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PROLOGUE

She takes one last, hungry look at her daughter. There is something almost unnervingly perfect about a sleeping child. Watching her lying there – her breath soft and even, eyelashes fanned across her plump cheeks – spikes a pain through her heart that is so terrible, so vivid and real that it is physical. It is heartache beyond anything. A long, excruciating chasm that leaves her surprised she is still standing. It is the type of pain that fells you.

She goes closer to the bed, allowing herself these last precious moments. She bends, kneeling next to the girl, and inhales. The sweet smell of her strawberry shampoo and lavender bubble bath. The slightly musty odour of the soft toys, piled high, which likely need washing. She presses her lips to her daughter’s forehead, almost wishing she would wake and demand that her mother stay as she had so many times before. But not tonight. Tonight, she doesn’t even stir.

The woman moves downstairs and pops cash in an envelope for the sitter. She writes the girl’s name on it – ‘Jennifer’ – in shaky scrawl and yells goodbye to her.

Then she steps out into the night. She ignores her car, walking briskly down the road, forcing her feet to move one in front of the other. She knows too well that if she stops, even for a second, she might not be able to keep going.

Half a mile on, she reaches the postbox at the end of Picket Lane. She takes the envelopes from her bag, sliding one inside the other, reading the name printed in her own neat lettering; and she knows – just knows – that the recipient won’t let her down.

A panicked thought rises in her mind just for a moment – will she ever see her child again? – but she pushes it away. Too late for that now. Too late to change her mind. She walks on and on. She gets to the little shed on the sprawling allotment. A place familiar to her. She has knelt there many times, hands in the earth, mud and leaves prickling her bare knees, telling her child which seeds to plant and where. A little slice of the outdoors in the city. She goes into the shed, which she’s spent the week emptying, moving their things to the garage at the house.

Everything she left earlier is still here now. Everything she needs to do this. To carry out her plan to its bitter end. She takes the can of petrol and pours it liberally over every surface of the shed, every wooden panel. Then she gets the box of long matches, strikes one, and the flames fly.

Her last thought before the angry fire consumes the building and everything in it is of her daughter. Her precious girl. 


CHAPTER ONE

The offices are hidden down backstreets and housed in a tall, shiny building. Parsons and Rice occupies the entire first floor.

I head up the stairs and sit awkwardly, feeling out of place, in the reception area, which is just a cordoned-off part of a large open-plan space. There are rows of people, heads down, huddled over their keyboards. The receptionist who saw me in with a ‘Can I get you a drink . . . ?’ is sitting clacking away, fingers flying over the keys. She is the only person I can see with a desk of her own, separate from the other banks housing many occupants.

A tall, fair-haired man comes over after what seems like ages – though can really only have been seconds – and looks at me with a slight head tilt. It is an expression I’ve seen before, one of sympathy.

‘Blue Sillitoe?’

‘Yes,’ I say, standing.

He grins, broad and disingenuous. ‘What an unusual name.’

I smile thinly. ‘It’s the one I was given.’

He nods as though he understands entirely, which obviously he doesn’t. I get this all the time, of course. Who the hell names their daughter Blue, after all? My mother was a hippy, I suppose. My memories of my very young years are of the sweet smell of dope smoke and patchouli, and whimsical music played on scratched records. A woman like that would think nothing of calling a child after a favourite album. She told me it was either Blue or Ocean. I’m not sure Ocean would have been any better.

‘Follow me.’

And I do.

Through the warren of people, out into a set of rooms that still offers little privacy because of the glass doors. But he ushers me into one of them and sits behind a large desk, gesturing for me to take the chair opposite.

He frowns and asks, ‘Were you offered a drink?’

‘I’m not thirsty.’

I’m starting to feel annoyed now. I glance at my wristwatch pointedly. For all he knows I could have a myriad of places to be.

He says, ‘Firstly, thank you so much for coming in. I do appreciate your time.’

I blink. Don’t say anything. Wondering if he will ever get to the bloody point.

‘I could have discussed matters over the phone, but I really felt it would be better to meet in person and when I spoke to the police, they thought . . . well.’

The police? All I’d had was his secretary calling to summon me to his office for a ‘delicate matter’ that needed to be dealt with in person. It’s not every day a solicitor’s office calls. I thought about not turning up at all, but curiosity got the better of me.

But now, the mention of law enforcement makes my palms dampen. I press them against my thighs.

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ I say.

He sighs. ‘Perhaps it ought to have been them.’

I snap, ‘Can you just tell me what’s going on?’

‘Natasha Dryden.’

My eyes drop down to the floor. No carpet, just floorboards. Or perhaps some sort of linoleum made to look like wood. I scrape the end of my steel-toecapped boot across it, looking for a groove or an edge. Definitely linoleum. Awful stuff. Real floorboards are lovely. The first thing I did when I bought my flat was rip up the carpets in the rooms that still had them, by that point musty and dense. The master bedroom had been bare when I looked around and I’d seen the original beautiful floor. I knew it was under there. I sanded the entire flat myself. A labour of love. Now every time I walk through my place barefoot I feel immense satisfaction. My flat comprises the top two floors of a converted Victorian house, which would have been grand and sprawling in its heyday. Hidden away inside its walls were lots of original features that others had tried to cover up, but which I dug out diligently like buried treasure.

He says, ‘Ms Sillitoe.’

‘Blue is fine.’

‘Blue, then. And please call me Matthew.’

I look up and meet his eyes. ‘She’s dead?’

He nods, suitably sombre.

A rushing sound starts up in my ears. A sort of explosive whoosh, then a faint crackling. Fire has its own sounds that once heard can never be forgotten. It is a vast and engulfing physical thing with a soundtrack. Fizzing and popping. You can describe it in actions too. Flames lick. Smoke rises. Embedding itself wherever it can. Getting into things like lungs.

I suddenly feel very faint and lean forward, resting my head in my hands. Pushing the wheeled chair backwards, my feet rubbing along the awful untiled, pretend floors.

He murmurs, ‘This must be a terrible shock.’

I tell him, ‘I haven’t spoken to her in twenty years.’

He nods but nothing about him denotes empathy. Each move practised and, to my mind, insincere. I’m probably being unfair, of course. This can’t be an easy task.

I look up at him. ‘How did she . . . ?’ I pause. ‘You mentioned police.’

The nod again, grave this time. ‘In very sad circumstances. I’m sorry to tell you that Natasha Dryden took her own life.’

That sound. A fizz, a crackle. Like some demented version of that cereal advert. Snap, crackle and pop. I almost laugh, feel my mouth misbehaving. I clamp my hand to my lips.

‘Can I have some water, actually?’

‘Of course.’ He seems glad for the excuse to leave.

Natasha.

Brave.

Fierce.

Bold.

Suicidal? It had been many years, of course. My memory was unreliable in the best of circumstances. But the thought of her . . . letting go of anything, especially her own life, seemed far-fetched to me.

But what did I know about her now? Nothing, really. By choice.

I use the brief seconds Matthew is gone to slip my socked feet out of my boots and push them against the awful linoleum as reality shifts and rearranges itself around me.

He comes back with a tall, thin glass filled with ice, a slice of lime and water. I take it gratefully, sliding my feet back into my boots. Trying to sip water through too many cubes is a difficult and unwieldy task, and I struggle for a second. But finally, the cool liquid gets through, soothing my mouth and my throat.

He tells me, ‘The police would like to talk to you.’

I frown. ‘As I said, I haven’t seen her for many years.’ And then: ‘Why are they involved?’

‘They have to investigate all deaths when the case isn’t cut and dried.’

Not cut and dried.

‘But what does it have to do with me?’

I realise as soon as the words are out how awful that must sound.

‘Well, here’s the thing. Natasha left a will.’

I shrug.

He smiles. ‘You’re asked to be at the reading.’

‘Now?’

He shakes his head. ‘No, no, tomorrow.’

I frown again.

‘Because of the delicate nature of . . . well, Natasha being a client, I was forced to reveal the contents to the police, in light of her death.’ He adds, ‘She left instructions. For them to contact me.’

And I do smile at that. Natasha bossing people around. Even now she’s dead.

Will reading. I can’t get my head around it, and so for probably too long, I don’t respond. Nor do I respond when he asks if I’ll make it. Instead I ask questions, which get scant answers. I realise he doesn’t know much at all. But he does know where it happened, and I am able to get the details of the location from him, even though he is reluctant to give them. I leave feeling fuzzy, clutching an address in my hand. I’d forced him to go into what little detail he had. About what she’d done. How and where. I wasn’t surprised by his answers, though I was gently horrified nonetheless.

Possible overdose.

Burning.

Herself.

A small dwelling, which she sat down in before she lit the match.

I wonder if she was dead before the flames rose to their full glory. Or at least not conscious. I hope one or the other.

Investigation ongoing. No foul play suspected.

I suppose they must have investigated Lisa’s death then, too. I wouldn’t know. I’d read about it on the internet and been rocketed back to the uneasy days of my childhood. She’d killed herself. Drug overdose. I didn’t go to her funeral. The past is just that, isn’t it?

A lot of people who grow up the way we did don’t make it. That’s a fact. We are often eaten alive years later. By addiction, depression. At our own hands.

Survivors who – once liberated – can’t handle it. The delicious, terrifying freedom.

It’s a hard thing to come to terms with. A strange place to find yourself. With a shaky, unstable past, detached from the reality everyone else knows.

I walk and walk. The city is a maze, but I know its streets and I know them well.

When we were girls, we used to study maps of the capital. We weren’t allowed television or many books but for some reason among the limited possessions in our dormitory there was an A to Z of the city of London. Natasha claimed she had lived there as a child and remembered it, though I was never certain that was true. To me it sounded far enough away from where we were and different enough that I might find, if not happiness, at least not nothing.

I don’t have many memories from before Mum and I arrived at the Black House and details of how we got there were vague and unforthcoming. I learned about my childhood years later, mostly via newspaper and magazine articles. One lurid book with bold red writing plastered across its cover. But back then, before we were gone, us children pieced things together via each other’s experiences. Eventually those dialogues merged and became real in my head. But I know better than to trust my own mind. Warped as it was when I was so young and so impressionable.

I eventually get to the address Matthew Parsons had scrawled in his twirly, looping hand.

It’s an allotment. I walk into the small, cordoned-off green areas. Gardens in a city for those who want a patch of the outdoors. Little lines run between each plot and they are filled with plants and long tall stalks with things climbing up them. Even this I don’t like. I much prefer the steady, man-made reality of concrete and walls and roads. I know nature can be a brutal prison as only those who have lived in deepest countryside can. Some like it. I often hear my fellow city dwellers talking dreamily of retiring somewhere green and idyllic. Not understanding that it can get so dark out there where nature rules that you can’t see what’s right in front of your face. There is always light in London. From streetlamps and buildings. People work around the clock here.

I see it then. A shed on one of the larger patches. Or what was a shed and now is just a skeletal structure. Iron railings forming a frame that had once held wood. And a body. That burned to death.

There is yellow tape everywhere. Crime scene tape. Though Matthew Parsons assured me there was no crime. No suspected foul play, as he put it.

Play seems an odd word to encompass such awful things.

Foul. Play. I assume in this instance he meant murder. Hardly a game. Unless it is, of course. My knees feel soft and I pause, resting a hand on a bench. I have come far enough. I can smell the leftovers of what went on here and it’s more than I want. More than I can manage. Fizzing. Popping. Crackling. The smell of smoke, stinging my eyes, seeping into my hair. The taste of it thick in the air. I press a hand to my mouth. Push my feet into the ground. I am safe. This is now.

I turn slowly. And walk. Out of the awful expanse of greenery. Away from the terrible smell of freshly dug earth and burning. Back to the solid footing of pavement. The moving cars, rushing past. The people everywhere who don’t give me a second glance. I feel more at ease as I walk back to my flat. Up the stairs. Closing the door behind me. Pressing my back to it and sinking down. The tears come as I curl my arms and body around my legs. They fall in silent, shoulder-shuddering waves. 


CHAPTER TWO

I don’t eat at home, which had been my intention. I drink a large mug of green tea and then I head into Planet Pop, suddenly desperate to see Isaac. He is there behind the counter. A thin man, naturally so. Built with the sort of metabolism that means he can eat cream cakes all day long and look exactly the same. He was once beautiful and still has his good looks now, though they are worn and fading.

He looks up at me as I come in and grins. When I don’t smile back, he narrows his eyes. ‘Blue?’

I tell him, in garbled words, hearing myself laugh at one point: ‘I haven’t seen her for twenty years.’ Then: ‘I can’t think what the hell she’d have left me.’

He says, ‘I’ll come along.’

‘What?’

‘To the reading.’

I say, ‘I don’t know if I’m going to go, actually.’ I am toying with the idea of forgetting the whole thing ever happened. I can easily block Parsons and Rice’s number from my phone. Tell the police, quite honestly, that I have nothing to say about a ghost from the past.

Isaac says, ‘Don’t be stupid.’

And now it’s my turn to scowl at him. He grins back and I sigh. ‘OK.’

He says, ‘I’ll call Oren and tell him he’ll be on his own for the afternoon.’

‘You think he’s ready?’

Oren was a mess when he first started here, almost six months ago now. He’d just done a long term in prison, not his first sentence, but while he was there his mother had passed away. He’d been unable to attend her funeral. Though he’d continued to drink and use behind bars initially, after his mum passed, he started attending NA meetings. Isaac ran that meeting – something he’d been doing for as long as I’d known him, which felt like forever. He had told Oren that if he kept clean One Day at a Time, there’d be a job waiting for him. He’d done well in the six months since he’d been out, but we hadn’t left him alone yet.

Isaac shrugs. ‘I think so, but we’ll find out tomorrow, I guess.’

I nod. This is his way and I know that even if Oren ransacked the place, which wasn’t far outside the boundaries of belief, Isaac would accept it.

He says, ‘We’ll cash up and bank what’s there though, eh,’ with a wink at me. ‘A morning’s takings won’t be as tempting as a week’s.’

I nod, not pointing out that we have some rare records worth thousands of pounds. Isaac knows this. But it’s his shop. He likes to give people chances, sometimes more than one. I can’t argue with that, since I’ve benefited from it myself over the years. We empty the till and I count everything, putting it all in the right bags – a task that is second nature now. When I’m done, I hand it to Isaac, who opens the bottom drawer of the till and gets out a thick paying-in book. He doesn’t ‘do the internet’ and no matter my encouragement and nagging, he absolutely refuses to do online banking.

He packs it all in his bag and hands it to me. ‘So call the solicitor and we’ll see him tomorrow?’

I nod. ‘I will.’

I switch places with Isaac and settle in behind the counter, lowering the seat for my size, feeling the warmth from where he just sat below me and the familiar grooves of the rickety floor beneath my feet.

He gets to the door and pauses, head cocked to one side. ‘You all right kiddo?’

I swallow thickly and nod. He keeps looking and I shrug.

He smiles. ‘I’ll be out for the rest of the day, so you lock up?’

I nod again.

‘Tomorrow then. If you need me before, just call.’

‘I will.’

He leaves with a wave at the door. 
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