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        For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
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      My daughter’s curls are red-gold. They glint in the morning sunshine as the fine silken tendrils dance away from my searching hands, and I stand transfixed as I watch them drift upwards in a fiery cloud. I wasn’t reaching for her hair – I was aiming for her body as it flew backwards, a slow-motion tableau implanting itself in my brain – but my arms flail uselessly, hugging only dry summer air to my chest as I try to stop her from falling and instead catch just the floating wisps of her coppery ringlets, the ones she’s been pestering me to trim so that she can straighten them and look less cute, more grown-up.

      She will never look more grown-up; she will never grow up. 

      The thought jolts deep inside me, echoing the thud of her body hitting the ground. I drop to the garden path, ignoring the bone-crunching impact of concrete against my kneecaps as I crawl, clawing my way towards her beneath the rose bushes. My shaking fingers scrabble through stony soil, skin tearing as I reach frantically ahead of me, nausea burning my throat at the sickly smell of blood on my hands and wrists. So much blood. My shoulders almost dislocate as I overstretch my arms, plunging my hands into the halo of Annabel’s hair, twining the soft coils around my fingertips as if that will tie her to me. I rest my cheek against the clammy soil and hope to die too.

      No release comes; instead, my mind is stuck in a loop of horror and memory…

       

      Annabel is small for her age. Her frame is slight, her legs surprisingly long for a girl barely four feet tall, and her arms are skinny. My chopsticks, she always calls them. Her hair is the biggest thing about her – a fine, sugar-spun gossamer crown of untameable auburn curls. I’ve always thought Annabel’s personality grew to complement her hair: ethereal, restless, impossible to behold without smiling in delight.

      Aidan’s would be the same, if Dom hadn’t made me get it cut short nine months ago. I’d felt like a criminal taking him to the barber on the high street, the Saturday before their first day at the new school. I remember the tears he’d tried to hide behind his encyclopaedia, and then later my tears as Annabel impatiently waved me away at the school gate, pulling her younger-by-two-minutes brother behind her across the lush lawn towards the grand red-brick building. I looked around at the smart purple blazers and my heart squeezed for Aidan as he self-consciously reached up to rub his shorn hair.

      Dom had been right to complain: the barber had gone too far and I should have stopped him, but I’d hesitated too long when he insisted that all the boys were wearing it that short. I consoled myself that it might help Aidan fit in rather than stand out. The poorest kids at the posh school: I couldn’t bear to think of the gibes they might suffer, no matter how small the class sizes and how amazing the facilities. Dom had been wrong about the school, though: the twins were far happier at their old state primary, with their old friends, kids who didn’t expect iPhones and private ski lessons in their party bags. But I’d lost that particular argument, as I’ve lost most arguments over this last year, especially when it comes to the twins.

      Aren’t they so terribly alike? the gym-kitted nannies always gushed, before racing off to their Pilates classes.

      Well, yes, except that they’re not. My son always clung to me, wanting to hold my hand as long as possible, but my daughter was forever shrugging me off, longing to fly high, soaring towards freedom.

      Was that why you chose him? Because he needed you – loved you – more? 

      My children both needed me! They both loved me. And I loved them equally.

      The gritty soil grinds deeper into my cheek as the argument in my head spins endlessly, pointlessly: Annabel will never need me again, and Aidan won’t admit it even if he does. That is my punishment for allowing a killer to enter my home, for shielding my shy, sweet, overcautious son and allowing my vivacious, spotlight-seeking daughter, who always faced life so fearlessly, to race headlong to her death.

      ‘I’ll get it, Mum. You carry on; you’re doing a great job.’ Aidan ambled towards the front door at the sound of the buzzer, but I raised a hand to stop him.

      ‘Hang on a minute, love. You know I don’t like you answering the door to strangers.’

      ‘Who says it’s a stranger?’ Annabel said, leaping up from the sofa. ‘It might be Uncle Max. He said he had an extra-special surprise for us.’

      ‘Huh.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Just give me one more sec.’

      There. Perfect. Unaware of tragedy lurking round the corner, a malicious spy watching our safe, ordinary family, I actually smiled as I inserted the last of the candles into the blue icing on top of their huge, swimming-pool-shaped birthday cake – ten purple ones for Annabel, ten red ones for Aidan. It would make a stunning centrepiece for their pool party that afternoon.

      ‘I’ll be right there!’ I called out, licking a smudge of icing from my fingers and hurrying to the door.

      But Annabel got there first. ‘It’s the postman, bet you – look at that giant shadow through the glass. He must have the most humongous stack of presents!’

      ‘Hope one of them is a new Xbox,’ added my gaming-obsessed son, moving to stand at his sister’s shoulder.

      ‘You know your dad’s not keen on video games,’ I said, doing my best not to sound snippy.

      ‘That’s because he always wants to win and hates getting shot,’ Aidan said sagely, his eye-roll so like mine, and I laughed again.

      It was uncanny, though, because the next few seconds felt exactly like we’d stepped into one of Aidan’s trigger-blasting games. I watched my daughter, two steps ahead of me, pull open the front door and look up at the giant shadow wearing army fatigues and a balaclava but bearing no gifts, blotting out the perfect summer morning, looming larger still as he grabbed hold of both children and dragged them down the side of the house into the back garden, gloved hand pointing a gun at each of their almost-identical, birthday-shiny faces and then at my stricken one as I caught up with them.

      ‘Choose one, bitch.’

       

      Now there is darkness.
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      Three months later

      My son’s hair needs cutting. It hangs over his eyes and he peeps through it like a nervous actor scanning the audience through a chink in the curtains before daring to make an appearance on stage. It’s only me he’s hiding from, though. He turns his head when I walk into the room, twists his slim body away from me when I go to cuddle him. My fingertips tingle with longing for the almost forgotten feel of Aidan’s milky-soft cheeks, and I wrap my arms around myself to stop them aching with the heavy emptiness of having no child to hug.

      For thirty-six weeks I carried the twins inside me, our heartbeats a triple echo of each other’s, first from the inside and then against my chest as I nurtured their tiny bodies, physically and emotionally, skin against skin. An invisible knot of mutual need and love bound us together; we were as one, and for the first ten years of their lives the knot tightened. Now it has been ripped apart, and my beautiful girl is gone.

      Missing her somehow keeps Annabel’s presence alive, and I cling desperately to that. I abandoned my daughter in that one dreadful moment; I will never let her go for all the moments hereafter. But the pain of loss is paralysing – for me, for my husband Dom, and for my son who doesn’t know how to be in this world without his twin.

      Pressed into one corner of the sofa, eyes fixed on the Nintendo DS in his hands, Aidan looks like he wants to disappear into his surroundings. I notice he’s wearing the jeans and shirt again, the ones I bought him to wear to their tenth birthday party, and I wonder how he can bear to – how the very fabric of them doesn’t hurt his skin with painful reminders. Or maybe that’s the point: wear the same clothes, remind Mum of what she did. It’s working, and I know I deserve it, yet it feels… unexpected.

      I’m not quite sure what I did expect; just not this… this void of silent recrimination. Aidan has never been a cruel boy; he’s gentle and caring. I remember holding him for hours when our pet cat Disco was run over, stroking his hair, his three-year-old body shuddering beneath my hands, while Annabel patted his hand curiously, looking uncertainly at me with questions she didn’t know how to ask. Eventually, his tears stopped and he cuddled her and she smiled again.

      Aidan was the only one of us who could make Annabel smile when she didn’t get picked for the lead role after a dance audition, or when she had to miss a swimming gala because of a cold. He adored her as much as he now clearly hates me. No, hate is too strong, too active. I simply don’t exist for him any more, and he is barely existing. He was always Annabel’s shadow, but now he’s a shadow of himself, adrift without the twin who curled against him in the womb, wrapped herself around him as a baby and held on tight to him for the rest of her too-short life.

      My precious, extraordinary twins.

      They were always inseparable and I see Annabel’s face every time I look at Aidan’s. I would speak to him – I long to – but the words won’t come, and I know he won’t answer, anyway. Aidan, I’m so sorry, my love. The apology – so inadequate – fills my mind and vibrates through every nerve ending. It seems like the only thing I ever say these days, and I only say it in my head; the words never actually pass my lips.

      I don’t need a doctor to tell me that post-traumatic shock has stolen my voice. Selective mutism – the term floats towards me from university psychology lectures, oh, so many years ago. I know this explains my silence, and I understand that trauma has created an anxiety disorder that is suppressing my memory – along with my appetite, physical sensations, energy levels…

      I know all this but I’m powerless to change it. Every day I feel like I’m walking through clouds; everything is hazy, deadened. Everything except my emotions; they have never felt so raw. I keep mentally listing them on the imaginary whiteboard in my head – anything to keep some kind of grip on reality, to retain some sense of myself. I already feel like I’ve half vanished.

       

      That whiteboard. It’s in my mind most days now, with all kinds of notes, diagrams and commentary jotted across its gleaming surface. My own personal textbook. My eyes feel strained, myopic, but I have no trouble at all picturing my old uni whiteboard, complete with handsome failed-actor-turned-lecturer Seamus Jackson striking a pose in front of it. I suppose it’s to be expected; I spent enough hours staring at them both.

      Seamus Jackson. I haven’t thought of him in years, but now his dulcet Scottish tones have become the voice in my head. In today’s imaginary lecture, my memory has dredged up the image of Seamus-call-me-Shay-guys in his usual spread-legged stance, theatrically squiggling a drawing of a brain after severe trauma – scattered neurotransmitters, the lot. Hands on hips, Shay carves a dramatic tale from a dry explanation of how, after trauma, an overstimulated amygdala can become ‘jammed in fight-or-flight mode, guys, often completely freezing a person’s capacity for speech’. A dramatic pause, then he continues: ‘Excessive anxiety, or trauma, can crank up the amygdala’s sense of danger to such a heightened extent that it effectively, like, short circuits, creating an ever-present sense of danger that, put bluntly, causes the sufferer simply to clam up!’

      Yes, I understand my silence, but I hate it. I hate that I can recall lectures I attended when I was barely out of my teens, but I cannot remember what happened in my own back garden on the morning of the twins’ tenth birthday, a day that changed all our lives completely and for ever. I remember Shay’s piercing blue eyes yet the exact details of my daughter’s murder – the last moments of her precious life – are a complete blank. Such is the paradox of the mind; and people always think it’s the heart that’s so complicated.

      I hadn’t even realised I was paying that much attention to Shay. We’d shared just one illicit week together (Dating a student is a lecturer’s self-destruct button), yet I remember every word he taught me. It’s only now that I recall them, though: at the lowest point of my life. I have lost my darling daughter – worse than that, I gave her up – and it is unfathomable to me.

      Choose one, bitch. 

      Why would anyone want to force me to make such a choice? It’s like something out of that old Meryl Streep film my flatmate and I used to weep buckets over on rainy Sunday afternoons. Sophie’s Choice – that was it. But this isn’t a movie; this is my life. How dare anyone do this to me – to my daughter?

      Anger. Here it comes again. I’ve learned not to resist it. Instead, I jot it conscientiously on my mental whiteboard, allowing the wisdom of Shay to surface once more: ‘Rage can grip many a bereaved person, guys. Don’t make the mistake of thinking loss is a passive experience.’

      Instinctively I know my mind is protecting itself by blotting out everything the police must have told me about the gunman; the trauma of losing Annabel has brought down a shutter in my mind, and no matter how many times I try to recall that awful day, those appalling moments, all that emerges is jumbled, fractured memories. But in truth, it isn’t agonising over who did this or even why that has stolen my voice along with my capacity to sleep, think or even move very far. What keeps me frozen in shock is not his guilt, but mine.

      I try for the thousandth time to make sense of it. Did it mean I love Aidan more because I saved him? Or that I loved Annabel more because I chose her? They were twins; I always vowed to love them equally, to show no favouritism. So what was I thinking? Did I sacrifice Annabel for her brother’s sake? Or did I save her from the torment of existing in this dark place where the three of us drift like shadows, tiptoeing silently around the gaping hole in our lives, together but no longer a family?

      No answer comes; my mind is a closed book.

      Dom has been a glacier of impassive calm, and I know I’ve left it to him to speak to the police, the lawyers, the journalists, the neighbours… He’s never blamed me – and he’s never, in my hearing at least, told Aidan that I’m to blame. I know he won’t turn our son against me; he won’t force him to choose between his parents in the way that I was forced to choose between my children. We disagreed passionately about the twins’ school, but those arguments are long forgotten.

      Life simply drifts on – the same, yet totally changed. We live in the same comfortable home, on the same quiet street in Hampton village; the usual domestic routine ebbs and flows: school, clubs, homework, playdates with Aidan’s friend Jasper. But I don’t leave the house any more. I spend my time now watching my son and my husband prowl restlessly through each room, unable to settle. They stare right through me, pretending they’re busy just getting on with everyday things, while I glide like a ghost on the periphery of their lives. I can’t speak, I barely sleep, and I don’t know how to look forward; all I seem able to do is look back and wonder: How did I get here? Why did this terrible thing happen?

      Dom hasn’t looked up from his laptop, and Aidan’s eyes are still glued to his DS. They’re oblivious to my presence. So I look at Dom, really look at him, at the man I have loved so much but who can no longer bring himself to look at me. His face is creased in a frown. Didn’t he used to be bigger? Has he lost weight? These last weeks and months will have taken as much of a toll on him as they have on me, I know. His face is leaner and he looks desperately tired, his blue eyes glazed over.

      And then I notice the little crinkle at the corner of his eyes and it takes me back, all the way back to the first time I met him.
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      ‘If your eyes get any wider, they’ll pop right out of your head.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ I blushed as I noticed the tall, good-looking guy leaning against the A-to-C bookshelf of the serial killer section, his own blue eyes fixed on me. I had the sense he’d been watching me for some time.

      ‘You haven’t blinked for at least three minutes. Are you trying to break some kind of record? Or maybe you’re just a beautiful freak of nature. I’m Dom, by the way. Dominic Castle. And you are…?’

      ‘Deeply offended. Freak? Gee, thanks.’ I made a show of checking my watch even though there was a clock on the wall right in front of us. ‘Library closes soon. I’d best make a move.’

      ‘Without even telling me your name? But how can I spread the word about this extraordinary talent of yours, if I don’t know who you are? And I said beautiful, in case you didn’t notice. So don’t run away. I won’t bite. Unless you ask me to.’

      He strode towards the desk where I’d been camped out for the last two hours, staring at my psychology textbooks but really spying on Shay. Then he pulled out a chair and sat down next to me, grinning as he folded his arms behind his head. His black T-shirt strained across his broad chest and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.

      ‘Sorry?’ I said, even though I’d heard him perfectly.

      ‘I said pleased to meet you, Madeleine Hartley.’ He thrust a big hand towards me.

      Heat surged through my body, already flushed from the balmy evening. London was collectively sweltering in the sultry oppressiveness of a late-summer heatwave, and I longed for the cool, crisp autumn days that surely lay ahead. I wanted to swap my jewelled flip-flops for soft suede boots, lacy vest tops for cosy cardigans; I wanted summer to end and my university days to be over.

      ‘How do you…? Oh.’

      He abandoned the handshake offer I’d ignored and held up my Child Psychology binder, rubbing his thumb slowly over the name label. His fingers were lean and tanned; I wondered what it would feel like to be touched by them.

      ‘Are you a Madeleine, Maddie or, uh, just Mad?’ he said, grinning again as he swivelled his body so that his legs were spread either side of mine, trapping me in my seat.

      ‘Depends.’

      Distracted by sudden movement in my peripheral vision, I glanced towards Shay. He hadn’t spoken to me for three whole days now, and revision tutorials for the exam resits started on Monday. It was going to be cringingly awkward sitting in the small lecture theatre with just him and the two other students who, like me, needed to retake our final paper. I wished for the hundredth time that I’d spent less time daydreaming about my lecturer and more time concentrating on studying for my finals, then I could have graduated and moved on to my teacher training course and —

      ‘Depends on…?’ Dom queried, reaching out to pinch my chin lightly with hot, rasping fingertips, turning my head back to face him.

      I deliberately closed my eyes, resisting his command to make me look at him, but the image of his dark brows and sharp cheekbones remained imprinted behind my eyelids. He was far too cocky; he was probably laughing at my gawky shyness. Damn. With a huge effort I forced myself to open my eyes. I wasn’t going to let him see that his nearness flustered me.

      ‘Well, my mum used to call me Madeleine. Mostly when she was telling me off. My flatmate calls me Mads. Otherwise I’m just plain old Maddie.’

      ‘Nothing plain about you, Maddie.’

      ‘I wasn’t fishing for compliments.’ I bravely held eye contact with him, despite feeling myself blush.

      ‘And what does he call you? Your man there?’ He nodded abruptly at Shay.

      ‘He’s not my man. He’s my psychology lecturer, if you must know. Not that it’s any business of yours.’

      ‘Ah, I see.’ His deep voice softened, and his big hands were surprisingly gentle as they took hold of mine and squeezed.

      ‘What do you see?’

      ‘Oh, nothing in particular. Just that it’s his loss. Definitely my gain.’

      There was the tiniest, sexiest crinkle around his blue eyes when he grinned. For some reason, that irritated me; I didn’t want to be charmed by this big, overconfident man invading my space uninvited. I pulled my hands away.

      ‘I’m not anybody’s to lose. Or gain. I’m not an object to be passed from one man to another. In case you hadn’t noticed, this is a university library. You know, for borrowing books? Not, uh, girlfriends.’

      I was being snippy, but mostly because I was annoyed with myself for finding the hint of possessiveness about him perversely exciting. I’d seen my dad lay down the law for most of my parents’ married life, and after his death I’d watched my mum flounder helplessly without the husband who had defined her. Bossy, controlling men held no appeal for me, and Dom struck me as exactly the kind of guy who liked to be in charge. I wasn’t sure why his arrogance was giving me butterflies; it was making me uncharacteristically prickly.

      ‘Not even on short-term loan? Shame. I’d better check out some textbooks instead, then. Nowhere near as fascinating or pretty to look at, though.’ He cocked his head and quirked an eyebrow.

      ‘You do that. Since you’re so obviously here to study.’ I glanced pointedly at the empty desk in front of him, then back to my own books.

      ‘You have amazing hair, by the way.’ He lifted a strand and stroked it.

      I pulled back sharply. ‘Did no one ever teach you to ask nicely before you touch?’

      ‘Are you a natural redhead?’ he said, ignoring my prickliness.

      ‘Strawberry blonde, actually. Anyway, I’m thinking of getting it cut.’ I twirled a long strand around my finger, telling myself that I wasn’t flirting, just being friendly. Polite. Nothing more than that.

      ‘Don’t. It suits you long.’

      ‘I’m not asking for your permission,’ I said, lifting my chin. ‘I go running a lot, as it happens, and it just gets in the way. And it’s too thick. Makes me hot. That’s all.’

      ‘You keep in shape. I can see that. Which means we have even more in common than where we choose to hang out on a Friday night.’

      My cheeks burned fiercely as his eyes wandered brazenly over my white gypsy skirt and sleeveless turquoise blouse. I wanted to hug myself to cover my pale arms that never seemed to tan, no matter how many hours my friend Gabrielle and I propped ourselves on the tiny balcony of our rented first-floor flat in Kew, bodies angled to catch every last ray of sun, yearning for our fair skin to turn golden brown. Her long, skinny legs had at least been toasted a more toffee-coloured shade of pale, but all I’d achieved after spending almost my entire summer break sunbathing while pretending to revise was a freckled nose and sore, pink knees. At least running kept me reasonably trim, I thought, pulling self-consciously at the hem of my skirt as I saw Dom check out my legs.

      ‘Don’t you have something useful you need to be doing? Maybe a few sit-ups, checking your abs in the mirror…’ I huffed and rolled my eyes.

      ‘Well, there is this thesis on the economic aftermath of globalisation I need to finish. I guess I could be getting on with that.’ He sat back, relishing my reaction.

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Let me guess. You thought I was a trainee PE teacher, right?’

      ‘No, I just thought… I wasn’t expecting…’ I trawled my brain for excuses but my mind emptied.

      ‘Currently working on my MBA to top up my first in Business Studies. First rule of dating Dominic Castle? Expect the unexpected.’

      I couldn’t believe he’d just said that; I should have laughed in his face. But I didn’t. I was young; I was impressionable. I swallowed every word.

      ‘Er, who said anything about dating?’ I was so flustered that it was impossible to hide it.

      ‘This is our first date, right? I’m pretty good at reading people. Especially curvy strawberry blondes with huge blue eyes and cute freckled noses. I don’t generally misread the signs.’

      ‘Curvy!’ I glared at him. ‘And I’m not giving you any signs.’

      ‘Oh, but you are, Maddie. Your body is sending out all kinds of exciting signals. Your brain just hasn’t caught up with them yet. But it will.’ He leaned towards me and my mind spiralled off into a fantasy of him scooping me up off my chair in those strong arms of his, throwing me over his shoulder and carrying me off into the sunset.

      Shay walked past us on his way out; I didn’t even look up.
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      After that first meeting in the library, Dom and I spent almost every waking hour – and most of our sleeping ones, too – together in the very tiny attic room of the elegant four-storey Georgian house on Richmond Hill where he lodged, having charmed the landlord into giving a discount on his usual rent. We happily squandered time lying on his narrow single bed, talking late into the nights, his textbooks piled neatly on one bedside table, candles and wine on the other. He was the first person I’d ever met who, like me, had lost both his parents. I didn’t generally talk much about it, but it was easy to open up to Dom. He knew exactly what I meant when I described my life as walking a tightrope without the safety net of parents to catch me if I fell. He was the first man who’d really listened to me, and the feeling was intoxicating.

      Even though Dom was only a year older than me, he seemed a lot more grown up, and that was as seductive as his powerful body and the intense blue eyes that never left my face as I talked. About how I’d started running when my flatmate challenged me to take part in a half-marathon; about how studying child psychology had made me want to become a teacher; about how my parents being so aloof and career-obsessed had made me long to have a happier family of my own one day. I’d expected him to run a half-marathon of his own – in the opposite direction from me – when he heard that. To begin with I’d had him down as a serial flirt who would break out in hives at any mention of the word ‘commitment’; the wistful way he too spoke about wanting a family surprised me, until he opened up about his own upbringing.

      ‘My only real regret is that my mum and dad never got to see me graduate. Cancer has the worst sense of timing. They died before they got to see me make something of myself. Not many kids off our old estate go to uni. A lot don’t even finish school. My brother certainly didn’t.’

      ‘I’m sure your parents were incredibly proud of you, all the same.’

      ‘It’s not about pride. It’s about vindication.’

      ‘Sorry?’ His choice of word surprised me; it was a cocktail of passion and fury.

      ‘I always told them I’d do it, but they had Max down as the clever one. He is too, I don’t deny that. First-class brain. Academic stuff came easy to him; he just never bothered. Spent most of his time at school telling teachers they were idiots, then walked out at fifteen and lied about his age to get a job labouring on London Underground.’

      ‘Sounds like he wasted his potential. What a shame.’

      ‘You think? Actually, it made Mum and Dad’s day. A son with a real job, bringing home an actual pay cheque, not dossing around as a student.’

      ‘No one gets a first dossing around,’ I said, indignant on his behalf. ‘I always wanted a brother or a sister. Maybe I had a lucky escape after all. No sibling rivalry to contend with. They really should give parents a textbook in the maternity ward. With “Treating Your Children Equally” as chapter one.’ I rolled my eyes.

      ‘Can’t always blame the parents. Max was determined to rule the roost from the day I was born. It probably wasn’t his fault, either, to be fair. I came along ten years after him, so I guess the three of them had already formed their little club. I just didn’t fit in to it. The baby of the family who didn’t want to end up working on the trains like his dad. My brother isn’t a bad man. Just… lacking in self-awareness, shall we say. He’s rubbed plenty of people up the wrong way, not just me. I’ve tried to stick up for him. Got the battle scars to prove it.’

      ‘Scars?’ I said faintly, hoping he never invited me to visit his old estate. ‘So when do I get to meet this intriguingly complex big brother of yours?’ I snuck my fingers between the buttons of Dom’s shirt, enjoying the soft tickle of his chest hair.

      ‘We don’t see much of each other these days,’ he said, suddenly sitting upright and hunching over.

      ‘Why not? He still lives round here, doesn’t he?’

      ‘Yep. Took over our parents’ council house tenancy after they died.’

      ‘Ah. That must be a bit weird for you.’ I could see the tension locking his jaw and turning his body rigid.

      ‘I guess. He hogged pretty much all their attention the whole of his life, then he gets their home as well. Our home, I should say. I wasn’t exactly a cuckoo in the nest. But I know when I’m not wanted. Still, Dad left his savings to me. That’s something. Max just gets on with his life now, and I get on with mine. And that’s the way I like it.’

      ‘Well, whatever your parents thought, I’m incredibly proud of you. It’s amazing what you’ve achieved. My father was a judge; my mum was a lawyer. I had my own pony. And trust fund. But still I’m only just scraping through my degree. I wonder how many guys applying for jobs in the City had as tough a start in life as you did.’

      ‘Yeah, I bet most of them have more in common with you. Not too late to find yourself a nice posh Surrey boy, you know.’ He finally relaxed and lay back on the bed, wrapping his big arms around me and pulling me close, confident of my response. But beneath his teasing I could hear the sting of sensitivity about our different backgrounds.

      ‘As if.’

      He grinned in reply, slipping a finger through a gap at the front of the 1940s-style tea dress I’d bought especially for our first properly official date, and tickled my ribs until I squirmed and laughed, then he worked his way downwards, flicking open more of the tiny pearl buttons, his big hands surprisingly nimble.

      ‘Ah, there’s the Dom I know and —’ I stopped and bit my lip.

      ‘You were saying?’

      His fingers stilled and he pulled me on top of him so that I was lying full-length along his much taller body. I rested my cheek against his chest, listening to his steady heartbeat as I waited for my blush to subside. Despite how intimate we were becoming I’d never told him I loved him. I hadn’t been close to my father, right up until he died of a heart attack when I was sixteen, and over the following two years my mother became increasingly distant, preoccupied by her own grief until she just seemed to give up on life. They were socially well-connected but emotionally distant people, and I’d grown up feeling shy about outward displays of affection. I was glad Dom’s relaxed, unselfconscious passion compensated for my natural reserve.

      I pressed closer against him, hoping he’d be able to read my mind as well as my body. ‘You know. Do I have to spell it out?’

      ‘Maybe you can mime it for me. That might be fun.’ He winked and kissed the tip of my nose as I smiled up at him. ‘And I’m proud of you, too, honey. You’re going to be a fabulous teacher. Just as long as you don’t go running off with some smarmy PE hunk.’

      ‘Only if he’s tall, dark and handsome and turns out to be studying for an MBA.’

      Dom grinned. ‘I might know someone who can satisfy your requirements.’

       

      As it turned out, both Dom’s MBA and my teacher training had to be put on hold. I finally managed to graduate, even though Shay never returned to the psychology department to coach the stragglers through our resits, instead moving to Brighton to become a dinner-theatre performer; I guess he’d never really given up on his real vocation in life.

      Nine months later, I discovered mine: I became a mother.

      Dom always swore that finding out I was pregnant with the twins was the happiest day of his life. It didn’t matter that we’d only been dating a few weeks; he’d fallen in love that very first night in the library, he said, and all he wanted to do was take care of me and make our shared dreams of a happy family home come true. Twelve weeks after we met, Dom borrowed a suit from his ever-obliging, clearly besotted landlord, scrounged every spare penny he could and booked dinner for the two of us at the Oxo Tower restaurant. With the exquisite, almost surreally beautiful London skyline as a backdrop, he proposed to me with his mother’s old engagement ring.

      ‘This is the life I want to give you and our babies,’ he said, his arms spread wide, encompassing our plush surroundings, and I looked around at the white-clothed tables, chrome champagne buckets and well-dressed diners before gazing wistfully out at St Paul’s Cathedral, lit up so majestically against the indigo night sky. It was a different world to Dom’s little bedsit.

      ‘It’s beautiful. But very expensive,’ I cautioned.

      ‘Who cares? It’s only money.’

      ‘Easy to say when you’ve got plenty. Which we haven’t,’ I pointed out.

      ‘It doesn’t matter if I have to work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, I’m going to give you the best of everything, babe. No more shared flats and poky attics for us. And definitely no more charity-shop dresses for you.’

      ‘I like my dresses,’ I protested, laughing. Dom favoured crisp preppy smartness whereas I adored a kookier vintage look. ‘But what about your MBA? There’s no way you can do a full-time job and still study so hard. I’ll pick up my teacher training as soon as the babies are settled, but till then —’

      ‘Where there’s a will there’s a way. And you’re looking at a man with a plan. One more meeting with the bank manager next week and Castle Consultancy will be born. Before our babies.’ He grinned.

      ‘Consultancy?’

      ‘Yep. It’s always been my ultimate goal. Had my business plan ready for ages. It just means setting the ball rolling sooner rather than later, which is no problem. Far less painful than putting myself through the City recruitment grinder. I’m going to set up on my own. Be my own boss. More lucrative in the long run, too.’

      ‘You make it sound so easy…’

      ‘It is. No need for you to worry about a thing other than taking care of this,’ he said, his big hand gently spanning the bump pushing against my sleeveless black chiffon shift dress, the one I’d splashed out on for my graduation ceremony, little knowing that its generous A-line style would come in handy for a rapidly expanding waistline. I couldn’t believe how fast my body was changing.

      ‘But I do worry. And I have no intention of being a kept woman.’ I attempted a smile, not wanting us to squabble, especially in such exquisite surroundings. Especially when Dom had just asked me to marry him.

      ‘You want to be at home for the kids, don’t you? Isn’t that what you’ve always dreamed of – a proper family?’

      ‘Yes. Yes, it is,’ I conceded, remembering all the times I had let myself in to an empty house after school, the walls echoing with loneliness. I wanted to be there for my children; I just didn’t want Dom to insist on it.

      ‘Well, then. That settles it. So what’s your answer? Will you be my wife, Maddie?’ He sat back in his chair, beckoning the waiter for more champagne, never doubting my response.

      It was all happening so fast. I was still reeling in shock from the pregnancy test Gabrielle had bought for me the third time I’d thrown up my breakfast. Locked inside a toilet cubicle upstairs in Kingston’s Bentall Centre, I’d thrown up once more for good measure. Gabrielle had come to meet me afterwards, her willowy height and cropped black hair cutting a distinctive figure as she swung jauntily through the crowds of shoppers, arms full of shopping bags overflowing with baby clothes, nappies and cuddly toys: she’d never been in any doubt that the test would be positive. As I’d wept on her shoulder, hormones and mixed emotions ran riot through me. I was desperately sad that Gabrielle was about to return to Paris, having completed the placement year of her languages degree, and I was a bag of nerves at the prospect of telling Dom I’d fallen pregnant. His reaction, and his proposal, had astonished, thrilled and ever so slightly terrified me.

      ‘Yes. Yes, I will.’ I had butterflies at the thought of the babies growing inside me. They were all I cared about now, all I wanted; Dom was all I wanted. ‘But the teaching is just on hold, mind. Soon as the babies are old enough, I’ll go back to it.’

      ‘One step at a time. Let’s see, hey? You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, Maddie, and I’ll never, ever let you go. I just want you at home,’ he said, reaching across the table to squeeze my shaking fingers, pressing down on the sapphire ring that still felt odd on my left hand.

      ‘Barefoot and pregnant, you mean,’ I teased.

      ‘I can’t think of anything sexier.’
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      The sound of a long, slow sigh draws me out of my memories, but when I look up, Aidan is still curled up on the sofa while Dom remains hunched over his laptop, his head in his hands. It’s like he’s drifted off into his thoughts, too, and I wonder if he ever thinks of those early days. I remember them as clearly as if they were last week. I remember his proposal, and I remember giving birth to the twins, their first steps, their last words – I remember every second of those things, but not a single moment of other life-changing events.

      I don’t remember my wedding night or honeymoon. I don’t remember who the police said came to the door on the morning of the twins’ birthday, their face hidden beneath the black balaclava… And I have absolutely no idea why he asked me to choose between my children. All I know is that he’s stolen my daughter’s life and destroyed my family, and that I can’t forgive myself for letting him. Beyond that nothing seems to matter. My guilt, my heartache: nothing can make either worse – or better.

      Perhaps if I force myself to confront the details, maybe then I’ll be able to work out how to start living again and look forward rather than eternally backwards. I glance at Dom and my heart pounds as I steel myself to ask him everything I’ve forgotten. I have to try, I have to stop burying my head in the sand, but even as I move towards him, I feel my mouth dry and the words lodge deep in my throat. I try to force them out and my eyes begin to water, panic crushing my chest.

      Before I can pull myself together, I hear a metallic buzzing noise, a long, shrill command, and it takes me a second to realise that someone must be at the front door. I spin around, wondering if I should go to answer it, and when I turn back to where Aidan and Dom were sitting moments before, they are gone.

       

      Minutes, hours later – I have no idea how much time has passed – I find myself sitting on the stairs, taking deep breaths and trying to calm my thumping heart and racing mind. I need to focus, to gather my skittering thoughts.

      Aidan and Dom were right next to me, and now they’re gone. Where have they gone – to the pool, the park? Why didn’t they say goodbye? And didn’t I just hear someone at the door? But no finger pushes the buzzer a second time. No distorted silhouette darkens our hallway; there is only the hint of figures passing by on the street as they go about their daily business. Daylight pours uninterrupted through the frosted-glass of our front door, flitting in a dappled dance over the parquet floor.

      Shouldn’t it be getting dark soon? 

      I keep losing track of time, of life around me, and it dawns on me that I may be having blackouts. Or perhaps it’s nothing physical, nothing so dramatic as fainting fits or losing consciousness. Maybe I’m just so buried in thought these days that I’ve been sucked too deeply inside my inner world. I’m not sure whether this is another side effect of post-traumatic stress, or whether I’m deliberately floating in this muffled state of vagueness because it’s far, far less painful than confronting reality. Only it’s proving confusing. Great chunks of time constantly seem to go astray, not to mention my son and husband.

      Then I hear the sound of Aidan’s recorder, the clear high notes scaling upwards until the tune ends with a hasty grating squeak, and moments later Aidan drifts past me on his way back into the living room. My darling boy. He always loved it when I called him that, his nose crinkling as he smiled shyly; Annabel used to laugh and punch my arm: Don’t be soft, Mum! She never waited for goodbye kisses at the school gate; Aidan wouldn’t leave me without a last cuddle. At least I got to spend those moments with the twins – chats on the walk to school, hot chocolate and toast afterwards as we sat at the kitchen table, comparing our days…

      I’ve never regretted my decision to stay at home with the twins. A teaching salary would have been helpful, especially at first, and sometimes I regret not using the degree I struggled to pass. But while I may not be teaching a class of children, I’ve found incredible fulfilment helping the twins learn, develop, grow into such clever little people. Maybe at some point in the future I would have gone back to teacher training. Maybe once, but not now. Now I can’t bear the thought of ever leaving Aidan again.

      Every time I look at my son now, it feels like I’m seeing him for the first time after a long absence. Like I’ve just stepped off a train after a trip and I’m racing up the platform towards him, tears in my eyes and my heart pounding with excitement and eagerness to hold him. It’s like a continual sense of joyful reunion – only it’s one-sided, because he still refuses to acknowledge me. He looks so pale. He’s barely left the house this summer. He needs some sun on his skin and fresh air in his lungs; he needs to run and play, to see his friends and get up to all the mischief that ten-year-old boys love. Only Annabel was the mischievous one. She made endless dens in Bushy Park, little hidey-holes and secret lairs. I’m not sure if Aidan has even been back to the park without her; he doesn’t tell me anything these days.

      And every time I open my mouth to ask, the pain in his eyes silences me and I retreat into my shattered inner world, a heavy weight of guilt pressing down on my chest, paralysing me. So I stay hidden in the shadows, a guilty bystander, listening, longing.

       

      ‘Dad, you said you’d take me to Bushy Park.’

      My heart jumps; it’s like Aidan has read my mind.

      ‘It’ll be dark soon,’ he continues after a long pause.

      Aidan’s unusually abrupt tone sharpens my attention, and I trail after him. He never used to be snappy; he was always so laid-back when Annabel was around. I want to cry as I see how hard he’s trying to act tough; I can see in his eyes that he’s torn, not sure whether it’s appropriate to go and play football in the park while his sister lies dead in the ground.

      I yearn to reach out to him but he’s angled his body away from me. His legs are crossed; one trainer scuffs the other; hands are deep in his jeans pockets. I try to speak but still no words will come, and Aidan keeps his sad eyes focused on Dom, avoiding me. I try not to let Aidan see that it hurts when he ignores me, that he doesn’t even bother to suggest that I take him out to play. He knows I’ve become frightened of the outside world, yet his acceptance of that somehow hurts more than if he were to yell at me, openly blame me. He’s not letting me off the hook; he’s allowing me to sink under the weight of my own guilt. He’s angry with me, and he has good reason to be. I let his sister die.

      ‘Sure. Just let me finish this email then we’ll shoot.’

      I see Aidan’s face tighten fractionally at the ill-chosen words, the casual reference to a weapon that blew his sister halfway across our back garden. But then he shrugs. ‘I’ll get my boots. They’re in the shed, aren’t they?’

      Aidan’s expression is uncertain. He’s not sure his dad has a clue where football boots and scooters and bikes are kept, but he doesn’t want to upset him by drawing attention to the fact. He doesn’t want to point out that it’s Mum who puts these things away; he doesn’t want to have to ask me – to need me – and he’s showing his dad that he doesn’t.

      I still understand my son. 

      I allow the realisation to soak through me, reminding myself that Aidan is still my child, and although we are both lost in grief and don’t know how to talk to each other, we are still connected. He is still part of me, and no matter how hard he’s trying to cut me off, I’m still part of him. I know how he sleeps on his tummy with his right hand hooked under his chin, his right leg tucked up as if he’s climbing a ladder; I know that he prefers white chocolate to dark; I know that he’s scared, and missing the closeness we used to have, and that he thinks if he shows any of this it will be disloyal to his dad.

      Guilty relief takes my breath away: I don’t deserve this comfort but I cling on to it. Aidan might try to erase me from his life, but I’m still here. I’m still his mum. No one can take that away from me.

      Can they? 

      I glance fearfully towards the hallway, the front door, then I turn my back on the terrifying unknown of the outside world and watch Dom lock his briefcase and set it down on the coffee table. He looks up at Aidan with a broad smile, his thin mouth bracketed by creases I don’t remember seeing before under each sharp cheekbone. I wonder again if he’s lost weight; I try to put my finger on what’s changed. His hair is as thick and spiky as ever, neatly trimmed and still richly dark brown. Visibly, he hasn’t aged; he just seems… different.

      ‘Tell you what. Let’s head over to Kingston and I’ll buy you those football boots,’ Dom says, slapping his knees before standing up and resting his hands on Aidan’s shoulders.

      ‘They cost over a hundred pounds. Mum says designer boots are an extravaganza,’ Aidan says dutifully, but his legs uncross and one foot begins to tap against the floor in an excited jitter.

      ‘An extravagance. And they’re not. Only the best for my boy. So stop worrying, you sound like your mum.’ He grins and pulls Aidan roughly against him.

      A memory stirs, but I can’t place it. Instead, I think with sudden irritation: That’s right, talk about me as if I’m not here.

      ‘Mum worries a lot.’

      ‘That’s what mums are for, son. But we still know how to have fun, hey?’

      Suddenly Aidan grins, sunshine breaking through the clouds, and I want to kiss his sad face that, just for a moment, has remembered how to look happy. I want to hug him and tell him that he’s right, I do worry too much, but it’s just because I care – because I don’t want things to get worse, so much worse…

      I puzzle over what that means: another memory just beyond reach. I have a sudden sense that I don’t want things to go back entirely to the way they used to be – but how did they used to be?

      I look around the living room in search of clues to help me decipher the mysterious gulf between Life Before and Life After Annabel. I see the brown leather Chesterfield that dips more on the left side than the right, because that’s where Annabel and Aidan always curled up together so they could stare in unison at the same book or comic, hands dipping in synchronised rhythm into a shared bowl of snacks. I see the upright piano and ornate walnut grandfather clock Dom bought at an antique fair, both incongruously grand in our modest 1930s semi.

      I grew up in a sprawling detached Edwardian house full of austere antique furniture and would have preferred a homelier, more cottagey look, but Dom was always trying to turn our house into a downsized version of an English stately home. We’ve never managed to find a compromise, I reflect, and the house has become a hotchpotch of mismatched styles. And as my eyes linger on each familiar object, my thoughts turn inwards once more and I remember the day we moved in – our first night as Mr and Mrs Castle.
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