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PROLOGUE


The men in the room have lit their cigars. Someone leans over to offer her one and now the others are all crowding around her, telling her it won’t do her any harm to try one puff. She takes it and inhales, but the smoke seizes her by the lungs and the next second she’s coughing herself awake.


Her eyes snap open and the men have vanished. The smell is putrid, chemical. Smoke is filling the space like hot water in a cold bath, seeking her out and billowing in opaque clouds towards her makeshift bed. Her heart leaps from sleeping to racing in a second, thumping so hard she thinks it’s going to escape her body.


She pulls the blanket off her face for just long enough to shout ‘Hello? Anyone there?’ before her words are drowned by the hiss and crackle of fire from the other side of the wall. But there’s no one there. Not even to tell her to sshhh, that she mustn’t make a fuss, that it will be over soon. Smoke engulfs her and she’s coughing again, eyes stinging, throat burning.


They’ve done what she knew they’d do, eventually. It was just a matter of time before she became a liability, before the curiosity of neighbours or a visiting tradesman made the whole thing unravel. She’s been living on borrowed time. She should have thought of something, made a plan . . .


Don’t panic. Find water. She knows you need to be low down. Heat rises. Smoke rises. One or the other. She edges off the bed, crouches down on hands and knees and crawls across the floor to the far wall. Holding one end of the sheet over her face, she feels around for the tap over the basin. She turns it one way and another until a trickle of brown water drips uselessly on to the sheet. Precious seconds tick by as the pipes try to gurgle into action. They’ve turned the water off. But they’ve done worse before.


She leaves the pointless tap dripping as she gets back down low, the barely damp sheet pressed up against her mouth and nose. She dares to breathe, tiny shallow breaths because any more and she’ll be dragging the poison into her lungs and it will all be over. There’s a sudden crack as a beam snaps and falls and she crawls a little faster towards the door, the one that leads to freedom, the one that’s always locked and bolted from the outside. She’s praying harder than she ever has before. Only a miracle can save her now, but she suspects that God abandoned her long ago.


She’s almost as far away from the bed as the chain will allow her when something sharp pierces the heel of her left hand. She inhales sharply with the stab of pain and her lungs fight back in protest as she fumbles to find what it is. It’s much bigger than a splinter of wood, smooth on one side, ridged on the other. She turns it over in her fingers and the realisation has barely hit her before she’s forcing the tiny key into the padlock attached to the steel cuff on her wrist. One small turn and the metal breaks apart. She shakes her hand free, momentarily too bewildered by freedom to move or think.


Her head is fuzzy, her thoughts too muddled to focus, but she knows the flames will be upon her in seconds if she can’t get out. She tries to tie the sheet more tightly around her face but she loses balance and the room spins. She mustn’t give up, not now, inches away from the door.


She reaches for the handle and reels back in shock as she touches it. It’s burning hot. She uses the sheet to protect her hand and tries again, eyes closed tight in prayer once more. If it’s locked, she dies, if it’s not, she has a chance, just a chance . . .






CHAPTER 1


Ten years later


‘Glad to see you’re unpacking at last.’ Ronnie surveyed the scene before her from the doorway. Shards of morning sun had crept around the closed curtains, throwing a harsh spotlight on the chargers, cables, paperbacks, flip-flops and bikinis that decorated the carpet like a holiday collage. The fragrance of coconut after-sun lotion mingled with another that could only be described as teenage bedroom, while Tilly, the desolate queen of her ravaged domain, lay half-propped up on pillows, cocooned in her duvet, eyes fixed on her phone.


‘Mmm?’


The heat was stifling. Ronnie picked her way through the wreckage, pulled open the curtains and lifted the sash window. Glass glided over glass, and she leaned out to smell the morning. Higher than the tops of the highest trees in the park below, their third-floor apartment was drenched in sunlight, and the sky was a cloudless blue.


‘That’s more like it.’


‘Mum! Too bright,’ Tilly protested, reaching down for a pair of sunglasses before going back to her screen.


It was hard to resist snatching the phone off her, but in Ronnie’s experience, coaxing and cajoling was the way forward with the twins, every time. She forced a smile that she hoped looked encouraging.


‘Back to school tomorrow, remember? We need to put a wash on, dig out the pencil case, clean out the mouldy rucksack, you know the routine.’


‘I know. I just . . .’ Tilly sighed a deep sigh that said have you got all day?


Ronnie stepped over the spilt contents of a washbag and sat down on the bed.


‘Talk to me.’


Tilly shuffled sideways to make space. Her eyes were puffy from crying and lack of sleep.


‘I miss Jake.’ Her words came out in a whisper, like a confession that couldn’t be held in.


Ronnie’s heart ached in sympathy. You’re only as happy as your unhappiest child was suddenly and horribly true. ‘I know you do. I know how it feels.’ She gave her hand a squeeze but it was unresponsive.


‘You don’t. How can you possibly know?’ The teenager forever misunderstood, thought Ronnie, always thinking they’re the first person in history to suffer the torment of being in love.


‘Because I’ve been there, believe it or not.’ Ronnie’s first holiday without parents had been a trip to Mallorca with school friends, each of whom came home starry-eyed over some boy they’d met at a club and never saw again. In the weeks that followed, tans and memories faded. Without the instant-messaging technology that controlled the lives of today’s youngsters, they had all moved on, put it down to experience, and most had gone on to make the same mistakes a few dozen more times before compromising with suburbia and a Ford Focus. Holidays were a parallel universe that sucked you in and spat you out when your time was up. They weren’t the real world, but perhaps living in the real world wasn’t a lesson Tilly was in a hurry to learn.


‘What if he’s the one? What if I’ve just met my soulmate and then we never see each other again?’


Ronnie’s reply was automatic, the instinct of a mother trying to rescue her child from pain. ‘If you want to, you’ll find a way. You have your whole life before you. There are plenty more fish . . .’ She stopped herself before any more clichés came out. Love had nothing to do with logic, she knew that, and children didn’t listen to their mothers on the topic because, as Tilly had just pointed out, what did they know?


‘Do you think he feels the same way about me? Do boys feel the same as girls about this stuff?’ She sniffed, pulling out a tie-dye sarong from under her pillow and wiping her eyes with it.


Ronnie had no idea how men felt about love any more. Since her divorce, she had felt relieved not to have to grapple with the question, but right now Tilly needed some sort of answer, so she had to come up with one.


‘Not exactly the same. I think they feel things differently, they can compartmentalise better than we can, and that’s not such a bad skill to have. Helps you get on with the rest of your life. Stops you completely going to pieces.’


‘I’m worried that’s happening to me. I’m going to pieces.’ Tilly pulled the sarong off her face and stared at it as if it was to blame for everything.


‘Is that the one he bought you in the market?’


That only made the tears come in torrents. ‘God, Mum, what am I like? I don’t recognise myself.’


Ronnie pulled her into a hug and tried to find words of comfort.


‘Once you get back into your routine, it will pass. You can make plans to see him again. It’s not over . . .’ She stopped again, mid-sentence. There was no point in promising anything she couldn’t deliver, and she had just done exactly that. She was out of her depth here and there was no manual to hand about how to manage teenage heartbreak. It was like being in an exam facing a question you hadn’t prepared for, and the world was watching how you dealt with it. Parenting issues were the sting in the tail of divorce. If the children lived with you, then how they turned out was down to you. There was no blaming the other any more. ‘You’ll get through this. You’re strong and brave, beautiful and kind. You’re a warrior queen.’


‘A what?’ Tilly pulled back, aghast.


Ronnie just stroked her hair and wiped tears from her cheeks. ‘I don’t know. I like the sound of it though, don’t you?’


It had always been her priority to try to instil resilience into the twins. But the journey to true grit was an uphill one, as she had discovered. Simon’s hasty departure and swift acquisition of a new girlfriend had left her questioning her value, not only as a wife (because she’d been so quickly replaced), but as a detective (because she’d failed to spot all the clues he’d left) and today as a mother too. If her daughter was this devastated over a holiday romance, then maybe she wasn’t doing the parenting properly either. She didn’t remember being this upset about any of her own teenage love affairs, but then time had a way of erasing memories of pain.


Just as the question Am I good enough? took root in her mind, so did an image of an exasperated Serena rolling her eyes in despair. ‘You were just the same when you were younger!’ Her fearless sisterly support didn’t allow for self-doubt. The same could be said for Susie Marshall, the best of best friends, just a little more gung-ho. While Serena was Ronnie’s psychological rock, the human diazepam, Susie brought the champagne and fired up the barbecue. Where were those two when she needed them?


A cough from the landing broke the spell. Tilly broke away and leaned over to plug in her phone. ‘Sorry, Mum, I’ll get up.’


Ronnie’s shoulders untensed in relief. The storm had passed. She hadn’t failed. Not this time.


‘Good. And in the meantime, let’s get this cleared up before Auntie Serena arrives. Looks like we’ve been burgled.’


It turned out she had Eddie to thank for bringing the crisis to an end.


‘How long have you been hovering in the corridor?’ It was getting harder to admonish him now that he towered six inches above her. She could have sworn she was taller than him before the holidays. It must be true that children had their growth spurts in summer, and when they were asleep, because he spent a ridiculous amount of time in bed these days. How he had managed to get a tan on holiday was a mystery.


‘I could hear Tilly howling. Wanted to find out what all the fuss was about.’


‘Really?’ Whether he had any intention of offering Tilly comfort was doubtful. Although the two of them were friendly enough most of the time, Eddie would never miss a chance to torment his sister, especially where boys were concerned. ‘She’s fine now. Missing Jake, but give her time and she’ll be saying Jake who? But, more to the point, how’s your unpacking going?’


Taking him by the arm, she led him back to his room and watched him gather up the entire contents of his open suitcase, scrabbling in vain for the last sock, which he finally managed to hold on to by a thread.


‘Ah, OK, so pretty well then. Can I help?’


He smiled hopefully around his bundle.


‘Washing?’






CHAPTER 2


Ruth jolts awake. Another nightmare slides away into the shadows as her eyes adjust to the day. The sun reaches through the slats in the blinds to tap her on the shoulder and drag her back into the real world. She turns to look at the clock on her bedside table, which says six thirty, as it does every day when she opens her eyes. She can’t train herself to lie in, even on a Sunday, can’t let go of the conviction that sleep is a dangerous place. She focuses on the ceiling for a few seconds, tracing the crack that wavers along its border with the far wall, like her path through life, from the darkness to the light.


Morning brings some kind of relief but for the first few seconds her heart is racing, so she breathes deeply in and out, and in her mind, she goes over what she’s achieved, the progress she’s made. It’s supposed to reground her, stop her mind wandering to dark places.


She starts by mentally listing the friends she’s made in the last ten years, but it’s not going to be a long list. There’s Gemma and Phil next door – strictly speaking, her landlords, or landlord and lady, which sounds odd because they’re so down to earth. They hadn’t just rented out their cottage to her but had welcomed her into their lives like a long-lost friend, invited her to supper, brunch and lunch, to watch the Cup final, even to Ollie’s first holy communion. She had politely declined the last one. She wouldn’t feel comfortable in a church, but Gemma and Phil didn’t need to know that, or why. Choose your battles, she tells herself. No point in going too far and spoiling everything.


Then there’s her job with Madison’s Nurseries. Gardens, not children. That’s what she has to say every time someone asks what she does. She doesn’t want to be around children, but planting flowers gives her hope, because it’s working with nature to make beautiful things that survive harsh winters and live to see another summer. They are survivors, like her.


Madison isn’t exactly a friend, but she behaves like one, always saying caring things and asking how you feel. She seems to want her employees to be as American as her, urging them to shower the clients with insincerities – how often do you really need to tell someone to have a nice day? And please know that they should get in touch with any questions or queries. What was the difference between a question and a query? Or a worry and a concern? Why did people use so many words where just a few would do?


The other staff are kind and let her be herself, they don’t insist on her joining them at nights out in the pub, and they seem to get that she’s, well, different. She’s the only female van driver on the team, and that pleases her, because it shows that whatever they think of her, she can do what men do. She’s a match for them.


Whether she’s a match for Finnian Macaulay is another matter. Her heart gives a little jump at the thought of him. He seems like a good man, the kind she should have met long ago, if things had been different, if her life had been normal. And he’s handsome. The kind of fairy-tale handsome that promises wedding bells and happy-ever-afters.


Landlady Gemma was the one who made her go online and start dating. She helped her put the profile together and showed her how easy the whole swiping thing was. ‘Makes me wish I was single again,’ she giggled, and Ruth felt sad suddenly, because of course Gemma was joking. Nobody would say that and mean it.


It had taken her months, well, more like years, if you really counted, to work up to it, and then the ‘it’, the moment of pressing the button, letting it all go live, was an anticlimax, and a risk. She was putting herself out there on the internet for all to see. If they found her there . . . She brushes the thought aside. It isn’t going to happen.


She went through with it in the end because the emptiness she felt inside had become all-encompassing, inescapable. For a whole decade, she’d kept herself out of the limelight and under the radar, because that was where she was safest, but there had always been something missing. When she dared to imagine filling that void, it was like seeing a flicker of light at the end of the tunnel. She imagined having company on dark nights instead of lying awake in unexplained terror, convinced she’d heard a noise. She’d have someone to go to places with, because she rarely ventured further than work or the reservoir these days. The person she found wouldn’t have to know the real her. Online they didn’t do background checks. Nobody needed to know the truth about her past.


Her dating profile gave nothing away. She was vague about where she lived (Home Counties) and what she did (horticulture), and the photos were sufficiently blurred and distant to make her almost unidentifiable. Gemma tried to persuade her to use a bikini shot, but she didn’t want to admit she didn’t have any bikinis, or that even if she did, she didn’t know if she could actually do that. She won’t look at herself in the mirror unless she’s fully clothed, even now, just in case she sees scars that she’s forgotten about.


For one agonising second, she’s back there in the cabin, Nate’s breath heavy in her ear, one calloused hand holding her wrists behind her head as she tries to separate mind from body because it’s the only way. She focuses on the world outside, a world she can barely remember.


When she wrestles her way back to reality, she realises she has forgotten to breathe again. Breathe, Ruth, breathe in for four, hold for three, out for five. Or was it six? She panics, before remembering it doesn’t matter, just a longer breath out than in, because that’s the poison coming out.


Fighting the thoughts that pour into your head is like pushing away the sea, scooping water out of a leaking boat. That’s how dreams work. They find loopholes, gaps in your defences, and flood your mind with reminders of unfinished business, fears you think you’ve left behind long ago. Every time you come up for air, they just drag you back down to the depths and tighten their hold until, one day, that long outbreath, however many counts it might be, will be your last.


It takes a minute or two for the wave to subside. When she’s sure it’s over, she slides her feet into slippers and pads into the bathroom, where her reflection in the mirror above the basin is testament to her broken nights. Darkness circles her half-open eyes, her skin is blotchy, her lips are dry. She makes a mental note to go back online to get better sleeping pills. In the meantime, a hot shower, caffeine and fresh air will have to get her through the day.


She takes her coffee outside and sits on the bench under the magnolia. The oldest tree in the world, she read somewhere, dating back to twenty million years ago. Gemma and Phil planted it when they moved in and Phil had complained ever since because nobody had told him it was basically a pollen factory and would make him cough and splutter for six months of the year. Then Ruth showed him how to infuse steam with the magnolia petals as a remedy for the hay fever and all the badness was cancelled out. Phil was sceptical but at least he wasn’t coughing and sneezing any more.


Their house and hers stand side by side like big and little sisters, at the end of Lime Close, half a mile from West Dean village, and hidden behind wooden gates which slide open at the flick of a switch. At the front, Ruth has planted roses and camellias, buddleia and lavender, so there’s colour all year round, and that’s where she sits under the canopy contemplating the day.


There’s transition in the air. August has been swallowed up by the hungry beginnings of autumn, the sun is already lower in the sky but there’s a heaviness all around, the threat of a storm which will come down like a curtain at the interval to allow the change of set for the next act. Seasons are like life. There’s a time for planting, a time for harvesting and, outside the rush of activity, there’s a time for pruning – cutting back the weary stems that have done their job, letting the plant conserve its energy for new growth.


She examines the roses and is busy with her secateurs when the gates buzz open and Gemma’s Porsche Cayenne crunches into the drive. A Porsche is supposed to be a sports car, but this one is a giant spaceship that tells the rest of the world, We are sports car people but we’re serious about parenting. It makes Ruth happy to think that some children get to travel in cars like this, but it’s the kind of happiness that’s tinged with envy.


Gemma jumps down like a jockey leaping from a stallion and, now she’s outside it, the car dwarfs her. Ruth imagines people must think the same when she gets out of the Madison’s Nurseries van. Often they do a double take, expecting a man, and she still gets a twinge of amusement from giving them a surprise.


‘That’s a bit of a busman’s holiday.’ Gemma is heaving her shopping out of the boot.


Ruth puts her secateurs down and rubs her hands, checking for thorns. She should have worn gloves.


‘I suppose you’re right, but it’s hardly a chore.’


‘You have a nurturing instinct. It’s a good thing.’ Gemma puts the bags of shopping down on the front step and sinks down next to them. She ties her long hair back in a scrunchie, turns her head to the sun and pushes her sunglasses back on her head, closing her eyes. A plane passes overhead, a reminder of the bliss of escape, but Ruth imagines her vision of bliss is different from Gemma’s. She doesn’t need a bright white beach and swaying palm trees. What she has right here is more than enough.


‘Thanks.’ Ruth turns her attention back to the rose bush. She picks up the secateurs again, looks for the five-leaf growth on the stem and cuts just above it, swiftly, deftly, leaving the plant free of its dead parts, ready to grow again. ‘I can do the back garden if you like, while you’re on holiday?’


‘That would be great. Thanks, Ruth.’ Gemma pauses, looks at Ruth as if trying to assess whether it’s safe to go on. ‘By the way, how did you get on with your online dating? I keep meaning to ask. Living vicariously through you – shame on me.’ She glances conspiratorially over her shoulder. ‘Phil’s a sweetie, bless him, but a girl can dream.’


‘Oh.’ Ruth reddens out of instinct, before her brain takes over and reminds her there’s no need. She is safe here. She exhales to expel the tension and smiles with what she hopes is confidence. ‘Actually, it’s going well.’ But Gemma’s expression indicates she wants more, so Ruth flounders on. ‘I mean, it depends what you mean. I don’t have much to compare it to.’


Gemma nods. ‘Well, that sounds good enough for me. I’m happy for you. Hopefully it blossoms and you have more news for me when we’re back from Cayman.’


‘How long are you going for?’ Ruth is glad to change the subject.


‘About a month. Give or take. And looks like we’re just in time to escape the change in the weather.’ She shades her eyes and looks skywards. ‘Hard to believe this summer’s almost over.’


Ruth is still processing her words. ‘A month?’


‘It depends how Phil’s job goes, and how the boys settle in at boarding school.’ Gemma trails off and Ruth feels a pang of confusion. She can’t fathom why anyone would send their children away. Gemma reads her mind, or her face perhaps, and offers justification. ‘They’re looking forward to it, you know. Have been for a while. And it makes sense with all the travelling Phil’s doing now. Gives them stability, and the schools round here are a bit, well . . .’ She drifts off, and Ruth imagines she doesn’t want to say anything bad. Gemma never says anything bad about anyone or anything, even wasps and the government.


She nods in an attempt at reassurance but she doesn’t know why Phil can’t travel alone. He’s a big boy. Gemma could stay at home and give her children what they need, which is a mother. She forces a smile and says, ‘Absolutely’ with all the bravado she can muster.


On cue, the front door is opened wide by a grinning Phil, with his trademark jolly wave. He’s dressed smartly from the waist up. A crisp shirt and tie, combed salt-and-pepper hair, but the incongruity of his shorts and trainers makes him look like the final picture in a game of consequences.


Consequences was Ruth’s favourite childhood game. She and Martha would play it at the kitchen table, usually while they were waiting to go to Assembly and sometimes in the actual Assembly Hall before prayers, or after it was all over and the grown-ups were chatting, then again every evening when Aunt Esther was in the kitchen making dinner. Martha would cut a piece of paper longways down the middle. She and Ruth would start by drawing a head, then they’d fold over the paper to hide what they’d done and pass it to the other, who would draw the body and pass it back, then the legs. When you unfolded it, the absurdity of mismatched body parts and clothes was the funniest thing imaginable, until one day when Martha drew something rude on hers and Uncle Nate saw it when he came home. Then there really were consequences.


Ruth remembers the first punishment as if it were yesterday. A smack on the cheek, being sent to bed with no supper, with the door locked from the outside. That was when they were still allowed to go to school and were taught Latin by strict old ladies in black robes. Nate gave them a warning, No more drawing. So they would play consequences with words instead – so-and-so met so-and-so at so-and-so place, he said blah, she said blah and then this happened. What happened in the end, the actual consequence of all the he said, she said was the funny part, because it was so disconnected from the rest of it. Martha would write things like the king arrived and killed all the monsters. The king was always the outcome. He was a reminder that random good things happened out of nowhere, because of nothing, and you had to be ready for that. And he brought a happy ending, not the Armageddon Uncle Nate would threaten them with. Everyone needed a king in their life.


The word games didn’t get them into trouble as much as the pictures had because Aunt Esther didn’t bother reading the whole unfolded paper – either that or she couldn’t read their handwriting, which was deliberate, because they didn’t want her snooping in on their secrets anyway. It never occurred to them that she couldn’t read. Not till many years afterwards.


Ruth tunes back in to the present. She doesn’t know how long she’s been out this time. Her face must have gone blank with the memories, but her neighbours don’t seem to notice. Phil is saying something about how long the weather will stay warm enough for shorts. He works mostly from home, which is why he’s only ever dressed properly from the waist up. Ruth wonders what happens when he has to get up and fetch something, close a door, open a window. Then he’ll give the game away. But he must have thought of that. After all, they like him enough to send him on business trips to places Ruth has barely heard of. When he’s not travelling, he and Gemma play golf together on a Friday morning and then go out for lunch, returning after school pick-up with the boys in the back, rejoicing that it’s the weekend again. It’s a life Ruth finds captivating and repellent at the same time, if those feelings can co-exist.


He asks how Ruth is, admires her rose pruning and says he doesn’t know the first thing about flowers, then he carries the shopping bags inside. Now Ruth’s conflicting feelings merge into a pang of jealousy, because Gemma has everything she should have had, and Phil is her king. He’s the kind of husband Ruth should have found, if things had been different, if she hadn’t spent half her life hidden and the other half on the run.






CHAPTER 3


‘Nice tan, sarge. Good holiday?’ DC Baz Munro peered round his computer screen as Ronnie backed through the heavy office doors laden with bags.


‘It was wonderful. But those stairs are steeper than I remember.’


Pausing to get her breath back, she took in the reassuring scene before her. Everything at Halesworth CID, staircase aside, was as it always had been – the early-morning aroma of coffee and aftershave, the low chatter of voices punctuated by phones buzzing and the occasional siren from outside. The traffic noise was constantly being weighed up against the need for fresh air and Ronnie had always made her views clear. She noted the venetian blinds banging in the breeze and nodded approvingly. Baz followed her eyes as he pushed his chair back and leapt up to help her with her bags.


‘Ah yes, we’re all freezing to death but didn’t want to disappoint you on your first day back,’ he grinned. ‘What’s in here?’ He peered inside. ‘Pressies?’


‘A few Greek treats for the team. Hands off.’ She reached out to grab it from him and he raised his hands in defeat.


‘So, how was it? Sun, sand, sea and . . . sangria? Or is it ouzo over there?’


At least he hadn’t left her hanging on too long for the fourth ‘s’ word. She sank into the chair opposite him and leaned over to pull a bottle out of one of the bags. ‘Ouzo doesn’t travel well, but don’t tell the others that.’


‘You mean you’ve bought us second-rate souvenirs?’ Baz exclaimed in mock horror, taking the bottle off her and frowning at the label.


Ronnie slapped his arm. ‘Shut up, or I’ll show you my photo album.’


‘Maybe just give me the key points. Briefing time in five.’


‘Sun, sea, sand, ouzo, just as you correctly guessed, and some quality time with the kids, until Tilly fell in love and spent the rest of the week starry-eyed and useless.’


‘That doesn’t sound surprising. We’ve all been there.’


‘I think I’ve blocked out the bad memories of unrequited love. But what I want is a new improved version of me, not a reminder of my teenage self.’


‘Stop! You’ve put me off having kids already. Is it that bad?’


Ronnie had an image in her head of how bad it was and wondered how to express it without seeming ungrateful. ‘Watching your children grow up is like that scene out of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. You want them to be independent, but you still want to have some sort of control, and they have other ideas about that.’ She scanned the piles of papers, envelopes and folders that littered Baz’s desk. ‘So, how have you managed without me?’


‘Barely survived, sarge, it’s been absolute chaos. The suburbs are awash with bandits.’


‘I’m glad I’m still indispensable,’ she smiled. ‘Did you and Amber get away in the end? Not taken her back to St Petersburg to visit the folks?’


‘Not in a hurry to do that; saving up the annual leave for a bit of winter sun, and someone had to hold the fort in your absence.’


‘Of course. Talking of which, where are we with the dating-app conman?’


‘Not sure where that’s leading to be honest. Nothing much to go on, just a distraction for the silly season. It’s always the same around this time of year.’


‘I see. So case closed, then?’


‘Yes. The DI’s orders. We hit a wall, and with no evidence to speak of, we’re on a hiding to nothing.’


‘Tell me anyway. What did you find out? I’m interested.’


‘Really? I don’t want you going round thinking all men are like him.’


‘I want to know everything.’ Ronnie nudged him. ‘We’ve got a few minutes. Did you ever get an ID on the guy?’


‘Not as such. He’s either using multiple identities or we’re looking at a gang of them. But the tactics are similarly underhand, and you’ve experienced some of those.’


He was talking about the night at Hemingway’s a few months earlier when they had come so close. If she’d known the man sitting next to her, the one who had spiked her drink and tried to force her to go home with him, if she’d remembered his face enough to ID him, that would have drawn a line under things. There might not have been any more ‘victims’. Or at least they could have been sure that this new catfish wasn’t the same man.


‘Almost had him, didn’t we?’


Baz hung his head. ‘We almost did.’


‘Not that my drink-spiker was necessarily the same guy, of course,’ Ronnie added.


‘You’re right. In fact, there’s nothing to link these reports with that guy, apart from being bad to women.’


‘What linked the recent reports with each other, in terms of MO?’


‘Just the love bomb. You know the story – flattery, flowers, I’ve never felt like this before about anyone else.’


‘Creep. Then he goes in for the kill?’


‘He goes in for the money. Susses them out first, lots of openness, talks about his second home on the Costa del Sol, his boat and the fleet of sports cars squirrelled away at the family’s country pad – which he’s got plenty of photos of, by the way.’


‘Stock photos, I’m guessing.’


‘Yes, easy to find online. No surprises there. And the obligatory dog, of course.’


‘A dog?’


‘Golden retriever. This one.’ Baz flipped open his laptop, googled the breed and scrolled down a few inches. ‘Ta-da. It’s officially the key to getting a woman to swipe right, apparently.’


‘OK, and same pics for every woman?’


‘The dog is the same. We think. Only one of them took a screenshot of the photo from his profile.’


‘What about the other photos? Do we know he’s using the same ones with each woman he gets his hands on?’


‘Again, they all get a bit tearful when they describe the stately home in Yorkshire and the view from the balcony in Puerto Banús, but we don’t have hard evidence. All the pictures were on the app or on his phone and, of course, he’s not on the app any more. And before you ask, no we can’t get hold of deleted profiles.’


‘Have they made a complaint to the app? Which one is it?’


‘It’s called Sidekick, a newish one, all about being mates first and foremost, the importance of getting that chemistry right rather than hook-ups, so a great angle, but it’s based on the same swiping principle as the others.’ He paused for breath before carrying on. ‘And yes, they have raised it with the site but by the time they do, he’s gone. Then a few days later, we presume he’s back on there looking for a new friend.’


‘What do the women have in common? What’s his target market?’


‘Seems to specialise in women of a certain age looking for love second time around.’


‘Aha, so really narrowing it down then. Plenty of fish in that pond.’


Baz laughed and opened one of the files on his desk, pushing it towards her. ‘There they are – the three women we’ve got so far.’


‘Who were seduced by his shaggy-dog story and Spanish love nest.’ Ronnie looked hard at the photographs. They looked to be in their early forties, heavily made up, thin, sad-looking. ‘Could there be more victims out there? I’m guessing yes.’


‘If there are, I can imagine they’re taking time to come forward out of some sort of shame that they have actually fallen for the scam and handed the money over to him.’


‘Nobody with half a brain hands over cash to a virtual stranger any more, do they?’


‘Sadly, it would seem that their vision is so clouded by the fog of infatuation that they will believe anything.’


‘What’s he telling them to make them give him money?’


Baz seemed almost embarrassed to answer. ‘He’s lost his online banking device. Needs to pay a supplier ten thousand pounds by the weekend.’


‘Seriously? They have that much cash sitting around? And they actually go through with it?’


‘Oh yes, and of course it’s hard to prove months later that the money wasn’t voluntarily handed over. And when it comes to their own motivation for doing it, there’s a holiday to the Mediterranean on the horizon, the use of the family yacht. Got to be worth ten grand in itself.’


‘I bet they never even make it to the airport.’


‘Correct, last-minute change of plan, business emergency. Needs to jump on some other plane and do more important things the day before.’


Ronnie held up her hand. ‘Let me guess, that’ll be the trip he mysteriously never comes back from.’


Baz nodded. ‘Got it in one.’


‘Did the women have any photos they’d taken themselves?’


‘That’s another thing. He’s not keen on them taking photos of him. He does all the selfies himself, keeps them on his phone because he’s going to make an album of their relationship for her birthday. Another one said he just pulled on the shades or made some kind of excuse. So . . .’ He flipped open another folder and scrolled down to some pixelated images that left everything to the imagination. ‘We’re left with a couple of distant ones, shades on of course, so could be the same guy, might not be.’


Ronnie looked closer at the picture on the screen. ‘That’s not much to go on. I see what you mean about case closed. Anything else?’


‘Conflicting reports about the car he drives.’


‘Well if he’s got a fleet of them up at the stately home, that’s not surprising, and with his access to other people’s finances being what it is. Nationality?’


‘Irish, says one of his conquests, but the second said American, until we got her to listen to a bunch of accents and she didn’t know one from the other.’


‘And none of them smelled a rat?’


Baz grinned. He liked his idioms, and this one seemed to please him. ‘No rats were smelled, until the money and the man had disappeared.’


‘Something wrong with our education system if grown women are falling for this stuff.’ Ronnie found herself speaking someone else’s words, echoes of her mother’s familiar head-shaking diagnosis of society’s ills. It didn’t actually surprise her that it was going on. She just wished it wasn’t true, because if it was happening to other women, then it could easily happen to her. And it nearly had.


‘Schools are probably all over the dangers of online scams these days, but the internet wasn’t even invented when these women were there, remember? And perhaps it’s the dream come true for some of them, the righting of wrongs, the happy ending that makes them realise it was just a question of waiting for Prince Charming.’


Ronnie suppressed a smile. Tilly would take him to task for saying that, telling him that women didn’t think like that any more, that Prince Charming had long ago been deleted from the lexicon of youth and had no place in assumptions based on gender. But then again, she had proved just yesterday that she could be very much the lovelorn Disney princess when the situation presented itself. Perhaps Baz had a point.


‘Fair enough. I just despair of where we’ve got to sometimes. We should have gone beyond this by now.’


‘But then again, I suppose that’s why we do this job,’ said Baz, clapping his hands together decisively. ‘Because there will always be people who think they can get away with it.’


There was a tap on the half-wall that separated Baz’s desk from the rest and Jules Mayer appeared, the new DC in the station everyone was talking about. ‘DS Delmar?’


Ronnie nodded to Mayer and turned back to Baz. ‘They can’t. And they won’t.’ She straightened up and checked her phone. ‘Monday-morning briefing. Can’t say I’ve missed it much.’






CHAPTER 4


The sky is darkening above the warehouse when Madison comes out of the Portakabin and hands her an envelope full of cash. Ruth smiles and tucks it into the inside pocket of her coat, zipping it up carefully.


‘Thank you,’ she whispers. It’s not illegal, she’s sure of that, but it feels odd, and she knows it’s not the normal way of doing things, but she can’t open a bank account, so she has no choice. She glances around out of instinct, but nobody’s watching. The others are busy taking equipment out of Davor’s van, hauling it into the dark recesses of the giant shed, laughing about something or other. She’s used to them sharing jokes she’s not a part of, but it reminds her who she is, where she stands, always on the outside of things.


‘You still good for tomorrow’s deliveries?’ Madison glances upwards. ‘It looks like we’re in for some weather.’


Ruth nods vigorously. ‘Of course.’ It’s important to show willing, and she is more than willing. She is more than grateful.


She watches Davor and Eva unload the machinery from her van and reload it with trays of plants. No tools are left in here overnight it says on the back door. The sign’s been there ever since the burglary, before Ruth’s time, when Madison lost her livelihood and almost her mental health. She reminds them of this regularly. It’s an American thing, being obsessed with therapists. Madison says she’s always had one. Finn laughed when she told him about it, his great guffawing laugh that made her feel safe but a little bit scared.


Davor brings the last of the trays for the next day’s drop-off, slides it in and slams the door shut. ‘It’s all yours,’ he says without making eye contact. ‘If the rain’s heavy, use the gazebo for the planting. I’ll do the school visit.’ Then he raises his eyebrows at Madison, in a kind of silent question that she is expected to understand. Ruth wonders whether they’re in a relationship. There’s something between them that even Ruth can see, and she isn’t used to noticing things like that.


Madison smiles and hands her the keys. ‘Go well, Ruth.’ It’s a weird thing to say, but then Madison is weird. Then, as if it’s an afterthought, she adds, ‘You got plans tonight?’


It’s only a question, but Ruth feels suddenly cornered and her heart beats faster. She keeps herself to herself and doesn’t understand why anyone would want to know what she does in her private life at all, let alone a Tuesday night. But it’s polite to reply, so she should think of something. She’s letting a long breath out, and she’s about to answer, when Davor rescues her. He’s probably keen for her to go so he and Madison can be alone. He says something about the time, and having to get back. So Ruth just smiles and takes the keys. She climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine. Madison waves, and within seconds, Ruth is swinging out of the yard and heading for home.


She’s still feeling anxious as she pulls away from the lights at the first crossroads. Her heart is still beating its way out of her chest. She tries the breathing again, but it’s hard to do while driving. She should pull over and compose herself but she wants to get home before the storm comes. It’s beginning to rain, just drizzle, but she sets the windscreen wipers to the lowest setting and it calms her, watching them bow in unison to an off-stage ruler. As a child, she used to let herself be mesmerised by them from the back seat of the car, imagining the endless list of tasks they were agreeing to perform. It made her feel lucky. Perhaps things aren’t so bad. Her list isn’t actually endless. Just two deliveries, some shrub planting and a collection from a job they’d finished the previous week.


The rain and the wipers are working their magic and her pulse returns to normal. She turns on the radio and the DJ is introducing a song for everyone driving home in the bad weather, as if he knows what she’s doing. She changes station and lets a song she doesn’t know play itself out. She turns on to the dual carriageway that takes her out of town towards West Dean, and that’s when she has an idea.


Ideas are a new thing. Ideas used to be frowned upon, the devil finding work for idle hands. Ideas meant breaking away, because the real ideas, the acceptable ones, had already been had. Having a new one was like saying the old ones weren’t enough. It was like saying things needed changing.


This idea is allowed though. It’s allowed because everything is allowed, in this new world where you can put bikini photos on the internet. Her mind races to shut it down, just out of instinct, but then she remembers, she’s free now. It’s OK to think things, and do them.


Finn lives in Wakehurst, just one junction before West Dean. She doesn’t know where exactly, but she can call him, say she’s passing by, ask if he’s in. Her heart swells at the thought of it. Can she do it? Or will the past, the habits of long ago, stop her in her tracks, pull her finger back from touching the call button on her phone?


‘Nice girls don’t do that.’ In her head, Nate is taunting her, the trace of a smirk on his face. ‘So what does that tell me?’ He’s touching her, tilting her chin up towards him with his finger, leaning forward to whisper in her ear, his stubble brushing her face. She shuts him down. That whole part of her life is over. A new chapter has begun. She indicates left and heads for the village.


It’s a prettier village than West Dean, that’s for sure, but then Ruth doesn’t mind too much where she lives. Gemma calls their neighbourhood a pensioners’ paradise. Most of the houses have grab rails and ramps up to the doors, pansies in the flower beds and cars with blue badges in the drive. It makes Ruth feel safe. Nobody will go looking for her there.


Wakehurst is different. It’s what they call up and coming, or bijou, apart from the caravan site of course. But the twenty-somethings who come flocking to set up home in the renovated maisonettes don’t notice that until after they’ve signed on the dotted line. Then it’s too late. The place is full of upwardly mobile couples commuting to London using what the estate agents call convenient transport links, but which are regularly cancelled. Leaves on the line. Planned engineering works. If they make it back, there’s a gin bar, a gastropub and a Little Waitrose. A mile or so outside the village, there’s the Wakeley reservoir, a popular spot where the locals walk their Labradors and mutter about the blot on the landscape that they call the new wind farm. Ruth likes the wind turbines, giant spinning blades that remind her of the power of nature and what it can deliver when properly harnessed. It’s an old site where some of the turbines have four blades rather than three, but they still seem to spin at the same speed. She goes there after work most days, parks the van by the water and wonders at the irony of it all. They tower over humanity like giant windmills marching across the hills, but they are the servants of man. Power is just an illusion.


She asked Finn where he lived the second time they met but he just laughed and shook his head and said, ‘Easy, tiger,’ which made Ruth blush. She should just phone him, not prowl around like a tiger. That’s the right way to do things.


There’s a queue at the traffic lights, which only seem to be letting a couple of cars through at a time. She’s holding her phone and her finger trembles over his name, but she does it, she touches the screen and her heart speeds up again as the ringtone sounds. After five rings, she hangs up. He must be busy. She should go home. She turns left into a residential street, then into a side road because there’s a car behind her getting impatient. The sign says Blyth Road. It reminds her of a holiday they took to the Northumberland seaside when she was small. Her grandparents on Pa’s side lived there and that was where he and Ma were heading when their car went off the road. She tenses at the memory. She imagines them with her now, telling her to be careful, and she’s about to do a three-point turn to retrace her route when she sees him.


He’s smarter than she remembers, dressed in a suit and shiny shoes. He makes a dash out of a single-storey red-brick building, a newspaper held over his head to keep the rain off, and now he’s climbing into a blue Golf, the one with the scratch down the passenger side. She remembers it from their first date when he dropped her home. ‘Kids, you know what they’re like,’ he said, then seeing her face, quickly added with a grin, ‘Not mine, don’t worry!’ and she smiled. Sharing humour was one of those things that made relationships work. She had read about that, and Gemma had told her to put it on her profile, looking for someone funny who makes me laugh. It had seemed an odd thing to ask for. Surely both of you needed to make each other laugh? It wasn’t just one person’s responsibility to be the comedian.


Ruth doesn’t duck down, just watches the Golf rev into action and disappear down the road. He drives right past her but doesn’t see her, probably doesn’t expect her to be there, driving a white van. He probably thinks she’s a delivery driver – Evri, Amazon. They are everywhere these days after all, pandering to people’s daily whims.


She is brought back to earth by another van hooting at her. She can see the male driver in her wing mirror, holding his hands up, mouthing something she would rather not hear. She hurriedly pulls into a space a few doors down from where Finn came out. The van passes, accelerating through a puddle, and a small child walking down the pavement screeches and clutches on to his mother. Ruth watches him with a dull sense of longing and regret. The rain is still spattering on the windscreen and she doesn’t want to go home. She wants to be part of one of those families, pulling the curtains on the gathering dusk, tucking a toddler into bed and settling down to supper and a film. She imagines that life often, but here it is, so close she can almost touch it.


The house Finn has come out of stands lower than its neighbours, a single-storey sixties build nestling between unremarkable semis and set back a bit from the road, with a few potholed parking spaces in front. A Jacksons For Sale sign marks the border with the next property. It looks lost and out of place; the brochure probably says it’s ripe for development or an investment opportunity. The windows are intact, but streaked with grime, the porch roof is splattered with bird poo and the pillars that hold it up are green with moss and mould. It looks abandoned – so what was Finn doing in there?


Magnetised by curiosity, she crosses the road and glances left and right in case anyone’s watching, before making her way along the cracked paving that leads down the side of the house.


If he hadn’t left the side gate unlocked, everything would be different – she’d turn round and go back to West Dean, the whole episode forgotten. But she pushes it and meets no resistance. The door behind it is stiff but easy to force open with a foot pressed against the bottom and a hard thump to the middle. Her heart is pumping with fear and excitement as she pulls it shut quietly behind her.


The first thing that strikes her is how empty the place looks, as if the people who belonged there were suddenly removed. The kitchen worktops are littered with opened envelopes, half-spilling out their official-looking contents. A printer sits dormant in the corner, its mouth half open, a few uncollected pages lying on its grey plastic tongue. Whatever was happening here was suddenly interrupted, like at Sleeping Beauty’s castle. Ruth wonders what the interruption was, and where Finn was going in such a rush, and so smartly dressed. A thought comes into her head that fills her with dread and makes her stomach turn. She doesn’t want to think about it, but it’s the only reason she can come up with that he wasn’t answering his phone.


She banishes the thought from her mind with a flurry of comforting logic. There’s nothing she can do if Finn wants to see other women before he decides who it’s to be. She will wait for him to do that, because nobody wants a Prince Charming who hasn’t made his mind up yet.


Through the other door, she can see a wide hallway, with a bathroom opposite. There’s a sign on one door for men, and another one for women further up. It might have been a school or a community hall. There’s a smell of bleach and mothballs and a hint of damp. The floor is mottled lino, the walls neglected magnolia. It all feels so familiar, but she can’t retrieve the memory. It’s buried too deep.
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