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  Prologue


  Umbra Sumus  We are shadows.


  
    
      Inscription on the sundial of the Huguenot church, now the Jamme Masjid mosque, on Londons Brick Lane

    

  


  
    That Sunday began like any ordinary Sunday, except that Naz, Sandras husband, had gone in to work for a few hours at his law office, an unusual breach of family
    protocol for him.

  


  Having pushed aside her initial irritation, Sandra had decided to use the time for one of her own projects, and after breakfast and chores she and Charlotte had gone up to her studio on the
  top floor of the house.


  After two hours work, Sandra stepped back, frowning, from the swatches of fabric she had pinned to the muslin stretched over the work frame in her studio. The carefully shaped pieces
  of material overlapped, forming a kaleidoscope of images, so that at first the whole appeared abstract, but on closer inspection shapes appeared: streets, buildings, people, birds, other animals,
  flowers  all representing in some way the history and culture of Sandras particular part of London, the East End, in and around Brick Lane.


  Sandras love affair with fabrics had begun as a child, with the acquisition of a tattered quilt from a market stall on Brick Lane. She and her gran had pored over it, marvelling at the
  intricacy of the pattern, wondering which bits had come from an Auntie Marys best pinny, which from a little girls Sunday dress, which from an Uncle Georges cast-off
  pyjamas.


  That passion had survived art college, and the pressure to join the vogue for shock art. She had learned to draw and to paint, and gradually shed translated those skills into what she
  still thought of as painting with fabric. But unlike paint, fabric was tactile and three-dimensional, and the work fascinated her as much now as it had done when she had haltingly composed her very
  first piece.


  Today, however, something wasnt quite right. The piece wasnt generating the emotional impact she wanted, and she couldnt quite work out what was wrong. She moved a colour
  here, a shape there, stepped back for a different perspective and frowned again. The dark brick of Georgian town houses formed a frame for a cascade of colour  it might have been Fournier
  Street or Fashion Street, with the women parading in their gowns, intricately worked iron cages held high in their hands. The wire cages held, however, not birds, but womens and
  childrens faces, dark to light, a few framed by the hijab.


  Late-morning sun poured through the great windows in the loft  a blessing for its warmth in mid-winter, if not in mid-May  but it was the clarity of the light that had drawn
  Sandra to the place, and that still, even when the work wasnt going well, had the power to hold her transfixed.


  She and Naz had bought the Fournier Street house more than a decade ago, when they were first married, disregarding rising damp, crumbling plaster and minimal plumbing, because Sandra had
  seen the potential of the studio space. And it had been affordable on Nazs solicitors earnings while Sandra was still at art school. They had worked hard, making many of the repairs
  themselves, to create their vision of a home, not realizing that in a few years time they would be sitting on a property gold mine.


  For the town houses on Fournier Street were Georgian, built by the French Huguenot silk weavers who had come to Londons Spitalfields to escape persecution in Catholic France. The
  weavers had done well for themselves for a time, their looms clicking in their spacious lofts, the women congregating on the front stoops in their lustrous taffeta gowns, while their canaries sang
  in the cages they carried as marks of status.


  But cheap calico imports from India had threatened the weavers livelihood, and the invention of the mechanized loom had sounded its death knell. New waves of immigrants had followed
  the Huguenots  the Jews, the Irish, the Bangladeshis, the Somalis  but none had prospered as the Huguenots had done, and the houses had sunk into a long, slow decay.


  Until now. Despite the recession, the City was moving relentlessly eastwards, encroaching on Spitalfields, bringing a new wave of immigrants. But these were yuppies with fat wallets who were
  snapping up the houses and warehouses of the old East End, pushing the lower-income residents out as they came in. For the present bled into the past, and the past into the present, always, and to
  Sandra it seemed particularly so in the East End, where the years accumulated in layers like the fabrics on her board.


  Sandra sighed and rubbed her fingers over the scrap of peacock-blue taffeta she held in her hand, contemplating its position in the overall design of her collage. Change was inevitable, she
  supposed, and she had friends now on both sides of the economic divide  and, if anything, she owed her ability to make her living as an artist to those at the upper end of the scale.


  She glanced at the pile of fabric scraps under the loft casement. Charlotte lay nestled among the silks and voiles, drawn like a cat to the pool of sunlight. She had settled there when she
  tired of a long and one-sided conversation with her favourite stuffed elephant  Charlotte, like her mother before her, would have nothing to do with dolls.


  Graceful as a cat, too, her little daughter, even asleep with her thumb in her mouth, thought Sandra. At almost three, Charlotte had held on to her thumb-sucking a bit too long, but Sandra
  found herself reluctant to deprive her precocious child of a last vestige of infant comfort.


  Her frustration with the collage-in-progress momentarily forgotten, Sandra grabbed a sketchbook and pencil from her work table. Quickly, she blocked out the spill of fabric, the small French
  panes of the casement, the curve of Charlottes small body in dungarees and T-shirt, the delicate and slightly snub-nosed face framed by the mass of toffee-coloured curls.


  The sketch cried out for colour and Sandra exchanged her number 2 for a handful of coloured pencils pulled from a chipped Silver Jubilee mug  a flea-market treasure kept for its
  accidental misspelling of the Duke of Edinburghs name.


  Red for the dungarees, pink for the T-shirt, bright blues and greens for the puddled silks, warm brown for the polished floorboards.


  Absently, she went back to the silks, her hand attempting to reproduce the half-formed memory of an intricate silk pattern she had seen. It had been sari silk, like those spilled on her
  floor, but an unusual pattern, tiny birds hand-woven into the apple-green fabric. Shed asked the girl who wore it where it had come from, and the child had answered in soft, halting English,
  saying her mother had given it to her. But when Sandra asked if her mother had bought it here, in London, the girl had gone mute and looked frightened, as if shed spoken out of turn. And the
  next time Sandra visited, she had been gone.


  Sandra frowned at the recollection and Charlotte stirred, as if unconsciously responding. Afraid she would lose her opportunity to capture the tableau, Sandra reached for her camera and
  snapped. She checked the image, nodding as she saw Charlottes sleeping face framed by silk, timeless now.


  Timeless, like the faces in the cages in her collage . . . A sudden inspiration made her glance at the collage. What if . . . ? What if she used photo transfer for the faces of
  the women and girls, rather than fabric and paint? She could use the faces of women and children she knew, if they would agree.


  Charlotte stretched and opened her eyes, smiling sleepily. A good-natured child, Charlotte was seldom cross, unless tired or hungry, a blessing that Sandra was sure she had not bestowed on
  her own mum. Setting down her camera, she knelt and lifted her daughter. Nice nap, sweetie? she asked as Charlotte twined her arms round her neck for a hug. Charlottes hair was
  damp from sun and sleep, and her pale caramel skin still held a faint scent of baby muskiness, but she didnt give her mother much chance to nuzzle.


  Squirming from Sandras arms, she went to the work table. Duck pencils, Mummy, she said, eyeing the empty mug. I want to draw, too.


  Sandra considered, glancing at the clock, at the sun-brightened windows, and once again at the half-finished collage on the work table. She knew from experience that shed reached the
  point where staring at the board wouldnt provide a solution, and besides, she wanted to try out her photo idea. A break was in order.


  It was not quite noon, Charlotte had been up early and Sandra had let her fall asleep before her usual nap time. Theyd agreed to meet Naz for lunch at two  that is, if he could
  drag himself away from the office. She gave a sharp shake of her head at the thought. He and Lou had both been working much too hard on an upcoming case, and Naz was showing uncharacteristic signs
  of strain. Family Sundays had always been a priority for them, especially since Charlottes birth, as they were both determined to give her the secure childhood neither of them had
  had.


  Naz had been orphaned, his Christian parents murdered in Pakistan by the swell of fundamentalist Muslim violence in the seventies. Sent to London in the care of an aunt and uncle who felt
  themselves burdened by the charge, he had grown up adjusting to the loss of both family and culture.


  And Sandra  well, her family didnt bear thinking about.


  And now her husband was spending too much of his precious family time on his current case. She would have to have a word with Naz. In the meantime, it was a perfect May day, and there was
  still time to go to Columbia Road.


  I have a better idea, she told Charlotte, putting the pencils firmly back in the cup. Lets go and see Uncle Roy.


  Sandra held Charlottes hand as they made their way up Brick Lane through the bustle of the Sunday market. Fall-off-the-lorry day, Naz always called the Sunday market,
  with a hint of disapproval. He was right, of course. Half the things hawked by the traders had either fallen off a lorry or been smuggled across the Channel in the back of one. But Sandra loved it
   loved the tatty chaos of it, the vendors with their makeshift trestle tables selling everything from French wine to cases of oranges (no doubt rotten at the bottom) and old car
  batteries.


  When they passed the Old Truman Brewery, Charlotte tugged at her hand. Roots, Mummy, she said, pointing into Ely Yard. In the car park behind the brewery, an old Routemaster bus
  had been turned into a vegan restaurant called Rootmaster. Charlotte didnt understand the pun, but loved to eat on its top deck. The bus rocked with the wind and with the waitresss
  tread on the curving stairs, and Charlotte would shriek with joy at every sway.


  Not now, sweetie. Sandra clasped her hand more firmly. Well meet Daddy there in a bit. And when we get to Columbia Road, Ill buy you a cupcake for
  after.


  She waved at her friends in the vintage-clothing shop where she often bought things to use in her collages, but resisted the temptation to go in. The window gave back a distorted reflection
  of her mop of blonde hair, and of Charlottes, a few shades darker but just as curly.


  It was only as they neared the railway line that Sandra slowed, then stopped. When Charlotte tugged at her hand again, she scooped her up and propped her on her hip. In one of the recessed
  brick arches under the old railway bridge, an anonymous artist had pasted a black-and-white photo image of a young woman. She was nude, shown from the pelvis up, her torso almost as slender as a
  boys. The shape of the surrounding brick arch suggested an icon, and the subject gazed out at the viewer with such serene grace that Sandra had mentally dubbed her the Madonna of
  Brick Lane.


  But she was fading, the Madonna, the paper wrinkling, the edges beginning to peel and curl. Soon she would disappear, in the way of street art, to be replaced by another artists
  vision. Sandra pulled out her camera and snapped a shot. Now at least the Madonna would be preserved.


  The inspiration shed had in the studio suddenly crystallized. She would use photo transfers, yes, but fade them . . . They would vanish as had the women and girls held captive
  in so many ways over the years. Vanish like the girl with the sari


  Oh, no, surely not . . . Sandra tightened her grip on Charlotte. Shed heard the stories, of course, but had not connected them with anyone she knew. It was impossible.
  Unthinkable. And yet . . .


  She must be mad, she told herself, shaking her head. But now that the idea had taken hold, it grew, blossoming in all its permutations into something monstrous.


  Charlotte squirmed. Mummy, youre hurting me.


  Sorry, sweetheart. Sandra relaxed her grip and kissed the top of Charlottes curls.


  I want to go. I want to see Daddy, said Charlotte, kicking her trainer-clad toes against Sandras leg.


  Well see Daddy. But Sandra glanced once more at the Madonna, then turned away, keeping Charlotte on her hip, hurrying now. The suspicion might be mad, but she
  would have to prove herself wrong. With her free hand she felt in her bag, making sure she had brought her camera. She had an excuse for a visit  shed ask to take a photo, for the
  collage. It wasnt far. Shed just need to leave Charlotte with Roy for a bit.


  She crossed Bethnal Green Road, then made her way through the quiet, council-estate-lined streets of Bethnal Green. Her hip began to ache from Charlottes weight.


  As she neared Columbia Road, she began to pass pedestrians going the other way. Some carried bunches of cut flowers, some potted plants, some even pulled trolleys filled with shrubs or small
  palm trees.


  She heard the market before she saw it, the noise coming in staccato bursts. At first it sounded like a foreign language, then, as they grew nearer, the words resolved themselves into
  English, bawled in a cockney singsong patter. Nice buncha daisies a five-a. Get yer tulips now, three bunches a tenn-a.


  Turning a corner, she passed by the pocket park and plunged into the bottom end of Columbia Road Flower Market. Every Sunday morning at the break of dawn, the flower vendors set up their
  stalls here, hawking everything from boxes of bedding flowers to small trees. It was only as an adult that Sandra had come to know the market from an outsiders viewpoint, as she had worked
  her way through school and art college here, helping Roy Blakely at his stall.


  Sandra hugged Charlotte closer and pushed through the crowd, ducking away from the tendrils of a stalls climbing roses that threatened to catch in her hair. Roy stood beneath his
  green-and-white-striped awning, tucking a folded note into the purse he wore at his waist. When he saw Sandra and Charlotte, he winked. Come for the best of the lot, have we?


  The vendors would sell everything before they knocked their stalls down, and Roy would let Sandra pay only a pittance for the leavings on the stall. Her loft was full of potted plants, her
  small garden riotous, and most weeks she took home bunches of cut flowers for the house, but not today.


  Cupcakes, said Charlotte seriously, eyeing Treacle, the shop near Roys stall. Lemon.


  Not just yet. Sandra let her slide to the ground. Roy, can I ask a favour? Ive something  Ive an errand. Would you mind watching Charlotte for just a
  bit? It wont be long  were supposed to meet Naz at two. She glanced at her watch, feeling the pressure of time.


  Charlotte jumped over a box of pansies and wrapped herself around Roys knees. Can I sell flowers, Uncle Roy?


  That you can, love. Roy stooped to give her a hug. Go on, then, he added to Sandra. I can manage, now the punters have thinned.


  Sandra hesitated just for a moment, tempted by the comforting familiarity of the market. It would be easy to slip on an apron and give Roy a hand. But shed made up her mind, and now
  she must see it through.


  Bending, she gave Charlotte a kiss. Right. Thanks, Roy. Ill owe you.


  Sandra glanced at her watch. It was five minutes past one. Waving to Charlotte, she turned away. When she reached the corner, a sudden impulse made her glance back, but the crowd had obscured
  her daughter as seamlessly as a closing zip.


  



  Chapter One


  
    
      Sadly, I have recently come to accept what I refused to accept for so long: that the house may be only ephemeral.


      
        Dennis Severs, 18 Folgate Street:


        The Tale of a House in Spitalfields

      

    

  


  The streets were greasy with moisture. The air inside the bus felt thick, almost solid, and in the damp August heat the personal-hygiene deficiencies of some of the passengers
  were all too apparent.


  Gemma James stood near the centre doors as the number 49 lumbered south over Battersea Bridge, gripping the stanchion, trying not to breathe through her nose. The man in the seat beside her
  stank of more than unwashed body  alcohol fumes came off him in waves, and when the bus lurched he swayed against her.


  Why had she thought taking the bus a good idea? And on a Saturday. Shed had a few errands to run in Kensington and hadnt wanted to bother with parking  that had been her
  excuse, at least. The truth was that shed craved the mindlessness of it, had wanted to sit and watch London going about its business without any assistance on her part. She hadnt
  planned on having to protect her personal space quite so diligently.


  When the bus ground to a halt just past the bridge, she was tempted to get off and walk, but her map told her there was still a good way to go, and a few sluggish raindrops splattered against
  the already-dirty windows. To her left she could see the rise of Battersea Park, an impressionistic grey-green blur through the smeared glass. The doors opened and closed with a pneumatic swish.
  The drunk man stayed resolutely put.


  Gemma didnt know this part of London well, and as the bus turned from the fairly posh environs of Battersea Road into Falcon Road, the neighbourhood quickly lost its gloss.


  Surely, Hazel didnt mean to live here rather than in Islington? Charity shops, video rentals, halal butchers, down-at-heel nameless cafes  and now ahead she could see the
  converging railway lines of Clapham Junction. Had she missed her stop? She jammed her finger against the red request button, and when the bus doors opened at the next stop, she almost leapt
  out.


  Her feeling of relief was short-lived, however, as she stood on the pavement and looked round. She consulted her London AZ, double-checking, but there was no doubt this was the
  street. It was, she saw, not even a cul-de-sac, but simply a short dead end. A square concrete building that announced itself in both English and Bengali as a mosque stood on the corner, and in the
  street itself a few young men in skullcaps and salwar kameez idly kicked a football.


  Gemma moved slowly forward, searching for the number Hazel had given her. A rubbish skip stood on the pavement to her left, overflowing with what looked like the complete interior of the
  terraced Victorian house behind it. That was a good sign, surely, she thought, the area on the up. But aside from the short terrace, there were only council flats at the end of the street, and a
  high wall to her right.


  The young men stopped kicking the ball and looked at her. She gave them a neutral nod, then straightened her back, surveying her surroundings with deliberate purpose. Police work had long ago
  taught her that it was not a good idea to wander about looking like a lost sheep  it marked you out as a victim.


  Shed worn a sundress, in deference to the sticky weather, and although the persimmon-coloured cotton skirt ended demurely enough at the knee, she felt suddenly uncomfortably exposed.


  A bungalow, Hazel had said, with a charming garden and patio. Gemma had found the thought of a bungalow in London odd enough, but it seemed unimaginable here, and she began to wonder if she had
  somehow got it all wrong.


  She had started to contemplate asking the now obviously interested young men for directions when she saw the number, half-hidden by the creeper trailing over the high wall. Beneath the number
  was an arched wooden door, its paint faded to a dull blue-grey.


  Checking the address against the scrap of paper in her bag, she saw that it was definitely a match. But where was the bungalow? Well, no point in standing gawping all day, she thought, walking
  up to the door and pressing the bell beside it. Her stomach suddenly tensed.


  She hadnt seen her best friend in more than a year, and so much had altered for both of them. Emails and phone calls had kept them up to date, but Hazel had seemed distant these last few
  months, and had said little about the reasons for her unexpected return to London. Gemma had begun to fear that their close relationship had changed, and then Hazel had asked that she visit without
  the children, a very unusual request.


  Toby had been clamouring to see Holly and had thrown a tantrum at being left behind, and Kit had gone silent, a sure sign that he was worried or unhappy.


  As Gemma was about to press the bell again, the small door swung open and Hazel stood framed in the opening, her face lit with a smile. She gathered Gemma into a fierce hug.


  Im so glad to see you. Hazel stepped back and examined her, then tugged her through the door and closed it behind them. And you look fabulous, she said.
  Engagement must agree with you.


  You, too. I mean, you look wonderful, answered Gemma, awkward in an attempt to cover her shock. Hazel didnt look wonderful at all. While she had never been plump, there had
  always been a bit of softness about her that made her particularly attractive. Now her cheeks were hollow, and her collarbone jutted above the neckline of the cotton sleeveless blouse she wore. Tan
  hiking shorts hung on her hips, as if theyd been borrowed from someone several sizes larger, and her feet were bare, making her seem oddly defenceless.


  I know, Im pale, Hazel said, as if she sensed Gemmas reaction. Its Scotland. We had no summer this year. Im sure I must look as though Ive
  been living in a cave. But enough of that. Let me show you the house.


  Gemma took in her surroundings. The door in the wall had actually been a gate, and they stood on the brick patio Hazel had described, overarched by trees. Across the patio stood a white-stuccoed
  bungalow, its single storey capped with a red-tiled roof. Yellow roses climbed up trellises on its front, and lemon trees in tubs stood at either side of the front door.


  It is a bungalow, Gemma said, delighted. Its a bit exotic for London, isnt it?


  I call it my Secret Garden house. Hazel took her arm. I fell in love with it the minute I saw the photo online. I know its not Islington, but the neighbourhood
  grows on you, and I could barely afford it.


  Those boys


  Tariq, Jamil and Ali, Hazel corrected. Theyve taken to keeping an eye on me. Tariq said he wouldnt want his old mum living all on her own. Quite took the wind
  out of my sails, I can tell you. Not that his old mum is likely to be more than thirty-five.


  Hazels brightness seemed a little forced, and Gemma wondered if she were really as comfortable as she made out. But this, she sensed, was not the time to force the issue, and she followed
  Hazel obediently into the little house.


  The front door led directly into a sitting room that ran the width of the house. The walls were white, the floor tiled, so that the room seemed almost a continuation of the patio. One end held
  recessed bookshelves on either side of a brick fireplace, the other a dining area and a small, fitted kitchen set into an alcove.


  Its still a bit bare, but Ive raided Ikea, and Ive got books on the shelves, so thats a start, Hazel said. And Ive got tea, and wine in
  the fridge. Lifes essentials.


  Gemma recognized the pink-and-red floral sofa and red-checked armchair from a recent Ikea catalogue. Hazel had added an ottoman, an end-table with a lamp, a rag rug and baskets filled with
  magazines and knitting yarns, a comfortingly familiar touch. The dining furniture was pale wood, pleasingly simple, and Gemma thought it, too, had come from Ikea. A vase filled with red tulips
  stood on the table, another familiar touch. Hazel had always had flowers in the house.


  It was on the tip of her tongue to ask why Hazel hadnt brought anything from Carnmore, her house in Scotland, or from Islington, when Hazel said, Its a dolls house,
  really. Reminds me of the garage flat. Do you remember?


  Hearing the hint of wistfulness, Gemma squeezed her friends arm. Of course I do. Its only been She stopped. Had it really been that long?


  Gemma had rented the tiny garage flat behind the house in Islington where Hazel had lived with her daughter, Holly, and her now-estranged husband, Tim Cavendish. It had proved both sanctuary and
  launch pad, allowing Gemma to regain the confidence so badly damaged by her marriage, and to move on in her personal as well as her professional life. Hazel had cared for Gemmas son, Toby,
  who was the same age as Holly, and had provided Gemma with a stability shed never felt in her own home.


  Then an unexpected pregnancy had propelled Gemma into a new life with Duncan Kincaid, and a few months later Hazels marriage had collapsed and she had moved to the Scottish Highlands to
  take over her familys whisky distillery.


  It will be two years at Christmas, Gemma said wonderingly. Two years since she and Duncan had moved into the house in Notting Hill with Toby and Duncans son, Kit, two years
  since she had lost the baby.


  Theres only the one bedroom, Hazel was saying. But when Holly stays, shes comfy enough on the sofa. And of course she usually manages to creep in with
  me.


  When Holly stays? asked Gemma, brought sharply back to the present. What do you mean, when Holly stays? Isnt she with you?


  Hazel looked away, started to speak, then gestured towards the kitchen. Ill just put the kettle on, shall I? And then well have a proper talk.


  



  Chapter Two


  
    
      It was the summer we became orphans . . .


      
        Emanuel Litvinoff,


        Journey Through a Small Planet

      

    

  


  He struggled up from the dream, grasping for consciousness the way a drowning swimmer gasps for air. For an instant he seemed to breach the surface, and with an effort of will
  forced his lips to move.


  Sandra. In his mind, he heard his own rasping whisper. But then the fog lifted a bit further and he realized that he hadnt spoken at all, that even his plea had been part of
  the dream. Wha he managed, and this time he was sure he had spoken, but his dry lips felt foreign, as if they belonged to a ventriloquists dummy.


  Where It was only a thread of sound, but, encouraged, he attempted to blink. The sudden flare of light seared his eyes, and the accompanying wave of pain carried him back
  into comforting dimness.


  Hazel took the armchair, settling into the curve of it and tucking her feet up as if she needed the comfort. Shed brought a tray holding a red teapot and mugs, a jug of
  milk and a plate of mixed biscuits from a supermarket package. It was the first time Gemma could recall Hazel offering something she hadnt made herself. Hazel had remembered, however, just
  how much milk Gemma liked, and poured for her before filling her own cup and cradling it between her hands.


  Gemma felt the hint of a breeze from the patio windows, and thought she caught the scent of lemons. The voices of the boys in the street came faintly from beyond the wall.


  When Hazel didnt speak, Gemma said slowly, I thought, when you said you were coming home, that you and Tim might be getting back together.


  No. Haltingly, Hazel went on, I had thought . . . but Im afraid its just too complicated. Even if Tim could forgive me, Im not sure I can forgive
  myself. The look she gave Gemma held an appeal. I had everything, Gem. Marriage, family, home, career  and I threw it all away.


  But you loved Donald Brodie. If things hadnt gone so terribly wrong


  Did I? Hazel sat forward, sloshing her tea. She rubbed at the wet edge of her mug with her thumb. Did I really love him? Or was I just bored, and desperate for attention? It
  was a fantasy. It would never have worked, even if She swallowed, shook her head. But none of that matters. What does is that I was willing to hurt Holly, and Tim, and I
  cant take that back.


  And Tim, does he feel that way, too?


  I dont know. He says hed like to try, but I think once the novelty wore off, it would eat at him. How could it not? How could he ever trust me?


  Gemma was about to urge her friend not to be so hard on herself, but seeing Hazels obstinate expression, changed tack. Then why have you come back? I thought you loved
  Carnmore. The distillery, tucked away in one of the most remote regions of the Scottish Highlands, had seemed horribly isolated to Gemma, but she hadnt been able to dissuade Hazel
  from staying.


  I did. I do. And I had an obligation. But the distillery is back on its feet now, and there are those better qualified to run it than I. Hazel set down her cup and leaned forward,
  the light from the patio window revealing the dark shadows under her eyes. And I found I wasnt made of as strong stuff as I thought. I was homesick, and I just couldnt face
  another winter. It wasnt fair to Holly, living like that, the two of us on our own for weeks at a time. She needs her dad, and a familiar environment, and a good school . . .


  Hazel seemed to hesitate, then said, Hollys going to stay in Islington with Tim during the week, Gemma. Weve worked it all out. She can go to school just down the street
  from the house, and Tim will be working at home, so he can easily arrange after-school care for her.


  But, Hazel, youre her mum Gemmas arguments died on her lips. She knew the decision would have been difficult for Hazel, and she knew Hazels tenacity
  once she had made up her mind. Instead, she regrouped, trying to find something positive. So Holly will spend weekends with you?


  Yes, and we can always juggle schedules if its needed. I asked Tim to keep her over today so that we could have some time together.


  But what will you do? Gemma asked. Hazel, like Tim, had been a family therapist, but after the disintegration of her own marriage shed felt she wasnt fit to counsel
  others. Will you go into practice again?


  No. Im going to work in a cafe. For the first time since her greeting, Hazels smile seemed to reach her eyes. Its a new venture in Kensington. I know
  the chef, and she needs a general dogsbody. I can cook, or serve, or run the cash register. Right now its only breakfast through tea, but if we open for dinner Ill be able to do
  evening shifts during the week. Youll have to come for lunch some day. Its just behind Kensington High Street. Now  she refilled Gemmas cup and her own with a
  briskness that seemed more like her old self  tell me about you. Hows your mum?


  Gemma blinked back an unexpected and infuriating prickle of tears. Her seemingly indomitable mother had been diagnosed with leukaemia in May. Ongoing chemotherapy seemed to have effected a
  partial remission, but they all felt as if they were walking a tightrope. Shes holding her own. Dads had to get in extra help at the bakery, but his biggest job is keeping her
  hands out of things.


  I can imagine. Hazel smiled. Ill go and see her, shall I? One day next week. She gave Gemma an appraising glance. And what about you? You havent
  said a word about the wedding plans, and the summer has almost gone by.


  Oh. Gemmas mind froze for a moment, then she felt the ever more frequent squeeze of panic in her chest. She forced a breath and a smile. It seemed a good idea at the
  time.


  Gemma! Dont tell me youve got cold feet. Hazel looked so alarmed that Gemma gave a strangled laugh.


  No. Not about Duncan, anyway. The proposal had been hers, after all. She and Duncan had been partners, lovers, friends and, now, parents in their blended family, and the decision
  to commit to being together she didnt regret for a moment. She hastened to explain. Its just the bloody wedding business. Its driving me mad. I thought we could just get
  married  silly of me, I know, she said, forestalling the comment she knew was going to accompany Hazels raised brows. But everyones got involved, although I must
  say Duncans family have been decent about it. Mine, though . . . She rolled her eyes. And its not just Dad and Cynthia, demanding this and that for Mums sake. The
  boys are even in on it. They want a reception at the Natural History Museum. Can you believe it?


  Yes, said Hazel, laughing. But I thought you wanted Winnie to perform the ceremony.


  Winnie Montfort was the Reverend Winifred Mont-fort, married to Duncans cousin Jack, and dear to them both. But she and Jack lived in Glastonbury, and Winnie, nearing forty, was expecting
  her first child. Her doctor doesnt want her to travel, and of course Jacks frantic with worry. Jack Montforts first wife and their baby had died in childbirth and
  he had taken the news of Winnies pregnancy with mixed feelings. But even if she could come, she couldnt marry us in someone elses church.


  Why not just ask the vicar at St Johns to do the ceremony, then? St Johns was the Anglican church near their house in Notting Hill. That seems simple
  enough.


  Because its high church. My parents were brought up chapel, and to them St Johns might as well be Catholic. My dad says it would kill my mum, which of course it
  wouldnt, but my mum says to try to humour him.


  Then a civil venue


  Just as complicated. The boys want in on the choice, and if we hold a proper reception, the guest list turns into a nightmare. Wed end up having to invite everyone either of us has
  met since primary school.


  A register office


  Then well disappoint everyone. Gemma shook her head and looked out of the window so that she wouldnt have to meet Hazels eyes. I dont know.
  Ive done this before  it seems now that the wedding was the beginning of the end for Rob and me  and I dont want to go through that again. Im just about ready to
  chuck the whole thing.


  The heart had gone from the house. Tim knew it, and Holly knew it, and there didnt seem to be anything he could do to fix it.


  During the longest and darkest days of the winter, he had painted the kitchen. Not that he was very good at painting and decorating, but it gave him something to do to fill the seemingly endless
  evenings and weekends, and when he had finished hed been quite proud of his handiwork.


  Gone were Hazels soft greens and peaches. The cupboards were sparkling white, the walls a deep maize yellow. A new beginning, hed thought. Then Holly had come for a
  much-anticipated visit and burst into tears at the sight of it. Wheres Mummys kitchen? shed wailed, and hed been powerless to comfort her.


  She got used to it eventually, of course, just as shed got used to their routine, but hed never stopped feeling he had to try too hard. Holly would be six in a few weeks, and
  hed argued the case for her starting proper school here with him as persuasively as he could. Hazel, however, had capitulated more easily than hed expected, and now he found himself
  wondering if he would be able to cope.


  Wheres Mummy? Holly asked for the hundredth time that afternoon. She sat at the kitchen table, kicking her heels against the chair rungs. He had given her one of the fizzy
  drinks Hazel didnt allow, and it had only made her more cross.


  Ive told you, pumpkin. Shes having a girls day out with your Auntie Gemma.


  I want to go. Im a girl, Holly said with irrefutable logic.


  You cant this time. Its grown-up girls only.


  Thats not fair.


  No, I suppose not. Tim sighed. We could have cheese on toast, he offered.


  I dont want toast. I want to play with Toby. Hollys pretty mouth, so like her mothers, was set in a scowl that would have done justice to a troll.


  Well arrange something.


  Gemma and Duncan had gone out of their way to keep up the connection between the children, and they often included Tim in social invitations. Decent of them, but he was always aware there was an
  element of charity involved, and it made him awkward. Their lives had diverged, the only point of contact being the children, and making the effort to talk casually about Hazel exhausted him. But
  it was one of the few anchors in his life these days, and he was unwilling to let it go.


  Now, he said to Holly, lets stop kicking the chair. Why, Tim wondered as he heard himself, did adults talk to children in the plural? It wasnt as if he
  was kicking the bloody chair. If the inclusiveness was meant to be persuasive, it didnt work. Holly kept kicking the chair rungs. He ignored it. We could go to the park after
  Charlotte visits.


  I dont want ta play wi Charlotte, said Holly, and Tim heard the Scots accent that had been popping up intermittently since shed come back to London. He found
  it both endearing and annoying, but on the whole wanted his daughter to sound like her old self. Charlottes a baby, she went on with disdain.


  And youre a big girl, so youll do a good job of looking after her while I talk to her daddy.


  Mollified by this appeal to her bossy nature, Hollys mouth relaxed. Can we still go to the park?


  Tim glanced at the kitchen clock. Naz and Charlotte were now almost an hour late, and that was very unlike Naz. Well have to see, pumpkin, he told Holly. He tried
  Nazs mobile, but it went straight to voicemail.


  He didnt normally see clients on a Saturday, and especially not when he had Holly. But Naz Malik was an old friend  they had been at uni together  and considering
  Nazs situation, Tim had been willing to juggle his own schedule to suit his friends. Hed thought they could talk in the garden, and the girls could play.


  And Naz had been insistent when hed rung that morning, almost distraught, in fact. Why would his friend, who was punctual to the point of obsession, say he had to see Tim, then not show
  up?


  Lets make the cheese on toast, Tim suggested. Im sure Charlotte would like some when she gets here. Restless, he added, Ill tell you what.
  Well make a proper Welsh rarebit, like Mummy does. Opening the fridge, he dug out some Cheddar, mustard and milk. Then he foraged in the cupboard for Worcestershire sauce, and cut
  thick slices of some slightly stale bakery bread.


  It wont be as good, Holly intoned with certainty.


  I know. Tim repressed another sigh as he poured milk into the saucepan. But well do it anyway.


  By the time he had spread his cheese sauce on the toast and popped it under the grill until it bubbled, he was beginning to feel seriously worried about Naz. He rang his mobile again, with no
  result. He took a bite of the toast, which was better than hed expected, and watched Holly make gratifying inroads on her slice, but he couldnt stop himself from glancing at the
  clock. It was an old-fashioned one with a big face, and its second hand seemed to tick at glacial speed as the light in the garden grew softer.


  Can we go to the park now, Daddy? Holly scrubbed her greasy hands against her jeans, and Tim absently got up and dampened a cloth to wipe her fingers.


  Not quite yet, pumpkin. He rang Nazs mobile once more, then pulled up his home number and redialled.


  It was picked up on the first ring. Mr Naz? The voice was young, female and rising with distress.


  No. Alia? Its Dr Cavendish here.


  Alia was Nazs part-time nanny, a Bangladeshi girl who minded Charlotte during the day and took college classes at night. She wanted, Naz had told Tim, to be a lawyer.


  Is Mr Naz with you, then? asked Alia. He was supposed to be home two hours ago and hes not answering his phone. My parents are expecting me and I cant leave
  Charlotte. I dont know what to do.


  He didnt say where he was going?


  No. And hes never late. You know how he is. If I take Char out for an ice cream or something and were even five minutes late, hes like, ballistic.


  With good reason, thought Tim. Is there anyone else you can call?


  I tried the office, but no one answered. I dont have numbers for Charlottes mums family. Mr Naz wont have nothing to do with them. She said
  nuffink in the strong Estuary accent adopted by many young second-generation immigrants to the East End. And I dont know how to reach Ms Phillips at home. Louise
  Phillips was Nazs partner in his law firm, and Tim didnt have her home number, either.


  He always answers his phone if he sees its me, Alia went on. Unless hes in court, and then he tells me ahead of time. He knows I dont call unless
  its important. I could take Char home with me, she went on, but I dont like to without his permission. I cant think why he wouldnt ring me if he was going
  to be late. She sounded near tears.


  Nor could Tim imagine a circumstance in which Naz Malik would miss an appointment without notice, or fail to respond to his daughters nanny, and his anxiety spiked into fear. Okay,
  Alia, let me think.


  He could leave Holly with his neighbours and be in Fournier Street within half an hour. You stay there, he told her, and Ill come straight over.


  But once there, he thought as he rang off, what could he do, other than send Alia home?


  He was going to have to find Naz Malik, and he was going to need help.


  



  Chapter Three


  
    
      We carried on down Fournier Street. The back of Hawksmoors Christ Church loomed large over the Georgian town houses built by the Huguenots at a time when
      Spitalfields was known as Weaver Town.


      
        Tarquin Hall, Salaam Brick Lane

      

    

  


  Hazel drove the second-hand Volkswagen Golf she had brought down from Scotland.


  I see youve joined the Sloane Rangers, teased Gemma, the Golf having become the car of choice among the trendy in Chelsea. Having appointed herself navigator, she pulled out
  her pocket-sized AZ from her bag.


  Theyre only Sloanie if theyre new and a gift from indulgent parents who dont want their children to appear elitist, said Hazel. And this one has
  certainly seen better days. She patted the dashboard as if consoling the car. I was going to leave it behind, but then I considered the logistics of getting Holly from Batter-sea to
  Islington and vice versa with no Tube stop on the Battersea end.


  They had crossed Battersea Bridge and were driving east along the Embankment. Gemma glanced at Cheyne Walk, then away. Her London seemed to be ever more populated by ghosts, and there were some
  she was more willing to allow real estate than others.


  Tell me what you know about this friend of Tims, she said. Tim had rung just as Hazel announced it was time to open a bottle of wine, which seemed rather fortuitous timing
  on his part.


  Hazel had listened, then put the bottle back in the fridge as she rang off, her brow creased. Tim wants us both to meet him at a house near Brick Lane, shed explained.
  If you can, that is. A friend whos a single father hasnt come home, and Tims worried about him and the child.


  Gemma had agreed willingly enough, but now she added, Do you think Tims overreacting? Surely its a miscommunication of some sort.


  I used to tell Tim his pulse wouldnt go up in an earthquake. I wanted him to be more emotional. Hazels emphasis made clear what she thought of that folly.
  So, no, Id say that if Tims worried, he has reason. She coaxed the Golfs sluggish gears through a down-change, then tapped her fingers on the wheel as they idled
  at a light. All I know about his friend is that they knew each other at university and recently got in touch again. Hes a solicitor called Naz Malik. Pakistani. Ive never met
  him. There was some sort of scandal with Maliks wife, and I take it Tim felt sympathetic.


  Gemma glanced at Hazel, taken aback by the bitter tone, but Hazel went on, Im really not sure why he rang, except that he knew you were visiting and wanted your advice.


  Afraid any comment would open a conversational minefield, Gemma went back to her map. When you reach Whitechapel, youd better take Commercial Street. I think Brick Lane is one way
  in the other direction.


  The Saturday traffic was light and they made good time, turning away from the river at Tower Hill. Soon the stark spire of Christ Church Spitalfields rose before them, and opposite, the dark
  brick facade of the old Spitalfields Market, surmounted by its new glass arcade.


  Gemma had come to Spitalfields and to Petticoat Lane Market with her parents a few times as a child, and she had once been to Brick Lane on a Sunday with Rob, her ex-husband. Shed been a
  newly minted detective constable then, and Rob had bought cheap cigarettes and liquor that shed been sure were smuggled or stolen. The street had smelled of rotting garbage, the buildings
  had struck her as dirty and squalid, and even by the standards of her Leyton upbringing the crowd had seemed raucous and unfriendly. She and Rob had ended up having a row, and hed called her
   not for the first time  a self-righteous cow and shed called him, well, she didnt like to think about it. All in all, it had not been an experience she had wanted to
  repeat.


  Turn right just after the church, she told Hazel.


  Hawksmoor, isnt it? Hazel glanced up through the windscreen. Impressive, but not exactly your warm and fuzzy neighbourhood sanctuary.


  Gemma had to admit that the angular silhouette of the church seemed a bit forbidding, and the proportions a bit odd, as if the spire carried too much weight.


  As they turned right, she saw the short stretch of Fournier Street, its darkly severe houses anchored by the church and the crumbling facade of a pub at the top end, while the bottom end
  provided a perfect frame for the Bangla City supermarket on the opposite side of Brick Lane.


  Theres Tims car, Hazel said tightly, as if her ill feelings extended to the battered Volvo. She found a small space nearby for the Golf, and when she had manoeuvred
  into it, she and Gemma got out, checking the house numbers against the scribbled address.


  Its this one. Gemma looked up at a house set in the terrace on the north side of the street. Although adjoining, each house was set off from its neighbours by slight
  differences in the architectural detailing and its state of repair. This house looked well tended, its brown brick contrasting with trim-work and wrought-iron railings painted a soft green.


  The front door was offset, so that the ground floor had only two windows to one side, while the first and second floors had three windows across. The top floor was recessed, so that Gemma just
  glimpsed light glinting from what looked like loft or studio windows. The front door sported a hooded canopy supported by ornate brackets, also painted pale green, and the arched shape of the
  canopy was echoed in the slightly arched brickwork above the windows.


  Before they could ring the bell, the door opened and Tim bounded down the steps, taking Gemmas hand and giving her a peck on the cheek. Thanks for coming. He was tall, with
  unruly hair and a beard that had always seemed to Gemma to add to his air of rather puppyish awkwardness. But he had an endearing earnestness about him as well, and Gemma wondered if it was this
  that generated confidence in his patients.


  Hazel. He turned to his wife, belatedly, for she had already mounted the steps. Thanks. I


  Any word from your friend? Hazel asked.


  No. Ive kept Alia until you arrived. I thought Gemma would want to talk to her. Alia is Charlottes nanny, he hastened to explain, ushering them into the entrance
  hall.


  The space was dominated by a polished oak staircase, spiralling dizzyingly upwards in symmetrical right-angled turns. But the grandeur of the staircase was offset by the iron boot-rack near the
  door, festooned with pairs of polka-dot wellies in varying sizes, and a jumble of hats. A bicycle stood beside it, a helmet hanging by its chinstrap on the handlebars.


  The walls were painted the same warm green as the exterior trim, and through an open doorway Gemma glimpsed a comfortable-looking sitting room.


  Charlotte is your friends little girl? Gemma asked.


  Yes. Shes not quite three. Naz was supposed to come for a visit, and we were going to let the girls play. But that was hours ago, and he never showed up at our house, or came home,
  and hes not answering his phone. Look, lets go down to the kitchen. You should talk to Alia.


  He led them to the back of the staircase, where a much less ornate flight led down into an open-plan dining/kitchen area that stretched the length of the house.


  Light from the well at the front fell on a sofa slipcovered in a cheerful dahlia print, and at the back, French doors opened onto a small garden. Cupboards and a large dresser lined the walls,
  and a trestle table stood in front of an enormous fireplace.


  The air smelled of Indian spices, and a young Asian woman sat at the table, trying to coax a child to eat. The young woman was slightly plump, with straight black hair pulled back into a
  haphazard pony-tail. When she looked up at them, her eyes were red-rimmed behind the lenses of her dark-framed glasses.


  But the child . . . Gemma stared at the little girl, transfixed. Her light-brown hair formed a mass of corkscrew curls almost as tight as dreadlocks. Her skin was the palest caf au
  lait, and when she glanced up, Gemma saw that her eyes were an unexpected blue-green. She wore little Velcro-fastened trainers, and a dirt-smudged overall over a pink T-shirt. The ordinary
  clothes seemed only to emphasize her unusual beauty.


  At the moment, however, she was turning her head away from the offered fork, and the young woman looked at Tim in appeal. I made samosas, she said. A treat for Mr Naz and
  Charlotte. My mum is always telling me I need to learn how to cook so that I can get a man, which is really stupid. She shrugged. Its a Bangladeshi thing. But I dont
  mind cooking for them. Her nod included Charlotte and, Gemma assumed, the absent Mr Naz. Come on, Char, she wheedled, pulling the child into her lap. Just a
  bite.


  The child shook her head, lips clamped firmly shut, but leaned back against the young womans chest.


  Your daddy will be home soon, and hell be cross if you havent had your tea. The young womans attempted sternness ended on an uncertain quaver, and Tim stepped
  in.


  Alia, this is my wi Tim regrouped in mid-word. This is Dr Cavendish. He gestured towards Hazel, then Gemma. And this is Gemma James. Gemmas with
  the police, and I thought she might


  Police? Alias eyes widened in alarm. I dont want  I didnt mean to get Mr Naz into any sort of trouble.


  Im just here as a friend, Alia, Gemma said quickly. To see if I can help. She slipped into the chair beside Alias at the table. Why dont
  you tell me about your day.


  My day? From Alias expression, Gemma might have asked her the square root of pi.


  Yes. Gemma smiled, trying to put the girl at ease. She gave Hazel and Tim a glance that they interpreted correctly, taking seats at either end of the sofa. Turning back to Alia,
  Gemma asked, Do you usually look after Charlotte on a Saturday?


  No. Mr Naz likes to spend as much time with her as he can at the weekend. But he rang this morning and asked if I could come in for a couple of hours. I thought he had to go to the
  office, but when he left he didnt have any papers or nothing. Mr Naz is a solicitor. But then Dr Cavendish will have told you, she added uncertainly.


  And Mr Naz didnt say where he was going?


  No. Just that hed be back in time to take Charlotte with him to visit Dr Cavendish. She looked from Tim to Hazel, obviously confused by the two Dr Cavendishes, but this
  wasnt the moment to enlighten her.


  Was there anything else different in what he said, or how he looked? Gemma asked.


  Alias broad brow creased as she thought. He only gave Charlotte a kiss. Usually he picks her up and swings her round. At the sound of her name, Charlotte put her thumb in
  her mouth.


  Perhaps he had been distracted, Gemma thought, but she went on matter-of-factly. Then what did you and Charlotte do? Did you go out? She smiled at the child, but got no
  response.


  Just in the garden. Alia glanced at the back doors. Charlotte has a sandpit, and it was nice outside. Then Mr Naz had got mangoes, so we made a lassi in the blender. Mr Naz
  had said hed be back by three, so I had everything tidied up by then. But he didnt come home.


  Gemma took in the neat kitchen. One of the worktops held the baking sheet Alia had used to heat the samosas, and a Tupperware container. The fridge, a retro Smeg, was adorned with magnets and
  bright crayon drawings, an ordinary scene in a household with a child. But something here was not ordinary at all. Thinking that Toby, now almost six, had not stopped talking since hed
  learned how to form words, she smiled again at Charlotte and said, Hi, Charlotte. Im Gemma. Did you make those nice pictures?


  Charlotte merely gazed back at her, expressionless.


  Wondering if the child was developmentally delayed, she said softly to Alia, Is she very shy?


  Shy? Alia sounded startled. Oh, no, I wouldnt say that. Its just that . . . since her mum . . . she doesnt talk much, especially round
  strangers.


  She doesnt see her mum?


  Alia stared at her, the finger she had been twining in Charlottes curls suddenly still. You dont know about Sandra? she whispered.


  Gemma shot an accusing glance at Tim, who shrugged, mouthing No time.


  No. Im afraid I dont.


  Tim sat forward, hands on his knees as if holding himself down. It was in May, he said. I saw an appeal Naz put in the papers afterwards. Thats why I got in
  touch. He glanced at Charlotte, then seemed to choose his words even more carefully. She  Sandra  left the baby with a friend at Columbia Road. It was a Sunday, just as
  the market was winding down. She said she had an errand and shed only be gone a few minutes. She never returned.


  



  Chapter Four


  
    
      A domestic dream, with a low crooked ceiling and large dresser stacked to its full height; a table of scrubbed pine covered with wooden bowls and baskets, all spilling
      over with green vegetables, white turnips, brown onions and bright orange carrots. This is undoubtedly the houses kitchen . . .


      
        Dennis Severs, 18 Folgate Street:


        The Tale of a House in Spitalfields

      

    

  


  Gemma and Hazel both gaped at Tim, but it was Hazel who got in the first word. She disappeared? This mans wife disappeared, and you didnt tell
  me?


  When would I have had the chance? protested Tim.


  Standing, Hazel balled her small hands into fists. You rang up this man you hadnt seen in years because his wife disappeared? And you offered him counselling? Thats 
  thats unethical. And just sick.


  Tim looked up at her. It wasnt like that. I just thought Naz needed to talk. I never charged him. And since when are you the queen of ethics? The bitterness on both sides
  was out in the open now, blistering as acid, the air in the room charged with animosity. Charlotte started to cry.


  I dont understand. Alia looked from Tim to Hazel. Hugging Charlotte tighter, she whispered, Hush, Char, its all right.


  What either of you thinks, or did think, isnt the point right now, Gemma said sharply. The simple fact of a man missing an appointment and failing to ring his childs
  nanny had suddenly become infinitely more complicated, and Hazel and Tims bickering was not going to help. Rapidly, Gemma considered the options.


  Tim, I think you should take Charlotte home with you for the moment, if theres no immediate family to call in. Its too much responsibility for Alia, and


  I can take her, put in Hazel. I can take both the girls.


  Gemma shook her head. Charlotte knows Tim and has been to the house with her father; it will be a familiar environment. And Tim has a relationship with her father, whether personal or
  professional. You dont.


  She turned to Alia, who was still gently rocking Charlotte. Alia, would you mind taking Charlotte upstairs and getting some overnight things together for her?


  Okay. Alia looked uncertainly from her to Tim. But  but what if Mr Naz comes home and were not here


  You and Dr Cavendish can both leave notes for him, and Dr Cavendish will leave messages on his phones. Tim, do you have his mobile and his office number? When Tim nodded, Gemma
  turned back to Alia. And Dr Cavendish and I will both get your phone number. Well let you know just as soon as we learn anything. And youve done a great job looking after
  Charlotte today. Gemma smiled, wanting to reassure the girl, but her coppers instinct was sending up fizzing red flares.


  But what should I . . . ?


  Change of clothes, pyjamas, toothbrush, hairbrush. Gemma thought for a moment. Does she have a special blanket or stuffed toy?


  A green elephant. She calls him Bob. Alias face relaxed into a half-smile. I dont know why.


  Okay. Bob, then. Make a game of it, if you can, Gemma added quietly as Alia got up, hefting Charlotte onto her hip.


  When Alia left the room, Hazel moved to clear the dishes from the table, her movements sharp with disapproval.


  Gemma could deal with soothing her friends ruffled feathers later. She turned to Tim, who said, Gemma, do you think  could something really have happened to Naz?


  I dont know. But I think it would help if I knew exactly what happened to your friends wife.


  No one knows. Thats what I was telling you. She just vanished into thin air. There was a missing-person appeal, telly and newspapers. The police investigated. They even 
  well, they even treated Naz as a suspect. Tims tone was defensive, and below his beard his exposed neck turned a telltale red. Hazel, her back to them as she dried the baking sheet,
  had gone still.


  Dangerous territory, this, and Gemma thought she would have to traverse it carefully if she didnt want an explosion of hostility between the two, whose cooperation she needed. She sat
  beside Tim on the sofa, near enough to touch. Lets back up a bit. You said your friends wife is called Sandra. Is she not Pakistani? Although the name, combined with the
  daughters light-coloured hair and eyes and frizzy curls, made this a likely conclusion, she had to ask.


  No. Her name was Sandra Gilles. Tim used the past tense, Gemma noticed. She grew up in a council flat in Bethnal Green, still has family there. A mother, half-brothers and
  half-sister. The family disapproved of the marriage, and Naz and Sandra disapproved of them. Layabouts, Naz said Sandra called them. Or worse. Sandra wouldnt let them have any
  contact with Charlotte. It infuriated her that they criticized Naz, who had worked his way through school and studied law, when none of them had ever held down a decent job. They werent
  pleased with Sandras success as an artist, either  said she gave herself airs.


  She was an artist? Hazel had left her tidying up and slipped into one of the dining-table chairs, looking intrigued in spite of herself.


  Textile collage. Naz helped her through art college  Goldsmiths  when they were first married. Shed become quite successful: gallery showings, some big commissions.
  Naz said she loved her work.


  Any marital difficulties? Gemma asked.


  No. Tim was vehement. They had everything. Theyd been married almost ten years when Charlotte came along. Theyd almost given up on having a child. They were
  devoted to each other, and Sandra was a fiercely good mum. The tension in the air had risen again, palpably, with the recitation of uncomfortable parallels. Tim and Hazel had also waited a
  long time to have a child, and Hazel had been a model mum.


  He told you a lot, Hazel said now, with an edge of sarcasm.


  Tim bristled. Why do you have a problem with that? He had no one else to talk to.


  How do you know he didnt just tell you what you wanted to hear? Hazel retorted.


  Stop it, both of you, said Gemma, exasperated, even though she knew Hazel was right. What Naz Malik had told Tim might have nothing to do with the truth. Whether grieving or
  guilty, a sympathetic audience gave one the liberty to paint life as one wished it to have been. And although that in itself might be useful, they needed to move on. Tim, you said the police
  investigated Naz. They didnt find anything?


  No. Not a bloody thing. He stared at them, as if daring contradiction.


  Okay. Gemma touched Tims knee, giving credence to his statement. So tell me about the day Sandra disappeared. You said it was in May, in Columbia Road?


  She and Charlotte were supposed to meet Naz for a late lunch in Brick Lane. Naz had gone into the office


  On a Sunday?


  He was preparing an important case. But they always went out for Sunday lunch together. Naz waited at the restaurant for an hour. Sandra didnt answer her phone. Then Sandras
  friend Roy rang Naz and said Sandra had left Charlotte with him at the market, saying shed be gone just a few minutes, but hadnt come back. Hed finished breaking down the stall
  and didnt know what to do.


  Breaking down the stall? This friend has a flower stall?


  Tim nodded. Roy Blakely. Sandra worked for him on Sundays all through school and art college. Shed known him since she was a child  he was like a dad to her.


  And she didnt tell him where she was going?


  No. Several people who knew her from the market reported seeing her in Columbia Road, but there was nothing after that. Just nothing. Naz was frantic, but at first not even the police
  would take him seriously. Then when they did, they searched the house for signs of . . . of foul play. He swallowed, looking round uneasily, and Gemma imagined the SOCO drill: luminol,
  prints, any evidence of violence, alien DNA, fibre transfer. What if Sandra had gone back home unexpectedly that day, found her husband there with a lover?


  They questioned everyone Naz knew, Tim went on. His partner, his clients, his neighbours. Naz said no one ever looked at him the same way afterwards.


  They were doing their job, Gemma said.


  I know. But it didnt help, did it? They didnt find her, and now Naz is gone, too.


  Gemma paused, listening. She heard movement and a soft murmur from upstairs, not just Alias voice, but a childs counterpoint. Charlotte was talking. Quietly, she said, Tim,
  you may know more about Nazs mental state than anyone else. When he rang wanting to see you today, was he upset or anxious? Do you think he might have been contemplating suicide?


  Tims face blanched. No. I mean, I know he was grieving, and angry, but hed never have done that to Charlotte. And if anything, he sounded . . . Looking puzzled, he
  groped for a word. Excited.


  That doesnt rule out suicide, said Hazel, pragmatically, but it seemed to put Tim on the defensive again.


  Im telling you, Naz wouldnt do that. There has to be some other explanation. He looked at Gemma. Can we report him missing?


  Not officially, no. Not until tomorrow. But considering the circumstances, the local nick should be put on alert. Ill see if theres anything in the system yet that might be
  connected, check out hospital admissions, have a word with the neighbours. And if youll give me Nazs business-partners name, Ill see if I can get a home number or
  address.


  There was the thump of footsteps on the stairs, the sound of a childish protest.


  Tim, Gemma said hurriedly, Id like your permission to have a look round the house, see if theres a note, or a phone number, anything that might be helpful.
  Unofficially, of course.


  But I


  Theres no one else to ask.


  Right. Okay. He straightened his shoulders, taking on the weight of this responsibility.


  And, Tim, Gemma added, Ill need a description.


  



  Chapter Five


  
    
      While working in the eerie darkness of those deserted Spitalfields nights  and with the room and myself working towards the same goal  I have never felt so
      close to the past.


      
        Dennis Severs, 18 Folgate Street:


        The Tale of a House in Spitalfields

      

    

  


  Alia had set down Charlottes little pink bag and got as far as the front door when Charlotte realized she meant to leave without her. Lia! she screamed,
  latching on to Alias leg with the tenacity of a limpet.


  Loosening the childs grip, Alia knelt and hugged her. You go with Dr Tim, Char. Ill see you soon. She looked up at Gemma, helplessly, her eyes filling.


  Gemma reached down and gathered Charlotte into her arms, automatically settling her on her hip as she opened the door. Afternoon was fading into evening, the shadow from the great spire of the
  church seeming to loom over the narrow street. There were more cars, now, and the sounds of voices and television drifted from a few town-house windows, left open in the August warmth.


  The childs body was tense, unyielding. Strands of her hair tickled Gemmas nose, smelling of baby shampoo and, faintly, of curry.


  Lia, Charlotte wailed again, want to go with you. She wriggled, then lunged towards Alia, almost causing Gemma to lose her balance. Gemma gripped Charlotte more
  tightly, feeling her small, firm body, and the heat radiating through her thin T-shirt.


  Go, Gemma mouthed at Alia.


  Alia gave them an uncertain smile, then turned and walked swiftly towards Brick Lane, head down, her heavy leather handbag on her shoulder.


  Youd better go, too, Gemma said to Tim. Charlotte was crying, but silently now, fat tears running down her cheeks as she watched Alia disappear around the corner.
  Youd like to play with Holly, wouldnt you, love? Gemma coaxed, but Charlotte wept unchecked. Reluctantly, Gemma handed her to Tim, then fetched her things.


  Charlotte looked so small, nestled in Tims arms, but she must have found his familiarity comforting, because when Gemma offered her the green plush elephant, she took it and hugged it
  against her chest. Will you let Bob play with Holly, too? asked Gemma, and got a solemn nod in response. Good girl.


  Well see you later? asked Tim, not looking reassured.


  Ill ring beforehand if theres any news. Alia had left her keys, so Gemma and Tim had agreed that Gemma would take them to Islington once shed had a look round
  the house.


  Tim nodded, then carried Charlotte to the Volvo, carefully strapping her into Hollys oversized safety seat in the back. He got in and drove away without looking back.


  I can stay, said Hazel. I could help you. Then I can run you to Islington to drop off the keys.


  Gemma heard the note of entreaty in her friends voice, and was tempted. But the tension between Hazel and Tim was distracting her, and she felt suddenly that she needed to be alone in the
  house, to concentrate, to get a feel for who these people were and what might have happened.


  I need to make phone calls, and I dont know how long that will take. She checked her watch. The first call was personal and urgent  she needed to tell Duncan where
  she was and what she was doing. You go on, she added to Hazel. Ill get the Tube from Liverpool Street when Ive finished. Im trespassing, really, without
  Tim or Alia here, and Id rather youre not guilty by association. She didnt say that the house might be a potential crime scene, and the less disturbed it was, the
  better.


  But I Hazel left the sentence unfinished, but the silence spoke just as clearly  she didnt want to go home.


  Impulsively, Gemma hugged her and kissed her cheek. Ill ring you in just a bit. I promise.


  When Hazel reached the Golf, she turned back. Ive been a bitch, havent I? Its just She shrugged. It doesnt matter. I hope Tims
  friend is all right.


  So do I, said Gemma.


  Duncan Kincaid was stretched out on the sitting-room sofa, the Saturday Times scattered across the coffee table and the floor, a dog across his chest, a cat on his feet.
  The garden doors stood open to let in the slightest breath of early evening, but the air was muggy and Geordie, the cocker spaniel, was making him sweat.


  Youre taking up too much space, buddy, he said, but he felt too lazy to make the dog move and merely stroked his dark-grey ears. Geordie gave a huge doggy sigh of
  contentment and settled himself more firmly against Kincaids ribcage.


  That afternoon Kincaid had paid a call on the tenant in his flat in Carlingford Road, and had taken advantage of the visit to Hampstead to take both boys and both dogs to Hampstead Heath.


  There had been method in his madness  a couple of hours of Frisbee throwing, ball chasing, and hunting for imaginary buried treasure had worn everyone out sufficiently to give him a rare
  bit of Saturday-afternoon peace. The boys were upstairs in their rooms, and the faint thump of bass from Kits iPod speakers provided an oddly comforting counterpoint to the doggy snores.


  When his mobile rang, he stretched towards the coffee table, fumbling for the phone, and dislodged Geordie in the process. Sorry, mates, he said as Sid, their black cat, raised his
  head and gave a hiss of displeasure at the disturbance.


  Expecting Gemma, he was surprised by the name on the caller ID. Why ring him and not Gemma? A little jolt of dread made him sit up as he answered.


  He listened, made the appropriate responses, and by the time hed hung up, the dread had settled in the centre of his chest like a fist.


  When the mobile rang again, he was still sitting with the phone in his hand, staring blankly at the oil painting of a hunting spaniel over the fireplace, a gift to Gemma from his cousin
  Jack.


  This time it was Gemma, and he took a moment to compose himself before he clicked on, saying brightly, Hello, love.


  Before he could go any further, she launched into a complicated story involving a missing friend of Tim Cavendishs and, when he could get a word in edgeways, he said, Wait. Where
  did you say you are?


  Spitalfields, she answered. I dont know how long Ill be. I need to talk to someone on the local force. Do you know anyone at Tower Hamlets?


  Um, not below senior command. Id try CID at Bethnal Green. Gemma It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her if this was something that really merited her involvement,
  but he knew as soon as the thought crossed his mind that he would be wasting his breath. She would do what she thought was right, and it was not his place to caution her.


  Im sorry about dinner, she said, misinterpreting his silence.


  The boys want pizza. Well save you some.


  Ill ring you as soon as Im on my way home. Duncan . . . She hesitated, then said, This will probably come to nothing, but . . .


  But you dont think so.


  Even if the husband strolls in claiming he had a bit of temporary amnesia, what happened to the wife? Shes been missing for three months.


  He recognized the tone  Gemma with the investigative bit between her teeth  and hoped that either there was a simple explanation or that Tower Hamlets CID were not territorially
  prickly. On the other hand, a distraction might prove helpful at the moment. He was still debating whether or not to mention the phone call when Toby came in. He was carrying an umbrella from the
  stand in the hall, swinging it in arcs across the floor the way he had seen a man using a metal detector on Hampstead Heath, and adding buzzing and clicking noises as sound effects.


  That definitely flipped the disclosure needle over to negative. Youd better go now, he told her, or youll be treated to a dissertation on buried treasure,
  Capn Jack and talking parrots included.


  Oh, dear. Gemma laughed. I wont ask. Okay, then. Ill ring you soon. The connection went dead.


  Toby stopped buzzing. Was that Mummy?


  Yes, sport.


  Why didnt I get to talk to her?


  Because she was busy. Shell be home later.


  Why was she busy?


  Kincaid took a breath. Because shes out with Auntie Hazel.


  What is she doing with Auntie Hazel? Toby swung the umbrella tip dangerously near a vase of lilies on the coffee table, and Sid vanished beneath the sofa.


  Girl stuff.


  Whats girl stuff?


  I dont know. Do I look like a girl? Kincaid made a monster face that prompted a giggle. Promise me you wont say why or what for one
  minute.


  Why? Toby asked, still giggling.


  Because Kincaid lunged and caught him deftly, removing the umbrella. Because I want to know if theres room in here for pizza. He squeezed Toby round the
  middle, then tickled him until he shrieked.


  I want pizza, I do, Toby gasped between wriggles.


  Pirate pizza?


  No. Buggy pizza.


  He means the place on Pembridge Road, said Kit, coming into the sitting room. Kincaid realized the music upstairs had stopped. The one with the car in the window, Kit
  went on. Hes convinced its a Volkswagen bug, even though Ive told him its not. This comment was delivered with all the world weariness of a
  fourteen-year-old contemplating a five-year-olds silliness.


  Looking up at his son, Kincaid thought hed got taller and thinner overnight. Kits iPod earphones dangled from his jeans pocket, and his blond hair was going darker. It needed
  cutting. No spots yet, Kincaid thought gratefully. Maybe Kit would be spared that teenage trauma.


  Bugs it is, then, Kincaid said, standing. Were not waiting for Gemma.


  Who was that on the phone? asked Kit.


  Gemma. Shes still tied up with Hazel.


  No. Before that.


  Kincaid cocked an eyebrow at his son. What? Are you spying on me?


  No. Kits fair skin still showed colour too easily. Its just  I was sitting on the stairs. I like doing that, sometimes.


  Keeping order in the universe, Kincaid thought with an inward sigh. Although this summer had been easier, Kit still tended to take personal responsibility for the well-being of everyone in his
  orbit. It was Aunt Cyn, he answered, all trace of teasing gone.


  Kit frowned. Why was she calling you?


  Glancing at Toby, who was once more preoccupied with his umbrella, Kincaid gave a small, negative shake of his head. The news would be no more welcome to Kit than to Gemma, but he would have to
  tell Gemma first.


  Her sister Cyn hadnt wanted to do it, had instead asked him to be the bearer of bad tidings. Perhaps, to give Cyn credit, she just hadnt felt able to talk about it.


  The bone-marrow tests had come back, Cyn had said. Neither she nor Gemma, nor any of their children, were a match. And their mum, Vi, had taken a turn for the worse.


  Gemma stood in the hall, the silence of the house settling round her like an exhaled breath. She felt suddenly alien, an interloper in a life interrupted.


  But having cleared the decks with Duncan and the boys, she meant to follow through on her promises to Tim and Alia, and she had better have a look round the house before she started making phone
  calls.


  She touched the handlebar of the bike parked so neatly between the door and the stairs. A mans racing bike, but not, to her relatively inexperienced eye, terribly new or terribly
  expensive. It, like the house, looked well used and well cared for. A flower transfer was stuck on one side of the businesslike safety helmet. Charlottes handiwork, Gemma guessed, and
  thought it said something about Naz Malik that he had left it on. And if Naz rode the bike regularly, she wondered why he had not taken it that day.


  Trailing her fingers across the newel post, she hesitated, then decided to start with the sitting room. She stepped through the doorway and stopped, taking in impressions. The wide-plank
  flooring continued from the hall. It looked as though it might be original to the house, as did the solid wooden shutters covering the lower half of the casements.


  Panelling, shutters, fireplace surround  all simple, all in the same soft green. Sofa and squashy armchairs were slip-covered in a paler shade. A large petit-point wool rug anchored the
  furniture, its colours so faded she could barely make out the floral design. But there the neutral palette ended.


  Floral still lifes, many unframed, were propped on the chair rail around the circumference of the room. It was an odd but appealing effect, bringing the high-ceilinged proportions of the
  Georgian design down to a more human scale.


  Large baskets scattered about the room corralled toys, but from one a tattered sock-monkey seemed to have made a failed attempt at escape. One foot had caught on the baskets edge, and he
  hung upside down, his stitched features frozen in a grimace of surprise.


  The lamps and tables were simple, but a brass chandelier filled with candles hung from the ceiling, and several sconces mounted on the walls held candles as well.


  At one end of the sofa, another basket held piles of newspapers beginning to yellow. Gemma touched a finger to the top sheet  it came away covered in dust. The banner identified the paper
  as the Guardian, dated mid-May.


  On the other side of the fireplace a chaise and a floor lamp formed a reading area. Both chaise and lampshade were covered in an unexpected patchwork of floral chintz, so whimsically bright it
  made Gemma smile. Books had been stacked on the floor beside the chaise in tottering piles. Gemma knelt beside them, reading titles. Some were coffee-table size  Georgian architecture and
  decoration, textile design, histories of painting and furniture. But there were also books on the East End, novels with page corners carelessly dogeared, and childrens picture books,
  including many of Tobys favourite Shirley Hughess.


  On top of the largest stack, which seemed to serve as an end-table, sat a blue stoneware mug. It looked as if its owner had been interrupted in the midst of a cup of tea, but when Gemma examined
  the mug, she found it empty and spotless.


  She stood again, catching her own reflection in a great, gilded mirror over the fireplace. She tucked a strand of her hair, now growing long again, behind her ear, and saw that shed
  transferred the smear of dust from the newspapers to her nose. Lacking a tissue, she rubbed at the mark with the back of her hand while examining the display on the mantelpiece. A cracked creamware
  jug. A childs drawing of red stick figures under yellow clouds, framed. A porcelain border collie, its expression so lifelike she reached out to stroke it.


  There were no photos.


  The dining room displayed the same mixture of simplicity with a dash of eccentricity  the chairs that circled the imposing round dining table were mismatched, the seat cushions covered in
  different fabrics. Here the chair rail held yellowing oil portraits, both bewigged men and beribboned women with the effeminate, unisex faces that Gemma associated with eighteenth-century
  portraiture. Again, both chandelier and sconces held candles. But the room looked little used, and Gemma could imagine the difficulty of bringing dishes up from the kitchen.


  She took a breath. Upstairs, then. At the first landing, she looked out. Dusk was falling, and threads of neon from the curry palaces on Brick Lane had begun to dart like lances at the dark
  shadow of Christ Church. When Gemma reached the first floor, she fumbled until she found a light switch.


  The master bedroom faced the street. It felt almost monastic  simple white-linen roller blinds on the windows, white quilt on the dark, carved bed. But again the chair rail held the eye;
  hooks held strings of necklaces and beads, tiny bud vases in jewel colours arranged above. There was a womans vanity table, its old mirror fogged, its surface littered with antique perfume
  bottles, a jumble of dangly earrings, an ornate but tarnished silver-plate hand mirror, a lipstick. A sari-silk dressing gown tumbled across the dressing-table chair.


  The cupboards built into the end of the room, a modern addition, held mens clothing on one side, mostly suits, with a few casual shirts and trousers.


  Scent wafted out when she opened the other side, something spicy yet floral that Gemma didnt quite recognize.


  There were no business suits here. Dresses, blouses, skirts, many of which appeared to be vintage. A ruffled petticoat, canary yellow. Folded jumpers. T-shirts. Jeans. Boots and flip-flops, and
  a few pairs of very high heels.


  The sense of presence was so strong that Gemma snapped the doors closed. She realized shed been holding her breath.


  Next, Charlottes room. A white iron bedstead. A pony lamp. A pink, painted chest that Gemma suspected had been rapidly ransacked by Alia, as the contents of its open drawers cascaded out
  like the tiers in a fountain, bits of a little girls clothing flowing over the edges. And on the bedside table, a photo.


  Sandra. Charlottes mum. The same corkscrew curls, but blonde. An alert, intelligent face, pretty but not overly so. She looked directly into the camera, her lips curved in a slight smile.
  This, Gemma thought, was the face of a woman engaged with the world, not the face of a woman who had walked away from it.


  Gemma went out, started up to the next level. Now the banister was plain, the steps narrower. She was moving into the old servants territory. This time she tried the back room first, a
  spare bedroom with a simple double bed.


  The front room had been turned into a home office, immediately masculine, legal. A heavy desk.


  Glass-fronted bookcases with leather-bound volumes. A green-shaded desk lamp. Papers were scattered over the blotter, but a quick perusal revealed nothing but legal documents and what looked
  like case notes scribbled on a yellow pad. There was no Rolodex or diary. There was a laptop, but it was closed, and Gemma decided it was beyond her remit to open it.


  She went back to the stairs and continued to climb. Enough light filtered up to the top of the stairs for her to see that she had entered a large space rather than a hall. She felt for a switch,
  found it. Light blossomed, and Gemma breathed an involuntary Oh.


  The top floor was a loft. The windows were uncurtained, the myriad panes bouncing colour back into the room. And colour there was, captured in the pools of warmth cast by the simple
  cone-shaped lights that hung from the ceiling.


  It took a moment for Gemma to organize what she was seeing. A large work table filled the rooms centre. One side of the table held scraps of fabric, loose sheets of paper covered with
  pencil sketches. On the other side, muslin had been stretched over a wooden frame about four feet square. Parts of the muslin were covered with fabrics, others were bare or held only faint
  pencilled lines.


  A collage, then. Unfinished, abstract, yet suggesting the bright flare of womens dresses against dark brick. Gilded cording made Gemma think of bell-shaped birdcages. It was not birds
  that peeped through the bars, however, but womens faces, eerily featureless.


  Disturbed, Gemma turned away, examining the rest of the room. Everywhere, baskets held fabrics, multicoloured, multitextured, some spilling out onto the floor.


  One end-wall held wooden cubbyholes filled with smaller, folded pieces. At the other end of the room, a simple white desk, and above it, a painting of a red horse. The desk surface held more
  sketches, notebooks, a jumble of Post-its, and the usual assortment of pens, pencils and elastic bands. Gemma reached out, pulled back. Shed been careful, except for the light switches, not
  to disturb, not to leave prints, and again, this was beyond her remit.


  She turned once more, to the back wall. It was covered in corkboard and festooned with drawings, both Sandras and Charlottes, and  eureka for Gemma  photos. This was
  why there were no posed, tidily framed family portraits in the rest of the house. The photos were here, drawing-pinned, overlapping, candid  a family captured in the day-to-day act of
  living.


  There were more shots of Naz and Charlotte than of Sandra, an indication that Sandra was the primary photographer. Gemma studied a photo of Naz with Charlotte on his lap, recognizing the setting
  as the kitchen sofa.


  Tim had given her a description: Nasir Malik, forty years old (Tim assumed, as they were at uni together), medium height, medium build (a bit thin these days, since Sandras disappearance,
  Tim had added), dark hair and eyes, deep olive complexion, glasses.


  What Tim had not conveyed was the slight professorial air, the seriousness of the gaze through the wire-framed specs, the unexpected charm and warmth of the smile.


  Gemma rubbed at the hair that had risen on her arms. She had ruled out obvious evidence of foul play, or a visible suicide note.


  What she had found was the certainty that Naz Malik had not given up hope of his wifes return.
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