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This one’s for my siblings.



PART ONE

Then



CHAPTER ONE

My first thought when the doorbell woke me was that someone
had died. Most likely Michael Walsh. I turned onto my side, pulled
at the outer corners of my eyes to rid them of the residue of sleep
and blinked myself awake. It was impossible to tell if it was late or
early, though the bedroom was as hot and muggy as it had been
when Tom and I had gone to bed. Tom was no longer beside me.
Now I was alone.

Wed started drinking not long after Freya had gone upstairs. The
remains of a bottle of Pinot Grigio for me, a glass or two of red for
Tom. (He always said white wine was for women.) Just before nine
I called The Mandarin Hut. When the crispy duck arrived I laid
out two trays in the living room, opened another bottle and called
Tom in from the study. I hadn’t pulled the curtains and through the
pink light of the London night sky a cat’s claw of moon appeared.
The two of us ate, mostly in silence, in front of the TV. A ballroom
dance show came on. Maybe it was just the booze but something
about the tight-muscled men and the frou-froud women made
me feel a little sad. The cosmic dance. The grand romantic gesture.
At some point even the tight-muscled men and the frou-froud
women would find themselves slumped together on a sofa with
the remains of a takeaway and wine enough to sink their sorrows,
wondering how theyd got there, wouldn’t they?
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Not that Tom and I really had anything to complain about
except, maybe, a little malaise, a kind of falling away. After all,
weren't we still able to laugh about stuff most of the time or, if we
couldn’t laugh, at least have sex and change the mood?

‘Let’s go upstairs and I'll show you my cha-cha, I said, rising
and holding out a hand.

Tom chuckled and pretended I was joking, then, wiping his
palms along his thighs as if he were ridding them of something
unpleasant, he said, ‘It’s just if I don’t crack this bloody coding
thing..’

I looked out at the moon for a moment. OK, so I knew how
much making a success of Labyrinth meant to Tom, and I'd got
used to him shutting himself away in the two or three hours either
side of midnight. But this one time, with the men and women still
twirling in our minds? Just this one time?

Stupidly, I said, “Won’t it wait till tomorrow?’ and in an instant
I saw Tom stiffen. He paused for a beat and, slapping his hands
on his thighs in a gesture of busyness, he slugged down the last of
his wine, rose from the sofa and went to the door. And so we left
it there with the question still hanging.

I spent the rest of the evening flipping through the case notes
of patients I was due to see that week. When I turned in for the
night, the light was still burning in Tom’s study. I murmured
‘goodnight’ and went upstairs to check on Freya. Our daughter
was suspended somewhere between dreaming and deep sleep. All
children look miraculous when they’re asleep, even the frighten-
ing, otherworldly ones I encounter every day. Their bodies soften,
their small fists unfurl and dreams play behind their eyelids. But
Freya looked miraculous all the time to me. Because she was. A
miracle made at the boundary where human desire meets science.
I stood and watched her for a while, then, retrieving her beloved
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Pippi Longstocking book from the floor and straightening her
duvet, I crept from the room and went to bed.

Sometime later I felt Tom’s chest pressing against me and his
breath on the nape of my neck. He was already aroused and for a
minute I wondered what else hed been doing on screen besides
coding, then shrugged off the thought. A drowsy, half-hearted
bout of lovemaking followed before we drifted into our respective
oblivions. Next thing I knew the doorbell was ringing and I was
alone.

Under the bathroom door a beam of light blazed. I threw oft
the sheet and swung from the bed.

“Tom?

No response. My mind was scrambled with sleep and an anxious
pulse was rising to the surface. I called out again.

There was a crumpling sound followed by some noisy vomiting
but it was identifiably my husband. The knot in my throat loosened.
I went over to the bathroom door, knocked and let myself in. Tom
was hunched over the toilet and there was a violent smell in the
room.

‘Someone’s at the door!

Tom’s head swung round.

I said, “You think it might be about Michael?’

Tom’s father, Michael Walsh, was a coronary waiting to
happen, a lifelong bon vivant in the post-sixty-five-year-old
death zone, whod taken the recent demise of his appalling wife
pretty badly.

Tom stood up, wiped his hand across his mouth and moved over
to the sink. ‘Nah, probably just some pisshead. He turned on the
tap and sucked at the water in his hand and, in an oddly casual
tone, he added, ‘Ignore it’

As I retreated into the bedroom, the bell rang again. Whoever
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it was, they weren't about to go away. I went over to the window
and eased open the curtain. The street was still and empty of
people, and the first blank glimmer was in the sky. Directly below
the house a patrol car was double parked, hazard lights still on
but otherwise dark. For a second my mind filled with the terrible
possibility that something had happened to Sally. Then I checked
myself. More likely someone had reported a burglary or a prowler
in the neighbourhood. Worst case it was Michael.

‘It’s the police, I said.

Tom appeared and, lifting the sash, craned out of the window.

Tl go, you stay here’

I watched him throw on his robe over his boxers and noticed
his hands were trembling. Was that from having been sick or was
he, too, thinking about Michael now? I listened to his footsteps
disappearing down the stairs and took my summer cover-up
from its hook. A moment later, the front door swung open and
there came the low murmur of three voices, Tom’s and those of
two women. I froze on the threshold of the landing and held my
breath, waiting for Tom to call me down, and when, after a few
minutes, he still hadn't, I felt myself relax a little. My parents were
dead. If this was about Sally, Tom would have fetched me by now.
It was bound to be Michael. Poor Michael.

I went out onto the landing and tiptoed over to Freyas room.
Tom often said I was overprotective, and maybe I was, but I'd seen
enough mayhem and weirdness at work to give me pause. I pushed
open the door and peered in. A breeze stirred from the open
window. The hamster Freya had brought back from school for the
holidays was making the rounds on his wheel but in the aura cast
by the Frozen-themed nightlight I could see my tender little girl’s
face closed in sleep. Freya had been too young to remember my
parents and Michael had always been sweet to her in a way that
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his wife, who called her ‘my little brown granddaughter’, never was,
but it was better this happened now, in the summer holidays, so
shed have time to recover before the pressures of school started up
again. Wed tell her in the morning once wed had time to formulate
the right words.

At the top of the landing I paused, leaning over the bannister. A
woman in police uniform stood in the glare of the security light.
Thirties, with fierce glasses and a military bearing. Beside her
was another woman in jeans and a shapeless sweater, her features
hidden from me. The policewoman’s face was brisk but unsmiling;
the other woman was dishevelled, as though she had been called
from her bed. Between them I glimpsed the auburn top of what
I presumed was a child’s head - a girl, judging from the amount
of hair. I held back, unsure what to do, hoping theyd realise they
were at the wrong door and go away. I could see the police officer’s
mouth moving without being able to hear what was being said. The
conversation went on and after a few moments Tom stood to one
side and the two women and the child stepped out of the shadows
of the porch and into the light of the hallway.

The girl was about the same age as Freya, taller but small-boned,
legs as spindly as a deer’s and with skin so white it gave her the
look of some deep sea creature. She was wearing a grey trackie
too big for her frame which bagged at the knees from wear and
made her seem malnourished and unkempt. From the way she
held herself, stiffly and at a distance from the dishevelled woman,
it was obvious they didn’t know one another. A few ideas flipped
through my mind. Had something happened in the street, a house
fire perhaps, or a medical emergency, and a neighbour needed us to
look after her for a few hours? Or was she a school friend of Freya’s
who had run away and for some reason given our address to the
police? Either way, the situation obviously didn’t have anything
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much to do with us. My heart went out to the kid but I can’t say I
wasn't relieved. Michael was safe, Sally was safe.

I moved down the stairs and into the hallway. The adults remained
engrossed in their conversation but the girl looked up and stared. I
tried to place the sharp features and the searching, amber eyes from
among our neighbours or the children at Freya’s school but nothing
came. She showed no sign of recognising me. I could see she was
tired — though not so much from too little sleep as from a lifetime
of watchfulness. It was an expression familiar to me from the kids
I worked with at the clinic. Id probably had it too, at her age. An
angry, cornered look. She was clasping what looked like a white
rabbit’s foot in her right hand. The cut end emerged from her fist,
bound crudely with electrical wire which was attached to a key. It
looked home-made and this lent it — and her — an air that was both
outdated and macabre, as if shed been beamed in from some other
time and had found herself stranded here, in south London, in the
second decade of the twenty-first century, in the middle of the night,
with nothing but a rabbit’s foot and a key to remind her of her origins.

‘What's up?’ I said, more out of curiosity than alarm. I smiled
and waited for an answer.

The two women glanced awkwardly at Tom and from the way
he was standing, stiffly with one hand slung on his hip in an
attempt at relaxed cool, I understood they were waiting for him to
respond and I instinctively knew that everything I'd been thinking
was wrong. A dark firework burst inside my chest. The girl in the
doorway was neither a neighbour’s kid nor a friend of our daughter.

She was trouble.

I took a step back. “Will someone tell me what's going on?’

When no one spoke I crouched to the girl’s level and, summon-
ing as much friendliness as I could, said, ‘What’s your name? Why
are you here?’
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The girl’s eyes flickered to Tom, then, giving a tiny, contemptu-
ous shake of the head, as if by her presence all my questions had
already been answered and I was being obstructive or just plain
dumb, she said, ‘I''m Ruby Winter.

I felt Tom’s hands on my shoulder. They were no longer trem-
bling so much as hot and spasmic.

‘Cat, please go and make some tea. I'll come in a second

There was turmoil in his eyes. ‘Please, he repeated. And so, not
knowing what else to do, I turned on my heels and made for the
kitchen.

While the kettle wheezed into life, I sat at the table in a kind
of stupor; too shocked to gather my thoughts, I stared at the
clock as the red second hand stuttered towards the upright.
Tock, tock, tock. There were voices in the hallway, then I heard
the living room door shut. Time trudged on. I began to feel
agitated. What was taking all this time? Why hadn’t Tom come?
Part of me felt I had left the room already but here I was still.
Eventually, footsteps echoed in the hallway. The door moved and
Tom appeared. I stood up and went over to the counter where,
what now seemed like an age ago, I had laid out a tray with the
teapot and some mugs.

‘Sit down, darling, we need to talk’ Darling. When was the last
time hed called me that?

I heard myself saying, idiotically, ‘But I made tea!’

‘It1l wait’ He pulled up a chair directly opposite me.

When he spoke, his voice came to me like the distant crackle
of a broken radio in another room. I'm so sorry, Cat, but
however I say this it’s going to come as a terrible shock, so
I’'m just going to say what needs to be said, then we can talk.
There’s no way round this. The girl, Ruby Winter, she’s my
daughter’



CHAPTER TWO

“We already have a daughter’

Tom glanced at me then looked away. It was as though I was
viewing him through an early morning fog. He seemed at once
both real and spectral. Cold suddenly, I pulled my cover-up more
tightly around my body. Words fizzed and flared without my being
able to catch hold of them. Stupid thoughts flooded in: This can’t
be happening because it’s a Monday and Monday is clinic day.

‘No, I said. ‘No, don’t do this to us’

Tom reached out for my hand and I let him take it. His face was
a strange mottled colour, barely recognisable.

Tm so, so sorry, Caitlin. I don’t know what to say. I swear I didn’t
know anything about her until a few minutes ago. This is as much
of a shock to me as it is to you’

Something rose up in me like a thundercloud, raw and fearsome.
I yanked my hand away. This was the worst kind of dream, the one
you can’t wake up from, the one that turns out to be real.

‘T doubt that, I said.

Tom bit his lip.

I needed the facts, the data. ‘How did this happen? When?

‘Not long before Freya was born’

‘When I was in hospital?” My mind zoomed back to the madness
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of my pregnancy, how helpless I had been, out of my mind and
afraid. Jesus, don’t tell me you had sex with someone in the psych
ward?’

Tom shot me a wounded look. ‘Of course not. Please, Cat, just
don’t say anything and I'll try to explain and then you can ask me
whatever you want’

It was quite some explanation. Strung out after one of his visits
to the hospital to see me, my husband had gone to a nearby pub
with the intention of having a quick drink before getting on the
bus home. One turned into two, turned into plenty. A woman
appeared, apparently from nowhere — ha ha - and sat next to him
at the bar. Theyd got chatting and what followed — the whole tired
suburban cliché - happened in some shabby B&B around the back
of Denmark Hill station. He left for home sometime after dawn and
that was that. Hed never seen or heard from the woman again. A
moment of madness, the result of overwhelming stress. It hadn’t
meant anything then and he begged me to believe how much he
regretted it now. I couldn’t know how much, he said. More than
anything.

As Tom spoke I couldn’t help thinking just how bloody old
and worn and unoriginal the story sounded, a clapped-out tale
of a faithless husband led on by some mysterious femme fatale.
If you saw it on TV, youd reach for the remote. This wasn’t us.
This wasn’t who we were meant to be. So how was it that it was
what we had become? I felt myself reaching for words that had
already fled. Odd swoops of energy were tearing up my legs and
escaping out into the room through my arms. I made to stand
up, got halfway, and then sat down again, defeated by legs that
no longer held any weight.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Ruby’
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‘Tknow that! I mean the woman. Your fuck buddy I twisted my
head and glared at him but he averted his gaze.

For a moment there was silence, then Tom said, ‘Her name is
Lilly, Lilly Winter.

I felt as if someone had opened my skull and unloaded a skip
of building waste inside. Images of lilies crossed my mind. When
had they become junk flowers, the carnations or chrysanthemums
of their time, the sweet, cloying gesture you made when youd run
out of more meaningful ones? One thought morphed into another
and I remembered what happened with the lilies that time just
after Freya was born when wed thought everything was back to
normal and then discovered it wasn’'t. Oh God, don't let this bring
the madness back. Please, God, not that. Then my thoughts were
broken by the faint murmur of female voices in the living room
and I was reminded of the policewoman and the time and the fact
that there was still so much to know.

The girl’s name was jammed inside my throat but I couldn’t say
it. ‘Why is she here? What’s the policewoman doing?’

Tom folded his arms. “There was an accident. Ruby found her
mother dead in bed sometime around midnight when she got up
to have a pee. The police... I don’t know, Lilly must have told Ruby
my name and the police looked me up on some database. In any
case, they got my address somehow’

He went on: “They think it was carbon monoxide poisoning
- faulty boiler, no batteries in the carbon monoxide detector.
The policewoman said you don’t smell it, you don’t hear it, you
don't taste it. If the gas leak is big enough, it only takes thirty
seconds to kill you. Ruby’s mother was dead drunk, she wouldn’t
have known anything about it He stopped and rubbed a hand
across his face as though trying to obliterate something, but I
was relieved to see there were no tears. Whatever feelings were
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going through his heart right now, grief for Lilly Winter wasn’t
among them.

‘Oh God, that’s horrible, I said.

‘Ruby’s room is in a separate corridor in the flat and she was
sleeping with her window wide open, otherwise..” He frowned
and sat with the thought a moment, then, getting up, went over to
the kettle and refilled the pot. He brought the tea over then seated
himself once more in the chair beside me.

‘Drink this, you'll feel better’

I pushed the mug away. I didn’t want to feel better. Not now.
Not at five thirty in the morning with my husband’s love child in
the room next door. I thought about Freya asleep upstairs, still
oblivious to the existence of a half-sister, and wondered what we
were about to do to her world.

Tom’s head was in his hands now and he was rubbing at his
temples with his thumbs.

‘What were you thinking?’

He swung up so his face was angled towards me and let the air
blow out of his lips. ‘Evidently, I wasn’t, he said.

I let out a bitter laugh. Even when he wasn’t trying to be funny
Tom managed to be amusing. Maybe that’s why wed lasted as long
as we had. The Tom I first met was a glossy, charming man who
smelled brightly of the future. I wanted him and he wanted me.
We were young and wanting one another seemed if not enough
(we weren’t that stupid), then at least the largest part of the deal.
Not long after wed married, life came along. The sex, at first wild,
calmed into something more manageable. But it was all OK. We
got on well, rarely fought and seemed to want the same things. The
years slid by. We had our daughter and moved into a house and
enjoyed trips to the seaside on the weekends. We were good parents.
We respected one another’s careers. When Tom left Adrenalyze to
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start his own company, I'd kept the joint account ticking over. Hed
supported me as I'd worked long hours at the institute, cheering
me from the sidelines when I'd been called as an expert witness
in child psychosis. When Id failed so publically, so devastatingly,
and all I'd worked for had come tumbling down, hed stood by me.
Over the years we somehow turned into the couple other couples
pretend not to envy. Unflashy, boring, steady. The couple who never
got the point of counselling sessions, ‘check-ins’ or ‘date nights.
‘Never let light in on magic, Tom used to say — another of his jokes.
We liked it that the outlines of our marriage were blurry and out
of focus. Because what is marriage, after all, but a kind of wilful
blindness, an agreement to overlook the evidence, a leap of faith
for which, in these days of Tinder hook-ups and casual sexting, it
pays to be a little myopic?

Tom was going on about something, but I'd stopped listening.
The room had begun to feel very claustrophobic. It was as if eve-
rything was speeding inwards, converging into a single laser-like
beam of almost blinding intensity. Everything has changed. From
now on our lives will be different in ways neither of us can predict.
Eventually, when I realised hed fallen silent, I said, simply, Tm so
bloody angry I can hardly speak’

Tom’s chest heaved. ‘T know, I know. His voice carried on but
the words were lost to me. Instead I began thinking about how
things had been after Freya was born, when wed tried and failed
for another child. The doctor’s best guess had been that our bodies
were in some undefined way biologically incompatible. Tom hadn’t
wanted to go through IVF again or risk another episode of my
prenatal psychosis, that wild paranoia which had overwhelmed
me in the weeks preceding Freya, and he wouldn’t entertain the
idea of adopting. What had followed was a kind of mourning for
a child I'd never have, years of hopeless and, for the most part,
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unspoken longing. Through it all I'd at least been comforted by
the notion that neither of us was to blame.

‘Biological incompatibility’ had been my ‘get out of jail free’
card. But now, the arrival of my husband’s other daughter was
proof that the ‘incompatibility’ was actually something to do with
me. I was the problem. And not just because of my hormones
and my predilection for going crazy while pregnant, but because
there was something fundamentally wrong with my reproductive
system. I was the reason wed had to resort to IVE. And now here
was the proof, in the shape of Ruby Winter. Concrete evidence of
the failure of my fertility.

Tom had stopped speaking and was slumped in the chair picking
at his fingers. He seemed angry and distracted.

I said, ‘Why isn’t she with a relative or something?’

He looked up and glared. ‘I am a bloody relative, then, gather-
ing himself, he said, ‘Sorry. There’s a grandmother, apparently,
Lilly Winter’s mother, but they couldn’t get hold of her. In any
case, they said Ruby asked to be taken to her dad’s! He shot me
a pleading look. ‘Look, we'll sort all of this out and Ruby will go
and live with her gran and maybe we’ll see her at the weekends.
The most important thing for now is that she’s safe, isn’t it?’

I glanced at the wall clock. It was nearly six in the morning
and the little girl in our living room had just lost her mother.
I pushed back my hair and forced myself to think straight. In
a couple of hours’ time I would be at the institute doing my
best to work with a bunch of kids who needed help. How could
I possibly live with myself if I didn’t help the kid on my own
doorstep?

I stood up and cleared my throat. ‘We’re not done talking about
this, not even close. But for now I'm guessing there’ll be paperwork
and we'll need to show the girl to the spare room so she can get
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some sleep. You go back to the living room. I need a few minutes
alone then I'll follow on with some fresh tea and a glass of juice
for’ — the words fell from my mouth like something bitter and
unwanted - ‘your daughter’

* % %

While Tom went through the admin with the social worker, Ruby
Winter followed me up the stairs in stunned silence, still clutching
the rabbit’s foot key, and my heart went out to her, this motherless,
pale reed of a girl.

“You're safe here; I said.

I switched on the bedside lamp and invited her to sit on the bed
beside me. Those off-colour eyes scanned my face momentarily,
as if she were trying to decide whether I could be trusted. She sat,
reluctantly, keeping her distance and with hands jammed between
her knees, her skinny frame making only the shallowest of impres-
sions on the mattress. We were three feet from one another now,
brought together first by drink and carelessness and then by the
terrible fate of her mother. Yet despite all the shock and horror
she must have been feeling and my sympathy for her situation, it
was as though she possessed some kind of force field which made
being close to her unsettling.

I pointed to the rabbit’s foot keyring in her hand.

‘Shall I keep that safe for you? We might need it later, when one
of us goes to fetch your things’ The social worker had brought a
bag of basic clothes and toiletries to tide Ruby over while the police
did whatever they needed to do in the flat, but the policewoman
had told us that theyd been working for several hours already and,
given there were no suspicious circumstances, would probably be
done by the morning.
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Ruby Winter hesitated then handed me the keyring. The com-
bination of fur and metal was warm from her hand.

Tm sorry; I said. Tm really terribly sorry about your mother.
It's going to take a while to sort everything out, but we will. For
now it’s best if you get some sleep.

I pulled out a toothbrush and wash cloth and a pair of pyjamas
from the bag the social worker had brought. “Would you like me
to come with you to the bathroom?’

Ruby shook her head.

While she was gone, I unpacked the few remaining bits and
bobs then sat back on the bed, scooped up the rabbit’s foot keyring
and held it in the palm of my hand. It really was an odd thing, the
claws dirty and the skin jagged and ratty at the cut end. It had been
Lilly Winter’s, I guessed. Who kept animal-part charms these days
except maybe Wicca nuts or sinister middle-aged men living with
their mothers? I dropped the keyring into my pocket and tried to
separate the new arrival from the circumstances of her creation. It
wasn’t Ruby’s fault that shed been conceived in an act of betrayal.
But it wasn’t going to be easy to forget it either.

When she returned, dressed in her PJs, I took her wash things
and put them on the chest of drawers and sat in the chair at the
end of the bed as she slid under the duvet. ‘Did your father tell
you we have a daughter about your age? Her name’s Freya. You'll
meet her in the morning’

I'waited for a response that didn’t come. In the dim light thrown by
the beside lamp, with her tiny body and huge hair, the girl appeared
otherworldly but also somehow not quite there, as though what I
was looking at was a reflection of a girl rather than the girl herself.

“Your dad told me you have a grandmother’

Ruby Winter looked up and gave a little smile, oddly empty of
feeling, then looked away.
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‘She’s a bitch, she said flatly. Her voice was soft but with the
sharpened edges of a south London accent.

Tm sorry you feel that, I said. I sensed she was testing me,
hoping to catch me out. Perhaps I should have left then and allowed
her to sleep but my curiosity overcame me.

‘Did your mother ever tell you anything about your dad?’

Ruby gazed at her fingers and, in the same expressionless tone,
she said, ‘Only that he was a real shit’

This was the kind of behaviour I dealt with on a daily basis at
the clinic, but in the here and now, I felt oddly at a loss. T'm sure
she didn’t really say that. And, anyway, he isn’t

Ruby looked at me then shrugged as if what she had said was
of no consequence. T'm tired now’

‘Of course you are, I said, feeling bad for having pushed her into
a conversation she didn’t want to have. I went to the door. ‘Sleep
now and we’ll talk later’

Back downstairs I made another pot of tea and some toast and
took a tray out to the others. The policewoman was in the middle of
saying that there would have to be a post-mortem on Lilly Winter
and a report would be filed with the coroner, but it was unlikely
that the coroner would call an inquest. The situation at the flat had
been straightforward enough. An old boiler, no batteries in the
carbon monoxide detector, Lilly passed out from drink.

‘Presumably Ruby will go and live with her grandmother?’ I
voiced this as a question but I hoped it was also a statement.

The social worker briefly caught Tom’s eye.

“That’s the plan, Tom said.

The policewoman’s phone went. She answered it, listened briefly,
then, turning to Tom, she said, T'm afraid we’ll need to keep you
a little longer to go over a few things — but we're done at the flat
if..” She smiled at me. ‘Perhaps youd like to go and fetch Ruby’s
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personal effects?” She told me the address and began giving me
directions.

“That’s OK, I know the Pemberton Estate’

‘Oh!’ the policewoman replied, her voice full of amazement,
as if neither of us had any business knowing anywhere like the
Pemberton.

‘It’s where I grew up, I said.





