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one





Jules had put off clearing out the office for ages. Not so much because she expected to find anything, more for fear of reawakening painful memories of her time with Will. But she needed the space; her Chelsea town house was far from large, and keeping one room locked away made no sense. So she steeled herself, inched open the door, and, armed with a vacuum cleaner, dusters, and tons of rubbish bags, she went to work.


Heaps of old letters, of bills and receipts, of ancient yellow, curled faxes and aged theater programs were piled on the floor, against the walls, and on the expensive antique satinwood desk Jules had bought for her then-beloved husband. Even the seat of the matching chair was stacked high with out-of-date catalogs and used checkbooks and grubby bits of paper.


But there were no ghosts. No lingering shades of Will, of his handsome face, his charming smile. No pain. No unhappiness. Not even any memories. Just a dusty, dirty, disused room. And the detritus of a life. Of a marriage.


Jules eased the paper wrapping off a curl of black plastic bags, pulled one from the roll, and teased it open. To begin with, she threw everything away, eager to get rid of it and Will. But as she made her way through it all, she began to look at a letter here and there. Soon she was reading everything, amazed by this new insight into someone she had thought she knew as well as she could know anyone. Shed been aware that her husband wasnt the most truthful person in the worldher girlfriends Lily, Mara, and Terry still laughed at his telling a story about how he had once rescued a party of English schoolchildren who were lost in the Gobi Desertbut reading through the litter of his life she realized just how bad it had been. Truth held as little meaning for him as Egyptian hieroglyphics did for her.


There were dozens of complaints from dissatisfied customers of his interior design company. Letters threatening court action unless he returned deposits paid on jobs he hadnt finished. Jobs he hadnt even started. Jobs he had no intention of ever starting. Will had always insisted that his clients loved him. That the reason he never made any money was because he couldnt bear not to use the best materials, the best fabrics. But in reality it was because he never got around to doing any work at all.


Amazed by the sheer depths of her ex-husbands duplicity, Jules plowed through the heaps of unpaid bills. The stacks of final demands. The endless, threatening notes from creditors.


Then, she picked up a letter from a Mr. Giddes, a fertility consultant based in Harley Street. As she read through it, her body went rigid with shock.


Bastard. How could he do this to me? she screamed.


Will had lied to her. He was infertile.


Where a normal sperm count was between 20 and 100 million, his was barely 5 million. That might seem like a lotafter all, it took only onebut Jules knew those kinds of low numbers made fathering a baby almost impossible without the help of in vitro fertilization. Particularly as, according to this, Will also had nonexistent motility. In other words, the few sperm he was producing were going nowhere.


I am afraid that, given these results, there is no chance of your fathering a child in the usual fashion, the letter clearly stated.


Wills sperm was useless. Inert. Dead.


All those years, hed let her believe that he was fine, knowing she was going to be devastated every month when she found out she wasnt pregnant. He had watched her ripping open packets of tests, listened to her praying that this would be the day, heard her sobbing as she realized that yet again there would be no baby. He watched her, on the street staring at infants, crying when she saw pictures of mothers and newborns, drooling over the tiny dresses in Petite Etoile. Year after year. Without saying a thing.


She should have known something was wrong when he refused to go for a sperm test. Shed believed his story about the son hed fathered when he was in his twenties, the son whod later been killed, with his mother, in an accident. When her tests came back and there was nothing wrong with her, her doctor suggested that that was no guarantee, that the mother might have made a mistake about Wills being the father. Or even lied. So Jules had tried to talk to Will, to ask him as gently as she could to take the test anyway, just to confirm things. And hed hit her. Hard. She could still hear him yelling at her. Didnt she understand what she was asking? Why did she want to hurt him by dredging up all those old, bad memories associated with children and hospitals and tests? The whole thing was unnecessary, just a stupid whim to reassure her and that old hag of a doctor shed insisted on seeing. Hed fathered a child. His sperm was fine. If there was a problem, it must be with her.


Now, looking at the letter, knowing the truth, his lies appeared pathetically, painfully obvious. Back then shed been too worried to think straight. Instead, she had convinced herself that all the two of them needed to do was relax, be patient, and it would happen. There were years of taking her temperature, of rushing home to make love at the right moment, of lying back afterward, giving things time to happen, hoping month after month, only for those hopes to be dashed again and again as every test proved negative. Until, finally, worn out, unable to cope with even one more disappointment, Jules gave up on the idea.


Lily, Terry, and Mara had wanted her to go for fertility treatments, but she couldnt bring herself to do it. She was convinced that it would just mean more of the same: eager expectation followed by bitter disappointment, only magnified a thousand times once doctors and procedures and hospitals were involved.


Jules stared at the letter in her hand, repelled by the musty smell of disuse that hung in the air, struggling to understand how much her ex-husband must have hated her.


She started to cry. All those wasted years. If he had only told her, had just been honest, she would have embraced IVF. She would have given anything, sacrificed anything to make sure it worked and that she and Will had a child together. Part of her knew she wasnt being rational, that their disastrous relationship wouldnt have been saved by a baby. She wouldve hated being tied to him forever as the mother of his child. And been terrified that if he could hit her, he might do the same to their baby. But she allowed herself to dream, if only for a moment. Their child would have been school age by now, a little son or daughter for Jules to dress and play with and love. The only thing she had ever really, really wanted and failed to get was a child. Instead, she was alone.


Jules crushed the paper she was holding in her hands, hurled it at the wall, then hunted for something more satisfying to throw. Something that might break. There was nothing. She spun around, her white-blond hair flying around her face, her pale green eyes raging, and kicked out at a paper-stuffed black trash bag, sending it soaring across the tiny attic bedroom her ex-husband had once used as an office. Her mind was filled with dreams of revenge, of wonderful, satisfying retribution, of ways to make Will feel as bad as she had when shed read the letter.


But then, she stopped short. Wait a second. If hed lied to her, that meant she was fine. A huge smile spread over Juless elegant, tanned face. She was fine. She was only thirty-eight; there was still time. She could have a baby. Her smile got impossibly wider. A baby.
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Terry crossed her hands over the oversize wheel and spun it to her left. Thank God for power steering. Without it, there was no way a hundred-and-twenty-pound, five-foot-nothing like her could do this job. The double-decker bus passed the glassed-over entrance to Victoria Station and made its way unerringly through the crowded bays, then pulled up in an empty space. Terry turned off the engine and heard the heavy footsteps of passengers leaving the upper deck and pouring out of the rear of the bus.


It was lunchtime. They were in the middle of the first warm spell of the year and everyone was desperate to catch some sunshine in case this was the only glimpse of summer theyd get. Just as keen to get a short break from her hot, airless cab, Terry opened the door and leaped the four feet down to the ground.


Youre crazy, came a shout, and a short, round, smiling man in a black serge uniform with a ticket machine on a strap appeared at Terrys shoulder. One of these days, youre going to break a leg.


Silly. All these years and I havent yet, have I? Terry smiled at Fred, her conductor.


Youre getting on, love. Womens bones, they get brittle, you know.


Getting on? Ill give you getting on. Its not me whos retiring next year, now is it?


Cant wait. Itll get me away from you at last.



Never. Ive told May Ill be round every day for my tea just to annoy you.


Aagh! Mother of God, what can I have done to deserve that? Fred grinned at Terry. Theyd been together off and on for almost fifteen years now and he both liked and admired her. Maybe to start with, healong with many othershad had his doubts about a woman driver, but shed long since won him over. Not only because she was good at her job but also because he genuinely enjoyed her company.


Something good, of course. See you in a bit. Terry rushed into the station, stopping only to grab a cup of coffee and a sandwich from Pret A Manger before she set out again.


When shed first seen the ad for trainee drivers in the Standard, years ago, shed been sure they wouldnt want her. But she was alone with her baby son, Paul, and was desperate for a regular job with regular hours so that she could predict when shed be home, when she could pick him up from the sitters, when shed have to take him back. Shed fled her grim, unloving, disapproving family in Liverpool when she was seventeen and after that had skipped from job to job, never staying all that long anywhere. Her usual mainstaysbarmaiding, waitressingwere no good anymore since they required being out at night. She didnt want to work in a shopthe wages were low and shed come home exhausted after all the hours on her feet. She had no real qualifications, so an office job was out of the question. Sitting in a nice warm bus, looking out at the sights of London, with good wages and even a pension plan, that sounded grand. But did they take women? And women as small as she was?


Terry had been amazed when she was given a trial run, and even more amazed when shed discovered she had a real aptitude for the job. She hadnt fully understood the explanation her first instructor had given her, but it was something to do with depth perception. An inch to someone else was a mile to her. She could turn the huge red double-decker around corners with no worries about hitting parked cars, could drive through the smallest spaces with no concern that she might have an accident. She knew instinctively and absolutely when the bus would fit and when it wouldnt. So she had become one of London Transports very few female drivers. And she loved it.


She loved the joking with the other drivers and the rapport she had with Fred. She loved driving through the city. Even though she had been on the same route, passing the same bits of London over and over, for years now, there was always something different to see. Different people, different windows in stores, different billboards. Old, sad buildings torn down to be replaced gradually by glassy new ones.


More than anything else, she loved the fact that she had become a recognizable character on the number 73 route. From Victoria to Stoke Newington, people in shops, pedestrians, passengers would see her and remember. As she drove along busy Oxford Street, through fashionable Islington, and up into run-down Newington Green, they caught a glimpse of her diminutive figure behind the wheel, controlling the red monster of a bus, and it made them smile.





THREE HOURS later, her shift finished, Terry walked through the door of her two-bedroom flat that took up the whole of the first floor of a large Victorian house in Stoke Newington. She hadnt known the area until shed started driving to it every day, but shed felt at home there immediately. Lots of big, old run-down houses split into apartments, a plain, unflowery park complete with lake and deer, a good mix of people, some truly great Indian restaurants, and, most important, London property she could afford.


A small bundle of tan-colored, high-octane energy came racing down the hallway and leaped into Terrys arms, tail wagging furiously.


Minnie, youre mad, you are, Terry said, her soft, nasal Liverpool accent still audible despite her years in London.


The dog, an unidentifiable mixture of God knew how many varieties, which Terry had found abandoned in an animal shelter, started enthusiastically licking her mistresss face. Okay, okay, thats enough. Yes, I love you too. Terry put Minnie down on the floor.


Paul, Im home, Terry shouted as she shrugged out of her jacket. The uniform was the only bad thing about being a bus driver.


Paul! No answer. It was five oclock. He should be home from school by now. He was probably holed up in his room.


Followed by Minnie, Terry walked along a narrow corridor lined with photographs of her son, from cute infancy to spotty adolescence, and opened a stripped pine door at the end. Her bedroom was small and almost completely filled by a king-size brass bed that doubled as a wardrobe. Brightly colored clothes, gleaming necklaces, glittering beads, printed scarves, feathers and hats and belts and bags were thrown over its two ends, woven between its curls and loops, hanging from its four posts. It looked as if it was made of clothes, with only the occasional glimpse of gleaming brass giving any hint of what lurked underneath all the cotton and wool and silk.


When Terry got home from work, she immediately changed into some combination of vintage clothing, all of which shed bought for almost nothing at garage sales or in thrift shops. There seemed to be no method to what she wore; she paid no attention to any rules, ignored what colors should go together, loved things that were supposed to clash but on her somehow didnt.


She was self-conscious about her weight, disliking her lack of height, her curvy frame, and her generous bosom, but few other people noticed. Her quirky, mix-and-match clothes were the perfect complement to her long, curly red hair, her pale skin and light hazel eyes, while her voluptuous build was masked by her narrow ankles and elegant calves. Terry looked like no one else.


Ten minutes later, she walked along the narrow corridor wearing an old blue dress, a mauve cardigan, and some multicolored beads, Minnie at her heels. She went up a set of five steps and stopped outside a door decorated with a skull and crossbones and the words Death to Anyone Who Enters painted on a piece of driftwood. Paul? she asked.


Silence. Terry knocked on the door. Nothing. She knocked again, louder. A groan.


Teatime, Terry called through the door. She knew better than to open it unasked. Still no reply. Hey, its after five. Youve got to be hungry. Come on.


Dont want anything. His words were muffled by the door but still audible.


Paul. I bet you had no lunch, did you? And not much dinner last night


The door slammed open. Terry looked up at her fifteen-year-old son. Just a few months ago it seemed she had been able to meet him eye to eye. Now he was about a foot taller. Though he was thin and still coltish, his voice had broken and there were definite traces of the man he would become. As well as the acne of teenagehood.


I dont want anything, okay? At the sound of Pauls voice, Minnie backed away from the door, her teeth bared.



Youre still growing. You need to keep up your strength.


Pauls sigh and slumping shoulders said everything, but Terry wouldnt give up. He had to eat.


Come on. I know, egg in the hole. Think Ive got some eggs and some bread


Egg in the hole? Im not a kid. Are you nuts?


Terrys overly strict, deeply religious grandparents had blamed her for her mothers running off with a man when Terry was only three, leaving them to care for her. Theyd expected Terry to repeat this fall from grace and tried to pray the devil out of her morning and night and five times on Sundays, punishing her severely for every tiny infraction of their rigid rules. She could still hear the tirade and taste the week of bread and water shed endured after shed made the mistake of telling her grandmother she was nuts.


When Terry had first learned she was pregnant with Paul, she had vowed not to be like her grandmother in any way. In the early years, it had been easy, but recently it had become more of a struggle. Never had she been closer to breaking her vow than in the last few months.


She took a deep breath and tried again. Well call for pizza if you like. A huge concession. Terry was yet again trying to lose some weight and pizza was a definite no-no.


No food, Paul shouted. A low growl came from Minnie.


You crazy dog. Its Paul. Minnie was a separatist at heart. She hated men. Particularly men in uniform, but knife-thin creases and a load of brass buttons werent strictly necessary. She also loathed men in general. Any one she saw, if she got a chance, she gave him a nip. Shed been fine with Paul as he was growing up, but recently, when his voice had dropped, shed become more suspicious of him.


Im going out. Paul brushed past Terry and jumped down the stairs in one go.


Terry followed him to the front door. Hey, love, dont walk out. Whats wrong? She reached out to touch his shoulder.


He jerked away from her hand and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.


Terry sighed and leaned back against the wall. It had been the reappearance of his father that had triggered this in Paul. Until then hed been occasionally difficult, stubborn, quick to anger, but he was also always quick to apologize and make things right between them. They had been close friends as much as mother and son, but Finns arrival had changed all that.


Terry hadnt seen Finn since Paul was born. Then, three months before, on a hot summers night, hed arrived on her doorstep, leaning unsteadily against the wall outside, scarcely able to walk by himself. Terrys first thought had been not to help him. How could he come to her like that? But then shed heard the fear and the excitement and the hope in Pauls voice as he came up behind her and asked if the man on the doorstep was his dad.


Shed known then that she couldnt turn Finn away. So she and Paul had helped him up the stairs and got him undressed and into her bed. Hardly able to speak beyond a whispered hoarse, throaty thanks, hed fallen asleep. And slept and slept and slept. Terry began to worry when it was more than twenty-four hours. Finally, when the sweetly cloying, old-sweat smell in her room overcame the open windows and the potpourri and the fresh flowers, she called an ambulance. Finn was rushed to hospital, where he lingered another forty-eight hours before dying of cirrhosis. Without ever waking up or saying a word to Paul.


From that moment, Terrys son had been impossible. Unwilling to talk to his mother, to help her, or to let her help him, to do anything other than sulk and brood and lose his temper. It didnt matter what she did. If she left him alone, he accused her of not caring. If she talked to him, he was angry. If she shouted at him, he was furious. Mind you, he was right. She must be nuts to offer him egg in the hole like that as if he were a baby.
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The sharp, metallic sound of an electronic doorbell echoed through the half-furnished Kings Cross loft with its deep, industrial windows looking out onto Regents Canal, its dark, brick walls, wide wooden floorboards, and bolted iron pillars. The enormous space was virtually empty. Apart from two extra-large burgundy leather sofas, a vast glass-and-wood coffee table, and a tall dark-haired man pacing the floor. Sean Grainger.


He walked to the intercom and, without checking to see who it was, buzzed open the front door to the building. He stood right there, waiting for his guest and mentally crossing his fingers. Hoping that Ball, the latest in a long line of private detectives, would have something this time but fearing it would be more of the same. You have to be patient, Mr. Grainger. The trail is very cold, Mr. Grainger. People are remarkably difficult to find if they want to stay lost, Mr. Grainger. Joe Ball had come highly recommended and had given Sean no reason to doubt his hard work, but months had gone by and still the detective had found no sign of his boys.


A couple of minutes later, Ball was sitting on one of the sofas with Sean opposite him, a cold can of beer clutched in his hand. They were a mismatched pair. Ball was of medium height, balding, and overweighthanging around watching other peoples lives didnt leave a lot of opportunity for exercisewhile Grainger was a tall powerful man, his shaggy dark hair unthinned by his forty-five years.



Sean leaned forward, So? Whatve you got for me?


Not very much, Im afraid, Mr. Grainger.


Then, theres something?


No. Not really.


No trace at all?


Mr. Grainger, people are remarkably difficult to find


Yes, I know, I know all that. Sean couldnt bear to hear Balls platitudes one more time. Its been eighteen months. Theres got to be something. The boys must be at school somewhere?


Ball leaned forward, putting unwelcome strain on the lower buttons of his shirt. We did discuss this before, if you remember, Mr. Grainger. There is no record of them attending any school in the UK.


But Canada? What about the detective we hired in Canada? Hasnt he come up with anything? Isobel, his ex-wife, had been brought up in Vancouver and still had family there. If shed left the country with the boys, Sean was convinced that was where she would have gone.


No trace of the boys at all. Or of their mother. Im sorry.


Whats she doing? Is she teaching them herself, at home?


There would still be records. Home education is very strictly monitored.


Then where are they?


The world is a very large place, Mr. Grainger. They could be anywhere. Australia. New Zealand. Europe. South America. And without something to go on, some clue, well


The man she ran away with? Hes got to be employed somewhere to support them all.


There are a lot of Steve Joneses, sir. And he could be working anywhere in the world. Youre in construction, you know how in demand plumbers are.


The tax people? No one can avoid paying taxes.


Weve been over and over that. Confidential, Im afraid. Perhaps if hed committed a crime


He did. He stole my sons.


Well, sir, not really. The police arent treating this as a kidnapping, as such. Ball was polite but skeptical.



I know. I know. Because Isobel took them. But I still dont understand why. She didnt even like being a parent much. Why did she do it?


People do things for the strangest reasons, sir. You say she was very keen on Steve Jones. Perhaps she wanted him to think of her as a good, loving mother.


Sean nodded. Balls theory made sense. Isobel and her lover had been together only a few months when theyd disappeared. He was almost ten years younger than she was, and though Sean had seen them together only a few brief times, it had been obvious that she was bothered by the difference in age. She hadnt been the cool, superior Isobel Sean remembered from their marriage but instead was all over the young, handsome, rather smug Jones, constantly touching him, checking to see that he was happy, as if she were expecting him to change his mind about her any minute and walk out the door. Sean had been surprised by her choiceJones was rather rougher than Isobels normal tastebut she had seemed crazy about him. Ball could be right. Even though she hadnt liked being a parent, Isobel hated people to think ill of her and certainly wouldnt have wanted her lover to believe she was a bad mother who didnt care about her children.


Sean couldnt regret his marriage to Isobelthat would mean regretting having the boysbut looking back, he could see that when they had gotten together, he had been in no state to choose a wife. Between girlfriends and still missing his much-loved mother who had died a few months before, he was lonely and vulnerable and eager to find someone to help him blot out his grief. Easy game for Isobel, a failing actress desperate to find herself a successful husband who would keep her in style and allow her to retire gracefully before her sell-by date. His looks, his success, and his newfound financial clout made him attractive to her; her strength, her elegance, her apparent invulnerability made her irresistible to him. Add all that to the natural sexual attraction between two good-looking people and there was only one result. The two were married, on the island of Antigua by a local judge, only three months after they had met.


To begin with, all was well. Sean loved Isobels style, her ability to charm clients for him, her apparent admiration of him. Isobel loved Seans kindness, his interest in her, his willingness to listen to her problems. And she adored playing the part of a happily married woman helping her husband with his career. Then, gradually, Sean began to notice that they had little in common. He loved Charlton; she thought football was for idiots. He was happy to spend his time with Ray and Babs; she thought they were dull and staid, and wanted him to cultivate people who could be of some use. He loved his work for itself; she cared only for the money it made. Still, when they couldnt think of anything to say to each other, they could always go to bed. That continued to work despite the lack of sympathy elsewhere.


Then, two years into the marriage, Mark was born. Isobel had thought she wanted children, saw herself in the role of perfect, caring mother. It was only when she was face-to-face with the reality of parenthood, with the vomit on her lovingly chosen designer clothes, the nights spent feeding and comforting a screaming infant, that she realized she had been wrong. But it was too late. She was stuck.


Sean, on the other hand, took to fatherhood with ease. He loved Mark, loved the smell of him, the feel of him, just the fact that he existed, more deeply than he had ever loved anything. His attachment to Isobel, his enthusiasm for his work were nothing compared to his feelings for his son. He wanted another child as soon as possible, determined that Mark should not grow up alone. He had two sisters himself, but they were so much older than he was that he felt he knew what it was like to be an only child and didnt want that for his beloved son.


Isobel was reluctant, but eventually, with promises of live-in nannies to help, Sean persuaded her. And Ben was born. She managed another three years of married life before deciding shed had enough. Acting star-crossed lover for all she was worth, she dumped Sean for one of his competitors in the construction business, leaving the boys staying with their father.


Sean had been fairly sure that things between him and his wife were over before she left; after three months without her, he was completely convinced. He filed for divorce. A year later, once he had agreed to give Isobel their house in Battersea as well as a large lump sum and had accepted her lawyers insistence on joint custody, he was free.


The money meant nothing to Sean compared to his boys. And he ended up having Mark and Ben much more than the custody agreement said he should; Isobel wasnt really all that interested in them. As they got slightly older, she wanted them morethey were good-looking boys, perfect accessories to set off her slowly fading looks, both trained to behave like perfect little gentlemen, to light cigarettes and open doors for her friendsbut still they spent most of their time with Sean.


Until Isobel began to feel her age. And fell in love with Steve Jones. And ran away.


In hindsight, Sean could see that his attempt to take Isobel to court to get full custody of Mark and Ben might have been ill-advised. If hed done nothing, maybe she wouldnt have fled with her lover. Maybe hed still have his sons. But he couldnt have ignored her leaving them alone while she went out to a nightclub with Steve Jones. The boys had been by themselves for five hours. They had been only seven and five. Anything could have happened.


They are safe, arent they? Sean stared hard at Ball, desperate for any kind of reassurance.


Of course theyre safe, sir.


Sean grabbed his cigarettes and lighter from the coffee table, fumbled a Camel out of the box, and lit up. But how can you know that? Sean snapped out the words. Come on, how can you know? If she left them alone once, why wont she do it again?


Mr. Grainger, she wants to stay hidden.


So?


Wherever they are, theyll have neighbors. And the fastest way to be found is to be reported to the social services. From everything you tell me, shes not stupid. Shell be aware of the danger.


Maybe. I hope youre right. Sean ground out his cigarette. He felt useless. But what could he do? When the boys had first disappeared, hed taken to driving around aimlessly, praying for any sign of them, knowing that the odds were infinitesimal. That he had more chance of winning the lottery and the pools on the same day than of just happening to run across Ben or Mark or even Isobel. But doing something had made him feel a bit better. And still, wherever he was, he searched the faces of strangers, hoping that one of them would be his ex-wife or his boys. But they never were.


Hed even prayed, really prayed, in church, for the first time since he was a teenager and had decided that all that mumbo-jumbo wasnt for him, not if it meant he couldnt touch the girl next doors generously tempting breasts. Hed lit candles, attended Mass, even gone to confession for the first time in thirty years. In his mind, hed been making his own deal with God. If this is what you want, Ill give it to you, no problem, if you just let me have my sons back. But God hadnt delivered and here he was, eighteen months later, no closer to finding Ben and Mark than he had been when he started. He was fast losing hope. Hell, if he was honest with himself, hed already done so months ago. A year and a half was a very long time to keep the faith without any new leads or clues.


Sean looked over at the detective, who was waiting patiently. Do you think Ill find them?


Well, Mr. Grainger, miracles do happen.


And so do alien abductions according to half the population. Dont give me that bullshit. What are the odds? The real odds.


Normally, if people arent found within six months of their disappearance, we never locate them.


Six months?


Yes, sir.


So youre saying its hopeless?


Not hopeless, sir. Extremely unlikely. Unless she wants to be found.


But youll go on looking? Ball?


It would be a waste of your money.


Its mine, isnt it? I earned it. I can do what I want with it.


Im afraid theres nothing more I can do, Mr. Grainger.


I need you, Ball. Please. I cant just give up.


Im sorry, sir.


Ill hire another detective.


Thats up to you, Mr. Grainger. Balls tone spoke more clearly than words; a sixth private detective wasnt going to succeed where five and the police had already failed. Im very sorry, sir.


Very sorry. And how does that help me?


Ball was silent. There was nothing he could say that would make this any easier.


Sean leaned forward, his head in his hands, and stared at the floor as if the nicks and notches and flat-headed nails in the old boards were the most fascinating things in the world. Finally, he looked up at the obviously uncomfortable detective and took pity on him. After all, it wasnt his fault that Seans ex-wife had stolen his sons and run off with her lover.


You can go, Ball. He knew he should thank the man for his efforts but the words stuck in his throat. He got up and stalked across the room to a wide, uncurtained, floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the canal. He stared out, silent and unmoving, watching the detectives glass-distorted reflection gather up papers and shuffle out of the loft.


Hed already missed a year and a half of his sons lives. When hed last seen them, theyd been seven and five. Little, smiling boys, waving good-bye to their dad, thinking theyd see him in a few days. Now Mark was already nine and Ben would be seven in a few weeks time. Eighteen months was a long time in a childs life. A very long time. They would have grown. And they would look different. Kids that age changed so fast. But he would know them even if they were completely different from the way he remembered them. The arms that had held them as babies, the hands that had soothed away their hurts, the heart that had loved them would know.


However, he could feel himself losing hold of them. He used to carry around pictures of them in his head, but now their little faces had blurred and he needed to look at photographs to remember them properly. Once, he had known all their likes and dislikes, their favorite toys, the clothes they loved or hated to wear, the books they wanted him to read to them over and over again. Even now, when shopping for food, he found himself rejecting things for their reasons: Not that orange juice, its got bits in it. Ugh! Broccoli! Daddy. Red cheese, not yellow. So much time had passed. Maybe now they loved broccoli and yellow cheese and fresh-squeezed orange juice. Maybe everything he thought he knew about them was wrong.


And what about Mark and Ben? What had Isobel told them? Did they think their father was away, or busy, or just uninterested? Did they believe that hed abandoned them? Or were they waiting for him to call? God, he hoped not. In fact, he hoped that Isobel had done the kindest thing and told them that he was dead. At least that way they wouldnt blame themselves. Losing your father was hard any way it happened but it had to be easier to deal with if you didnt think he was out in the world somewhere, enjoying a life that didnt involve you.



Sean felt resignation setting in. Ball was right. Hed done all he could. There wasnt any point in continuing to go over ground hed already covered ten, twenty, thirty times with five different detectives. Nor in hiring another. Unless Isobel changed her mind or some billion-to-one chance allowed him to run into them, his sons were out of his life. Hed lost them.
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Give me one.


Lily stopped pacing for a moment, reached over Raymond the production managers shoulder, and grabbed at his pack of Marlboros. The tips of her fingers had just touched the red-and-white cardboard box before Raymond snatched it away from her. What? she snapped.


Youve done four days. Its only cos youre drinking.


I know. I know, Lily groaned, and once Im outside, Ill be fine. Its automatic. Drink. Smoke. They go together. I can do first thing in the morning, I can do after dinner, but I cant cope with alcohol. Come on, Ray. Just one. Lilys voice was distinctive, her native Illinois accent tempered by the English inflections shed picked up during her years in London.


No. His refusal was reiterated by the other people sitting at their table in the pub, Charlie and Nick, the producers on her surprise-hit TV sitcom, We Can Work It Out, about bored mothers trying to cope with fat thighs and families. Jerry, the improbably camp director. Anna, his long-suffering assistant. They were in the middle of making the second series and had been in rehearsal all day, getting the third of seven episodes ready to be taped in front of a live audience next Friday.


Mean bastards. Then Ill buy my own.


Lily walked over to the bar. Why was she giving up anyway? She was fine, fit and healthy, not coughing in the morning, and although smoking was supposed to make you old before your time, she still looked all right. Maybe there were a few lines here and there, but those were to be expected; she was inching up on forty, for Gods sake. And the combination of thick blond hair, long, slim legs, and a gamine little face seemed to please men as much now as it had when shed first arrived in England.


No, it was just propaganda. Her aunt had smoked thirty a day for forty years and she was still alive, happily puffing away. Besides, what would happen when Lily was writing? When she was sitting at the computer, struggling to invent a character or searching her brain for a gag about treadmills? Or even worse, waiting to go onstage and perform? Like next week when they taped the latest episode of the sitcom? Shed be reaching for the nicotine, thats what. So what was the point of going through this agony now? She should wait until she had a nice, peaceful, empty six months and then give it a go.


The success of We Can Work It Out had taken Lily by surprise. She hadnt intended to appear in it herself when she wrote itshed been delighted enough to have sold a whole seven-episode series after years of slogging away writing individual comedy sketches for different producers on a variety of shows. But then Charlie, Nick, and Jerry had had trouble making up their minds who to cast as the eccentric aerobics teacher at the gym. Lily had given them a reading to show them what she thought the character should sound and act like, and that had been it. Theyd decided that no one else would do. The production company put up a fight to begin withno one had ever heard of Lilybut theyd given in when Charlie, Nick, and Jerry put enough well-known actors in the other roles.


Even then, the show was one of many. Lily hadnt expected it to become a big hit. She felt blessed enough to be doing what she had always dreamed about. But not only was it funny, it had also hit a nerve with the public, and the first series, broadcast at the beginning of the year, had been huge. Lily had gone from being an unknown writer to being the new face of British comedy.


She smiled as the barman came over to her. While theyd been making the series, the Marquis of Granby had become their local hangout. Theyd be in most evenings, lunchtimes too if things were going badly. Close to the office, it was the last unreconstructed pub in Covent Garden. The rest had all been modernized and renamed after unlikely pairs of animals, or closed and reopened as restaurants or clubs. But the Marquis of Granby was as old-fashioned as its name. Dark, antediluvian floral carpeting worn around the edges, wood paneling, chipped ashtrays on the stained tables. Not somewhere Lily would have chosen perhaps, but Charlie and Nick, both expatriate Glaswegians, felt at home there. Said it reminded them of where theyd had their first, underage pint.


She ordered another round, bought her cigarettes, and carried them and the drinks triumphantly back to the small grimy table. To cries of Lily, dont, she removed the cellophane on the pack, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and drew in deeply. She leaned back on her stool and exhaled slowly.


Thats better. Oh, fuck. Lily reached into the neck of her shirt, put her hand down her arm, and came out with a nicotine patch. Perhaps I should take this off first?





AN HOUR and a half later, a sleek silver Mercedes made its way past the Hampstead tube station, up Holly Hill, and stopped outside a row of five tall, redbrick houses on the far side of a tiny square. The driver, a dark-haired, stiff-backed man, climbed out and strode around the car, toward the back door. Just as he got there, it opened and Lily clambered out. A chauffeur-driven car to take her anywhere she wanted to go was one of the benefits of her recent success. She was trying hard not to get used to it, aware that We Can Work It Out could lose popularity as quickly as it had gained it.


Thanks, Kevin. Okay for tomorrow?


Of course, Miss James. Lily had given up trying to persuade Kevin to call her by her first name. He was an old-fashioned sort and it seemed to offend his sense of what was correct.


If youre sure. I hate to take up your weekends.


Its no problem, Miss James. I could do with the overtime.


See you about eleven, then. The producer whod bought her first comedy sketch was getting married. Weddings werent her favorite occasionsthey tended to raise uncomfortable memories of her own failed marriagebut she was fond of Roger and shed promised. So she would go to the service and then the reception. If it was a buffet, shed have a quick drink, a quick congratulations with Roger and his bride, and make a quick escape. Hopefully, no one would notice. She had those two scenes to work on. Of course, if it was a sit-down meal, then she was trapped.


Lily strode over to a pair of wrought-iron gates, pulled one side open, and walked into the long, rhododendron-edged front garden and up the stone-paved pathway toward the bottle-green front door of her beautiful house. Shed bought it two years before but still felt a thrill when she came home to it.


After a messy divorce from her rat of a husband, Clive, shed wanted a refuge for herself and the twins. Even though Jack and Bella were then sixteen and settled away at boarding school, they still needed a place they could be pleased to come back to and proud to bring their friends. The moment shed seen the glorious, warm redbrick house in the center of trendy, expensive NW3, shed had to have it. It had taken every penny shed just inherited from her much-loved, much-missed mother that was not already set aside for the childrens education, but it was perfect. It was not just a house, it was a home. And it had the extra added bonus of upsetting Clive, whod always longed for a place exactly like that, in exactly that location.


Lily and Clive had fallen in love when she was still a young, eager drama student at Northwestern. Shed taken a trip to the Edinburgh Festival the summer between her sophomore and junior years and shed met Clive, a BBC producer who was in Scotland doing the rounds of the shows. Shed been knocked out, unable to resist his well-muscled, six-foot-two-inch frame, his black hair and dark blue eyes, his smiling, handsome face. And overwhelmed by his acerbic wit, his smoothness, what she saw as his European sophistication.


Three years later, shed found herself looking after twin babies in a nice but soulless apartment in a new block of flats on the edges of Hampstead and bored out of her mind, particularly after the kids started school. Not for the first time shed wondered what it was shed seen in Clive that made her give up her life, her family, and her dreams of a Lucille Balllike glittering career and run across the Atlantic to be with him. The husband shed once imagined to be a man of style, with charm coming out of his ears and talent oozing from every fingertip, wanted by everyone but possessed by her, had turned out to be a small-minded, greedy, work-obsessed cynic incapable of loving anyone or anything very deeply. Apart from himself and his career.


But shed stuck with him. She couldnt bear to deprive the twins of their father just because he hadnt lived up to her expectations. When she talked to her girlfriends Terry and Jules about their experiences with their men, by comparison Clive didnt seem so bad. Yes, he was a disappointment, but maybe most of them were after the first flush of excitement. At least he didnt hit her. Or drink. Or disappear and never return.


However, shed been determined to do something more challenging than the laundry to fill the hours between taking the twins to school and picking them up. Shed always dreamed of being a comedienne, but doing stand-up wasnt practical with the kids and she didnt have the confidence or the experience to attempt to be an actress. But she could try to write. Unsure how to go about it, not even certain what form the writing should take, she took day classes at the local community college and read everything she could find that was supposed to be funny, from Catch-22 to the Marx Brothers, from Monty Python to National Lampoon. Finally, insecure and terrified, her head full of other peoples ideas, she sat down to write.


It had been impossible at first. Everything she tried was either not very amusing or sadly derivative. She had always, even as a child, been able to make people laugh, but capturing that ability and putting it on paper in some recognizable, sellable form was much more difficult than it seemed. She stopped and started, sometimes leaving the writing alone for months on end. She even came close to giving up once or twice, but encouraged and nagged by her girlfriends, she persevered. And then finally found her voice in observing and writing about the small things in a mothers life, the sometimes black comedy inherent in the stresses and strains of working and shopping, of school runs and potty training, of rushed sex and teenage rudeness.


She got her first piece accepted, a bit in the local newspaper about the indignities of childbirth. Then, using contacts made during her years with Clive, shed sold a sketch to a late-night TV show about a mother competing with her daughter for everything. And in that way, an inch at a time, shed begun to build a name for herself as a writer. And to make a bit of money.


But as her career started to take off, Clives deteriorated. Once, hed been the golden boy, witty, clever, politically astute, primed to succeed in the Byzantine world of TV. His life had been a steady progression, from researcher to producer to head of department. Everyone had expected it to continue that way, culminating with him as controller of BBC One or even director general. Until hed been seduced by the independent explosion in the eighties and by the idea of real money. Hed left the BBC to start his own company with Beatrice, a young, ambitious game-show producer, and managed to sell a couple of programs. It was enough to keep him going for a time, but the promised huge financial windfall never appeared. And as the years passed, the debts mounted.


Sensing his desperation and unwilling to see her childrens father suffer, Lily had offered to help shore up his business. And he had accepted. Shed handed over five thousand pounds, everything that, over the years, shed managed to save from her writing. Then, a month or so later, shed discovered that he was having an affair with Beatrice. And that hed taken her off to Switzerland on a skiing holiday when hed told Lily he was going to Scotland to produce a pilot of a reality series. She was furious. Not only had he lied to her, hed used her hard-earned money to pay for a holiday with his lover.


Boredom was one thing, betrayal another. She threw him out. And was tempted to go home. Her mother was still alive then, her sister married and with two young children. She knew theyd welcome her and Jack and Bella with open arms. But shed been away a long time. Apart from a few trips to see their relatives, the twins had lived their whole lives in England. It didnt seem fair to tear them away from the only home they knew just to satisfy her own desire to be near her family. In addition, if she went back now, shed have to start all over again in her career. In a cutthroat, survival-of-the-funniest world where dozens of writers worked together to create and maintain a TV series. Whereas here, she could make a living from her sketches. And if she were to sell a sitcom, it would be hers and hers alone.


In the end, she had had no real choice. She had to stay. For the twins and for herself. And it had turned out to be the right decision. Though she missed her family, shed been able to spend a month with her mother before she died. And the twins had been happy in England. Theyd gone to a boarding school they themselves had chosen, and had been accepted at Durham University, to start in fifteen months time. Meanwhile, they were spending their year of freedom from education working and traveling in Australia and the Far East.


She let herself into the warm, wood-paneled hall and smiled. Home. Lily had been out every night for what felt like weeks. Script meetings, production meetings, rehearsals, tapings. Until shed become involved herself, shed never had any idea how endless making a TV sitcom could be. Particularly if you were both writer and star. Shed imagined a glitzy life full of exciting locations and glamorous parties, not the long, hard slog of gray, faceless offices and dingy rehearsal halls and enormous, echoing studios.


She poured herself a glass of wine and went into her study. Lined with books, the room was a haven, a safe place to be alone, to be quiet, to read and think. Lily sat down by the fireplace, sipped her wine, and sighed happily. A night in. Scrambled eggs, a nice, long bath, early to bed. Pity it wasnt winter. She could have had a fire. Lily stopped herself, horrified by the direction her thoughts were taking. Early nights? A longing to sit in front of the fire? Shed be buying herself a flannel nightgown and slippers next. Maybe it was a good thing she was going to that wedding tomorrow. How long had it been since shed been to a party? Three months? Six? She hadnt even seen the girls all that much recently. Ah, well, it was their regular monthly lunch on Sunday. Shed see them then.


When her last relationship had crashed a couple of months previously, just before shed started work on the present show, Lily had promised herself shed give men a break for a bit. Because none of them, no matter who she chose, seemed to want what she did. Just a bit of fun. A couple of nights a week. Dinner. A movie. Maybe an escort to some of the industry stuff she was beginning to have to attend. And sex. Definitely sex. But no living together. No partners. And absolutely no marriage.


In the last few years, Lilys independence had become extremely important to her. She loved being able to make decisions without reference to anyone else. She loved being able to sleep late if she wanted to, loved not having to cook dinner if she chose not to, loved going where she wanted when she wanted. No way did she need some man in her life whod expect compromise and sacrifice and conciliation. Even such a simple thing as when to turn out the light required negotiation.


Shed imagined it would be easy enough. Sex without stringswasnt that what all men dreamed about? Amazingly, she had found that it wasnt what they wanted at all. Once offered it, every single one of them sooner or laterand usually soonersaw her independence as a challenge rather than a boon and found that they were desperate to settle down with her in blessed domesticity.



They stopped enjoying the time they and Lily had together and started wanting to know what she did on the nights she wasnt seeing them. To move possessions into her house. To settle down. To cling. Lily kept trying, sure that shed just been unlucky, that her Mr. Right was only around the corner. But he never seemed to be.


So, for the last couple of months, shed given up. Shed let the work take over. But now she was tempted to look for another candidate. Okay, experience had taught her that she was not going to find what she sought. But shed been alone for long enough. Without sex for long enough. She was only thirty-nine. And it was time to think of a new lover. After all, even if it didnt quite work out in the long term, shed have fun searching.
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Hello, sweetheart. How about I help you with that? A balding, round-bellied man pulled away from his friends standing outside the Packhorse and Talbot and fell into step beside Mara.


No, thank you. Im fine, Mara said.


Lovely girl like you. Need something more than this to keep you warm. The man reached for the cat box she was carrying, his hand covering hers.


Leave me alone. Please. Mara jerked away from him and increased her pace. For a few moments, the man followed her but eventually gave up when she turned off the High Street.


Your loss, love, he tossed at her as he returned to the laughs and jeers of his friends.


Mara walked on. Shed tried everything. Her clothes were as baggy as she could find in her limited wardrobe. Her full-length black skirt and large, loose gray sweater covered her every curve. She wore no makeup, kept her luminous brown eyes glued to the ground, and had stopped dyeing her rich black hair, almost hoping for bits of gray to come through. And still they tried. She could never understand what it was they saw in her. Yes, she was an attractive woman, but she was thirty-six. A mother with two children. Old enough to walk down the street without being hit upon. She didnt believe it was just because she was Indian. Plenty of other Indian women walked the streets of the city every day and were left alone to go about their business. Lily insisted it was because she was sexy, but that seemed very unlikely when every part of Maras body was covered in dark, shapeless clothing.


She put down the cat box and moved her shoulders back and forth to ease the strain. She glanced up at the threatening sky, then switched the load to her other side. The parade of shops gave way to a row of small town houses, once workmens cottages, now sought-after homes close to the center of upwardly mobile Chiswick. Some of them looked freshly painted, their front areas expensively planted. Newly renovated houses for the newly successful. Others still had peeling paint and overgrown hedges. The last surviving remnants of the people who had been there when Mara and Jake moved in eleven years before. Good people. Who were all too often being forced to move, unable to afford the upkeep on their properties or to resist the exorbitant prices being offered.


Mara turned into a neat front yard. She put the cat box down and fumbled in her skirt pocket. She pulled out two sets of keys, picked out one, and opened the door.


Dont worry, its only me, Mara called out as she walked into the house. The hallway was clean but the carpet was worn and frayed and the wallpaper looked as if it had been hung before the Great War. Amy!


In here, dear, said a calm voice floating through the door to Maras left.


Ive brought Joey back. Hes had his injections. Mara took the cat box in to Amy Fenton, a tiny, thin-haired fragile old woman in a dark blue dress and thick stockings, who sat in an ancient, shabby armchair in front of a gas fire. Mara had met the lonely, childless old widow the first day she and Jake had moved into their nearby house and had liked her immediately. Since then, they had become loyal friends and Mara had come to rely on her constant support and her unsentimental, no-nonsense attitude toward life.


Thank you, dear. Now you run along to those girls of yours. What will the Moores think if youre not at home to let them in?


Probably just what they think now, that Im a hopeless mother who shouldnt be trusted with their precious grandchildren.


Then you dont want to give them any real ammunition, do you?


Mara smiled and bent over to kiss her neighbors wrinkled cheek. The Meals on Wheels people came? she asked, concerned. Amys heart was failing and she was finding it harder and harder to look after herself. She insisted on staying in her own house, refused even to think of going into an old-age home, but she could no longer cope with cooking three meals a day. Having dinner with Mara and her girls two or three times a week and her lunch delivered every weekday was an acceptable compromise; it helped her to save her strength but didnt make her feel as if she were completely dependent on others.


Amy nodded. Very nice. Roast chicken and apple crumble.


And youll call if you need anything?


Dont worry. Get on with you now. Youll be late. And then youll never hear the end of it. Go on.


Mara smiled at her friend, then turned and left the room. Once outside, she looked up the street to see two adults and two children getting out of a parked Ford Mondeo. Of course. She should have known. They were early. Just then, a raindrop fell on her hair. She raced along the pavement until she reached her house, ten doors away. Standing in the front yard were her daughters, Moo and Tilly, with their grandparents. Jakes mother and father.


A few more scattered drops of rain fell. The two girls, their smiles wide, ran over to Mara. Mum, Mum. Look what Pops and Nan have given us. Tilly was often the spokesperson for the two even though at eight she was the younger. Moo, ten, was frequently content to let her sister talk. On the cracked stone in front of the doorstep was a box with the telltale word Sony written on the side.


What is it? asked Mara, afraid she already knew the answer.


A PlayStation, said Mr. Moore. All their friends have them.


ButThank you, but no. They wont want to read or play outside or anything. Theyll spend all their spare time on it.


Mum.


Please, Mum, well be good.


Well work hard.


Please.


I dont know, loves. Its your education. Your father would have wanted


I think were more likely than you to know what Jake would have wanted, Mrs. Moore snapped. Her overpainted face screwed up when talking to Mara, her distaste obvious.



Mara kept quiet. There was no point in saying anything. Jakes parents were what they were and there was no changing them. To some degree, she could understand how they felt. They were jealous of her, they always had been. Shed taken their only child from them. Or so they saw it. And she could appreciate their feeling badly about losing their son.


She was much less sympathetic to their rage at his choice of an Indian wife. All her life she had tried to see things from others viewpoints, but nothing, nothing could make her empathize with prejudice. And the Moores were riddled with it. Over the years, her relationship with them had been all about dogged, silent resistance. She only wished they wouldnt attempt to interfere in the girls upbringing.


The rain had been steadily increasing, spatters making kaleidoscopic patterns on the concrete paving. Finally, the downpour that had threatened all day arrived. Mara put thoughts of PlayStations and worries about the Moores and what they were going to see out of her mind. The house was already in bad enough shape without her ignoring the rain. The bowls had to come first.


Quick, girls. She unlocked the front door and ushered her daughters inside. Leaving Jakes parents to
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