is a step too far. ‘But what if I need to check you’re all right?’ The thought of her being in London, incommunicado, sends a flare up inside me. ‘What if you need me?’

Honor looks at me like I’m an idiot. ‘Then I turn on my phone and ring you.’

But we all know that when she’s low, she doesn’t reach out. ‘We can pay for a landline, can’t we Sam, in case we need to reach you.’

‘Mum.’ From Honor’s eye-roll you’d think she’d never had a day’s vulnerability in her life. ‘The whole point is not being reachable. Not having to answer to anyone else. Just being on my own. I thought you’d be happy for me? I honestly think in years to come we’ll regard internet use the way we think about cigarette-smoking in the olden days, we’ll look back and think, how did they not know what they were doing to themselves?’

Sam shoots me a warning look over his iPad that condenses so many conversations we’ve had. Stop smothering her. Respect her wishes. I know he’s right, but I can’t stop myself from talking. Not least because any big shift in Honor’s behaviour patterns can be a flag.

‘But the landline would only be for us to call. You wouldn’t have to give out your number to anyone else.’

‘Mum! You count as other people, don’t you get it?’

She doesn’t want me. I hide my grief in humour. ‘OK. It was just an idea. I’ll back off.’ I hold my hands up and walk backwards across the kitchen in mock surrender. It breaks the atmosphere and makes Honor laugh.

‘Anyway, since I’m having a binge before I go cold turkey, want to see what I’ve found?’ She pats the seat next to me and I’m so grateful to be invited back into her space that I nearly fall over in my haste. ‘You might be able to explain some of it to me; I’d like to get your take on it. It’s actually harder than you’d think to find pictures of what this place used to be like,’ she says. ‘You’ve got to wade through pages of property websites and bland interior shots before you can get anywhere, but I’ve come up with some gold. This place was wild back in the day.’ She tilts the screen my way. Sam mouths you OK? at me and it takes me a few seconds to remember my fabricated phobia. Fine, I mouth back. A Victorian daguerreotype leers up at me in ghoulish sepia. I only know she’s a woman from the frilly dress: her features are coarse and her hair’s been hacked off.

‘She was epileptic and they locked her up for it. Can you imagine?’

‘No,’ I say weakly.

‘Fucking hell. Here’s a list of why women were put away the year it opened.’ The yellowed facsimile on her screen doesn’t look that different to the notes they were using well into the twentieth century. ‘Death of sons in war, medicine to prevent conception, eating snuff, religious mania, scarlatina – whatever that is – domestic abuse, alcohol, melancholia – and these are just the ones I can read! Congenital defect ascertained, ill-treated by husband – can you believe this shit?’

‘Ooh, hello,’ says Sam, tapping his own tablet. ‘You’ll like this, Honor. Some artists got into the hospital after it was abandoned and took loads of photographs. Look.’ He shifts along; the three of us have recreated the bedtime huddle from when we used to read her Peter Rabbit, but instead of turning the page on watercolours, Sam’s swiping through a seemingly endless bank of images.

‘Wild,’ says Honor, as a slideshow of fallen debris, fluoro murals and dismembered mannequins plays before her. There’s a picture of the abandoned pharmacy, shelves swept clean, nothing left for Clay to steal and sell on. ‘They’re incredible shots and not a filter in sight,’ says Honor. ‘Back then you would’ve had to really know what you were doing to get pictures like that. They’re not credited. I wonder who took them?’

Images scroll past: there’s the doorway where I first saw Michelle through the grille in the door. It’s unlocked in the photograph and swinging wide. Honor swipes left onto the ward where I lost my virginity. It might even be the same bed. I can’t look any more.

‘Anyone else want some more wine, or a G&T? I fancy something a bit lighter.’

‘I’m good thanks, Mum.’

‘Not for me, darling.’

I have my back to them as I busy myself with glass and ice. Three fingers of Bombay Sapphire and a clumsy splash of Fever Tree.

Then Honor says, ‘Christ,’ and goes deadly silent, and then, ‘Oh, her poor son.’

She holds it up for my inspection but I don’t need to see it. They always use the same picture of Julia Solomon, those lovely dark eyes staring across the decades, one slender arm around the nuzzling toddler. ‘Did you know about this, Mum?’

I halve my drink before answering. ‘Yes, of course. I was a teenager at the time. It was on the national news but it was a huge story around here for years. It’s really sad.’

‘Sad? It’s an abomination! How could it have been allowed to happen?’ Her eyes flick from side to side. God knows what blog she’s reading, what archived tabloid rant or broadsheet opinion piece, but you can’t get very far down this click-hole without coming across Helen’s picture or her name. Chin tucked into her neck, face creased in indignation, for a second Honor looks like I do now. If she sees anything, though, she doesn’t make the connection. Why would she?


Chapter 15

Dirty brown leaves tumble against a white sky and bounce off my windscreen. On the roadside verges, stripped hawthorn branches are keep-out spikes for the fairweather visitors. Autumn returns Suffolk to those of us who live here all year around.

‘Just remind me,’ says Mum, in the too-bright tone she reserves for covering the gaps in her memory. ‘Where were we, again, this morning?’ The question costs her. These are the most heartbreaking moments: when she knows that she doesn’t know. Heartbreaking because this stage too will pass and it will mean the loss of the last of her.

‘We were at the hospital, in Ipswich,’ I say.

‘For work?’ This is a leap sideways: when we were at geriatric outpatients this morning she didn’t remember she had ever worked there.

‘No, for your check-up.’

‘Of course,’ she says, so cheerfully I know she doesn’t remember. Is there any part of her that knows that hospital is the reason I exist? Morten Larkas was a Norwegian neurologist over for a conference who took a pretty young nurse out for a drink on his last night in Ipswich. By the time I found out his name he was married with children; by the time I found out his address he was dead. I glance at Mum, scrutinising her reflection, a light, vacant smile on her face. The air in this car seems to throb with conversations we’ll never have now. Why didn’t she want a relationship with my father or Colette’s? Why was she too proud to ask them for support? It’s not as though she had some unorthodox parenting ethos that a man would’ve interfered with.

I suppose I should be encouraged that she’s never mentioned my father in all the time she’s been ill. I worry daily about my own old age, about a lifetime of care and control undone as I blurt something while Honor ferries me around, crunches my medication into yoghurt. The thought of ever being a burden on my daughter twists at my guts.

Instead of talking I shove the Now That’s What I Call the 90s CD into the player and let Boyzone carry us home.

Colette’s waiting at the door for us. She’s had her hair done while we’ve been out. A soft, reddy-brown dye, flicky at the ends. I tell her I love it, then update her on this morning and add the latest notes to the box file of medical records.

‘Stay for a coffee?’ says Colette, filling the kettle.

‘If you can spare me, I fancy an afternoon on my own.’ I want to wallow in my weird mood, to spend the afternoon lolling on the sofa chain-watching The Good Wife and eating a whole wheel of Brie on an entire packet of crackers.

‘Give me a hug. I love you.’

I pull the front door closed behind me. As I pop-pop the car open, my phone vibrates in my bag.

‘You were right,’ says Helen Greenlaw. I sink into the driver’s seat and close the door behind me. I don’t have to ask what I was right about.

‘How did he do it?’

‘He approached me as I was walking along Millbank. I suppose it’s known from my ten thousand steps initiative that I commute from Pimlico on foot. It comes up in interviews and profiles and such.’

I make a mental note: Pimlico. One stop on the Victoria line away from Honor’s beloved Vauxhall. She lived there while Robin was an MP, three white stucco storeys of super-prime real estate in St George’s Square that she sold after he died; I checked. It’s something to go on.

‘Was he in a state? Did you tell him I’d been to see you?’ My heart pauses while I wait for the answer.

Does she hesitate here, or is paranoia playing tricks on me? ‘No. It was very perfunctory, the whole exchange over in moments. He introduced himself, told me what he wanted, said he needed cash and then gave me a rendezvous.’

My heart resumes, double time for the skipped beats. Behind my fury there is something approaching admiration: I didn’t think he had it in him; the research, the trip to London. Underneath that lurks something bigger and darker. I had underestimated everything about him; how he felt about me, how hard he has taken my ‘betrayal’, how serious he is about scaring me.

‘Right.’ I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with this information. ‘Well, thanks for letting me know.’

‘No, I haven’t finished. I need you to do something for me.’ There is no question mark in her sentence and no coaxing in her tone. I am being given an order from a superior. ‘He wants cash, naturally. Getting the money won’t be a problem but the delivery is concerning. He won’t come back to London, doesn’t want it happening anywhere near a camera, so he’s asked me to deposit it in a location somewhere on the eastbound carriageway of the A12.’ When she describes the meeting point I know it instantly. It was a little old-fashioned petrol station but it’s just a mess of rubble now, concrete stumps where the pumps used to be, the odd trucker parked up for a sleep, only visible if you know when to look up. They pulled it down a few years ago and built a BP garage and an M&S Food on the other side of the road. ‘I can’t go alone.’ It’s a statement of fact, not an expression of fear.

‘Jesse’s not violent,’ I say, realising only then that I’m afraid to be alone with him.

‘In fact it’s more of a practical reason than that,’ says Helen briskly. ‘I have cataracts, I can’t drive and this assignation naturally isn’t something I want to advertise. I can hardly have a taxi driver deposit me somewhere like this.’ It takes a few seconds to process what she’s asking of me. If I don’t help her, anything that makes her vulnerable to discovery also puts me at risk. She clearly takes my silence for someone working up the courage to refuse her. ‘I did not ask for these floodgates to be opened any more than you did, but since they have been, you must act in self-preservation.’

Well, she’s the expert in that.

‘Marianne.’

For the first time in my career I feel like insisting someone addresses me as Dr Thackeray, but I bite my tongue. ‘I’m here, I’m thinking, just give me a second.’ I can’t disguise the plea in my voice; knowing this is panic, not defiance, she lets me think.

I take a deep breath. ‘I’m not getting out of the car,’ I say. ‘I don’t want him to see me with you.’


Chapter 16

Helen emerges blinking from Diss station. She is dressed casually in slacks and the kind of flat shoes with a Velcro fastening you see advertised in the back pages of The Telegraph magazine. I go to search her eyes for the milkiness of cataracts but reactor lenses in her glasses turn grey-brown in the low autumn sun.

The money must be in her hard black handbag. Diss is hardly a criminal black spot but nowhere is mugger-proof and I find myself walking on the side of her, then finally offering to hold it. For all its bulk it’s surprisingly light.

‘How much did he ask you for?’ I say, once we’re in the car.

‘Ten.’ She keeps her own eyes on the road.

It’s a small fortune – certainly more than I could have laid my hands on at that kind of notice, even if I could explain it away to Sam. Helen Greenlaw sits next to me in what I think of as Mum’s seat. There’s a deceptive vulnerability in her tiny frame, the easy-on shoes. She looks doddery, even sweet: old age reduces all of us to innocence, on the surface at least.

‘Whereabouts in Pimlico do you live?’

I see her weigh up the pros and cons of guarding her privacy; the fact that she tells me I take as a sign of trust, or rather resignation; we have got her, now. ‘A little mews house, off St George’s Square,’ she
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