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BETH LATIMER


The clock on the dashboard says 5.20 p.m. Seven hours since Beth Latimer last saw Lizzie, the longest they’ve been apart since she was born ten days ago. There’s a dull milky ache where her baby should be.


‘Shitty day in court.’ Mark, beside her in the passenger seat, states the obvious as he loosens his tie and unbuttons his collar. ‘All right if I stop off at the Kings Arms? I wouldn’t mind a pint with Nige, get my head around going in the witness box tomorrow.’


Beth can only nod. She’s reliving the image of poor Tom Miller, lying on oath for Joe. She has this urge – and she’s not happy about it – to look after Tom. She doesn’t know, in practical terms, what this means. She knows he’s not living with Ellie any more. Does she really want to rescue him from the chaos of Lucy Stevens’ house, take him into her own home? Of course not. But it’s there, an almost physical need to help. Twelve years ago she was programmed to guide a little boy through to manhood and that instinct, that sense of duty, it hasn’t gone away with Danny. Tom has changed so much, on the outside at least, with his new haircut, his deepening voice and widening shoulders. Beth remembers when she caught him for a hug in the hallway, a couple of weeks after Danny’s death. He was the right size then, almost the right fit for her lost boy. If she were to hug him now, like she did that time in the hallway, he wouldn’t feel anything like the Danny she knew. She keeps thinking of that hug because it’s the closest she’s going to come to understanding why Mark kept meeting Tom in secret.
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