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			Part One

		

	
		
			One

			There have always been a few people here, coming and going, passing through, usually in the company of dogs. But recently there have been many more, above his head, all the time. And they have started changing things, digging stuff up, messing with the way it has always been around here.

			He sleeps through the day, but today sleep was hard. The earth shook. Tyres bit into the ground. Dirt fell on him. He could hear the cubs nearby, fractious and scared, quarrelling with their mother.

			They are all hungry. It is spring; the season when they must eat all they can. If they do not, they will die when the cold returns.

			*

			It is poor land.

			The badger sett is dug deep in this sandy soil. To the north, this group’s territory runs alongside the road that leads out from the small town. To the south, it is marked by a line of old hawthorns and stunted ashes.

			Badgers have lived on these islands much longer than humans; they were here a half million years ago. They are part of this landscape. Prodigious shifters of earth, they have literally helped shape it. A sett like this might have moved twenty-five tonnes of earth over years.

			Badgers are numerous. There are hundreds of thousands of them; they occupy Britain more densely than anywhere else in the world, but we rarely see them – at least not alive. The badgers we mostly see are dead ones, dirty shapes of dark fur lying by the sides of roads.

			Though they have been here so much longer than we have, and though we live alongside them, we struggle to understand them, not only because they are underground creatures, and secretive, but because they don’t appear to behave like we want them to, like other mammals we find easier to love.

			They live by rules we don’t really understand, in small fractious groups that can’t be described as families; if they do cooperate, we often struggle to comprehend how.

			Among mammals, our sense of smell is one of the worst; theirs is excellent. It is the main way in which they understand the world around them. We communicate mostly by sound; they, by scent. It is as if they are operating on entirely different wavelengths.

			And most of their life is lived unseen; underground and in darkness.

			*

			The sun has dropped and it’s time to go out. When finally the gnawing in his gut gets the better of him, he moves cautiously down the tunnel, to the bend where it turns up towards the surface, to where he would normally pause to sniff the outside air, but when he does there is nothing. No scent of anything fresh; just the usual earth around him.

			This is wrong. By now the air should smell of fresh grass, hyssop, cow parsley, other badgers and dog shit.

			He moves forward more cautiously in the blackness and his snout meets something hard. At the end, where darkness should change to dusk, he finds the tunnel blocked. He digs but there is something in the way, something so hard his big claws make no impression on it at all.

			He sniffs. It smells rank.

			People stink.

		

	
		
			Two

			The key was shiny in Gram’s hand, catching the evening sun as he held it up. ‘Ready?’

			When he slotted it into the lock in the huge blue door, it slid in, like a spoon into a baby’s mouth.

			Angela placed a hand on each side of her face. ‘Oh my giddy God. You are joking?’

			‘Welcome to Guldeford Hall. You’re going to love this place, Boo, I promise.’

			It was a Saturday in early May. She looked up at the vast country house above her. ‘It looks so . . . bloody . . . expensive.’

			‘Historic building, Boo,’ he said. ‘Five bedrooms, three ensuite. All modernised, obviously. Micro Combined Heat and Power system.’

			She took both sides of his face and kissed him. ‘I love it when you talk heat and power.’

			Architects had transformed the Kentish oast house into an enormous luxury home. It sat in its own grounds, surrounded by heavy, dark trees, well beyond the noise of traffic. Gram turned the key. ‘Should I pick you up and carry you over?’

			‘I’m going to slap you so hard you’ll never know what hit you.’

			Gram laughed. ‘Ta-da!’ The moment he pushed the door open the beeping began. He strode in, turned to face her.

			Beep beep beep.

			‘You do know the code, don’t you?’ she said, still outside the door.

			Beep beep beep.

			He closed his eyes tight. ‘Um . . .’

			‘Gram!’

			Beep beep beep.

			‘Thought I’d remember it without writing it down, Boo.’

			The noise seemed to be getting louder.

			‘It’s OK. We’ve got at least thirty seconds before it goes off.’

			‘It’s been thirty, you—’

			He grinned, put down the plastic carrier bag he was holding, raised a finger ostentatiously and pushed the keypad four times. The beeping stopped. The sound of late spring reasserted itself; the fluty whistle of blackbirds and the humming of fat bees.

			She stepped inside the doorway and punched him right in the stomach.

			‘Ooof.’ He doubled, winded by her fist.

			She laughed and walked past him, through the small inner hallway into the larger hall, a massive space, floor tiled black and white, a modern staircase soaring up from the left to right. A barometer on the wall. Small prints, at regular intervals.

			‘Oh Jesus, Gram. I bloody love it.’

			She turned as he was straightening, put her arms around him and squeezed him. ‘I really love it. It’s amazing. It’s huge. You could fit all of my place in the hall, plus my car, and there’d still be space over.’

			‘You won’t need your flat any more. We’ll live here together. Five bedrooms, three en-suite. So we’ll need lots of children. Plus there’s a vinery and stables.’

			‘Will we have to get horses?’

			‘Obviously.’

			‘Hate horses. Always did. But I can cope. Especially if there’s a vinery. Can we look around?’

			‘Llamas, then,’ he said. ‘Herds of them. Be my guest. You are the lady of the house, after all.’

			She went upstairs first.

			He took the bottle of Prosecco out of the plastic carrier bag and went to the kitchen, a huge room with a massive window that looked out onto the north lawn. The refrigerator was gigantic, but Gram realised the door had been propped open.

			‘Bugger,’ he said, out loud. The fridge was off.

			‘Gram!’ A loud scream from upstairs.

			He dashed from the kitchen back into the hallway, bottle still in hand. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘The bed in the main bedroom is ginormous.’

			‘Jesus. I thought you’d seen something scary.’

			‘Kind of scary because the bed is made up,’ she said. ‘As if someone’s been planning this all along.’ From the first-floor landing she looked down at him. ‘What’s that?’

			He raised the bottle. ‘It’s to lower your defences.’

			‘Christ, Gram. You’ll need more than a bottle of Aldi five-quid Prosecco to do that.’

			‘It was more than five quid.’

			‘And there’s a bath the size of an Olympic pool, too.’ She descended, approached, leaned forward, kissed him. ‘You know what’s bloody weird, though. I looked in the wardrobes too. There are all these suits. And—’

			‘I think there’s an actual Olympic swimming pool too, somewhere.’

			She took the bottle off him. ‘I can’t drink that anyway. It’s warm.’

			‘The fridge isn’t on. It’ll take ages to cool it.’

			‘Do you know who I am? I own a herd of llamas. I have standards,’ she said. ‘Stick the fridge on.’

			‘It’ll take for ever, Boo,’ he complained.

			‘How much is it on the market for?’

			‘Two mil. Just over.’

			‘Great,’ she said. ‘I’ll take it.’

			‘I’ll draw up the paperwork,’ he said, and then saw that she had sat down and was crying. ‘Oh, Boo!’

			Angela Booth, whom he liked to call Boo, sat in the middle of the black-and-white-tiled floor, holding her hands up to her face. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Give me a minute.’

			He sat down on the floor next to her and put his arm around her. It only made the crying worse. ‘What’s wrong? I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just trying to make you happy.’

			It took a little while for her to stop. She wiped her red eyes with the sleeve of her shirt. ‘I’m sorry, Gram. This is great. I didn’t mean to spoil it.’

			They lay down side by side on the cool tiles and looked up at the chandelier which hung on a chain from the ceiling two floors above. The crystals made rainbows of the early evening light. Near the centre, a spider had woven a web between the shards of glass. A beautiful place for a spider to live, thought Gram. Spectacular open plan, designer dwelling. Suitable location to raise a family. Plenty of flies available.

			‘It’s just so unfair,’ she said. ‘I’m thirty-two. I’m a schoolteacher. I work my bloody arse off and I won’t ever get to buy a one-bedroom flat, let alone something like this.’

			‘I’m saving up,’ said Gram. ‘I’m going to ask for a pay rise.’

			‘Pfft. You’ll probably get the sack from the agency for sneaking into empty houses and having sex with your girlfriend.’

			Gram sat up, interested. ‘So we are going to have sex then?’

			She shrugged. ‘If we must.’

			‘I’ll admit, I was worried.’

			‘Definitely not on warm Prosecco though. No sex without alcohol. Surely a place with three en-suite bathrooms has another fridge somewhere,’ she said.

			He lay back down again and tried to remember the details for this house. He placed his hands together in front of his face and closed his eyes.

			Rolling onto her side, she nudged him with her knee. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I’m praying, obviously, to St Joseph, the patron saint of estate agents, for a fridge.’

			‘Have you really got a patron saint?’

			‘Actually, we have.’

			‘That’s a waste of a saint. What I was about to say about the suits in the wardrobe was that they’re all cut to ribbons. Classic husband-and-wife stuff.’

			‘You’re kidding.’

			‘Whoever owns this house has been a naughty boy, don’t you think?’

			‘The man who owns the house is dead. That’s why they’re selling.’

			She opened her eyes wide. ‘Oh God. She murdered him in a fit of jealousy.’

			‘Sorry, no. Just a brain haemorrhage. He was walking the dog, apparently. Dropped down dead. It was in the papers. He was quite a big deal.’

			‘Not big enough to have a second fridge,’ she said, kissing him on the forehead.

			He jumped up, grinning. ‘Hallelujah. Yes. I remember now. I saw a freezer in the garage. Come on.’ He offered her his hand.

			The garage had originally been an entirely separate out-building. The architect who had converted the oast house had extended the kitchen out towards it, creating a vast space between it and the kitchen that had been turned into a games room.

			‘Ooh,’ Angela said, as they walked through. ‘Billiards.’

			‘No balls,’ he said.

			And she was still laughing, for no particular reason, when he unlocked the adjoining door and stepped into the large, empty garage that smelt of recently laid concrete. And there, in the corner, sat a white chest freezer. A red light shone in the gloom. ‘Thank you, St Joseph,’ he said.

			‘It’s a miracle.’

			They walked across the big floor to the white box. It hummed gently.

			‘And it’s on.’

			*

			The bottle shattered on the grey concrete, covering Angela’s bare legs in sticky warm alcohol.

			‘Oh,’ was all Gram said, his face lit by the light inside the freezer’s lid.

			The man who lay inside was naked, knees bent, arms crossed over his chest. Long crystals had formed on his eyelashes, and on the soft, thin hairs on his head.

			They stood in silence and stared.

			In the end, it was Angela who spoke. ‘Close the lid,’ she said.

			He did as he was told. The box closed with a soft whump.

			‘Do you think it’s him?’ she asked.

			‘Who?’

			‘The guy who owns the house.’

			He looked at her, trying to process what she was saying. ‘No. He was buried weeks ago.’

			‘Wait there,’ she said.

			He was still standing by the freezer when she returned with a kitchen cloth and a bottle of spray bleach, some plastic bags and a dustpan and brush.

			‘What are you doing?’ he whispered.

			She stopped and looked at him. ‘We have a choice,’ she said. ‘If we tell the police we were here, you will lose your job. Or we can not be here at all.’

			‘But he’s dead,’ he said. ‘We should call the police.’

			‘Yes. He’s dead, Gram. And it’s not our fault. We can’t do anything about it. If we leave him like this, someone else will find him.’

			He looked at her. She was older than him, more experienced.

			‘But . . .’

			‘If you call the police,’ she repeated, ‘you’ll lose your job.’

			There was a faint creaking sound from the freezer as it adjusted to cool the warm air they had let in.

			‘Look at these people,’ she said, suddenly bitter. ‘These people who own these houses. We have so little. They have so much. Let them deal with the shit, for a change.’

			And he watched her, shocked by this darkness in her, as she knelt and started to sweep the fragments of broken glass.

		

	
		
			Three

			Likes: dogs, good restaurants, people who can admit their falws.

			‘That’s a shit joke, isn’t it?’ said Jill Ferriter, looking in the mirror.

			‘Give him a chance,’ said Alexandra Cupidi, standing behind the younger woman. ‘You’ve not even met him yet. He might be funnier in real life.’

			‘Don’t know if I want to.’

			It was a Saturday evening. The constable and the detective sergeant had finished a long shift; Alex had promised to help her colleague get ready for the date.

			Jill pulled at a wrinkle beneath her eye. ‘I look like a dog.’

			‘Harry likes dogs,’ said Alex. ‘It said so on his profile.’

			‘It’s a mistake.’ Jill picked up a different colour of eyeshadow and leaned forward towards the glass. ‘You’re the one who should be doing this. You’ve been single for ever.’

			‘Thanks so much.’

			‘I’m going to call it off. I’m not ready. What about I message him, apologise, you and me go out on the lash?’

			‘Cancel, for all I care, but I’m not going out drinking with you,’ said Alex. ‘My liver isn’t up to it. I’m going home after this.’

			‘One drink, at least. I need it before I go out.’

			‘I’m driving.’

			‘One glass. C’mon.’

			Jill stood up and led the way out of her bedroom towards the kitchen. There was an open bottle of Pinot in the fridge. As she poured two large glasses, Alex looked at the younger woman dressed up for a night out.

			‘Do I look frumpy? I never usually wear long dresses.’

			‘You look gorgeous.’

			It was not useful to be as pretty as Jill was when you were a police officer. Alex, who was almost six feet tall and incapable of ever looking as well groomed, had never felt pretty herself. Jill gulped down her glass and said, ‘Ready for a top-up?’

			‘Don’t. You know what you’re like when you’ve had a few.’

			‘I’m just nervous, that’s all. The whole thing is a mistake. There’s something desperate about it. I found an app that does double dating. We could do that instead.’

			‘Absolutely not.’

			‘See? You think it’s a stupid idea, too.’

			Alex held the glass to her lips and tasted the wine. Jill disappeared into the kitchen to refill her own.

			Jill re-emerged, checking her watch. ‘God’s sake. I’m supposed to be there in twenty minutes. We’ll be late.’

			One of the toughest coppers Alex had ever known had worked herself into a bundle of nerves. ‘Thing is, Alex, the men I meet who are my age are so immature. I don’t know why I bother. I’m an independent woman. I own my own flat, and everything. I should be perfectly happy without a man, shouldn’t I?’

			Jill lifted her glass and emptied it a second time.

		

	
		
			Four

			People stink.

			Even underground they stink.

			The sett doesn’t need another entrance, there are over a dozen old ones, but the one he uses most has been blocked. Other badgers use other exits. That one was his.

			To use other exits meant crawling through other tunnels. Only a few weeks ago, when trying to use an entrance he’d passed through many times in the past, the group’s younger male, a three-year-old, bit him on the arse, drawing blood. Since the fight, he avoided that route, staying out of the path of the younger, stronger badger. And if he went the other way, he would have to go past the angry sow protecting her cubs.

			It was easier to move earth.

			So he digs now – a tunnel he has been working on for weeks, every day shifting soil, depositing it outside in untidy piles beyond the other entrances.

			The digging makes him hungry. He is spending too much time deep in the safe soil, not enough outside searching for worms and beetles. But the darkness is reassuring. Darkness is his element, protecting him. It is light that is dangerous.

			Today the hunger begins to rouse him early; it is hours before he dares to go outside. The two cubs are shuffling somewhere down the tunnel. They are hungry too; fatten or die.

			And then the dull noise of footsteps above jolts him fully awake.

			The humans are back. They are close. He lies still in the darkness. In another chamber, he hears the old sow and her cubs moving. They have heard it too.

			Tonight he will dig some more, bringing old earth up to the surface. The soil here is sandy; tunnels collapse and have to be re-dug. He digs deeper.

			This is not the usual scent, though; below the surface, there is an old stink of bones. People stink. Even when they are underground.

			*

			Footsteps again, closer.

			And then a noise he doesn’t understand.

			‘Stop what you’re doing. You’re under arrest.’

		

	
		
			Five

			‘Stop what you’re doing. You’re under arrest.’

			The security guard was still a long way off, running across uneven ground towards them.

			‘Stop. You two. I can see you.’

			‘Run,’ shouted the older of the two, a rangy young man of twenty.

			‘No,’ said the girl, nervous, standing her ground. She was obviously younger, a teenager, thin and angular, with short, uneven hair that looked as if she cut it herself. She remained where she was, crossed her arms. The man opened his mouth to object, but said nothing. The scrubland they were trespassing on had been recently fenced; thin, hummocked soil, fringed with stunted willows, it ran for a quarter of a mile alongside the B-road.

			The man roaring towards them stumbled on a rabbit hole, fell forwards, but managed to keep his footing, swore, then regained his pace moving on towards them.

			‘Only way out,’ said the girl quietly, ‘is through the hole we cut in the wire. If we go that way he’ll know we made it. Criminal damage.’

			The boy was dark haired, with a thin black beard. ‘Yeah, Zoë, but . . .’ He was dressed in an army jacket that was too big for him. Zoë wore khaki trousers too, and an old white Pikachu T-shirt. ‘I’ve still got the bloody cutters in my pocket,’ the boy muttered.

			‘Don’t panic. He’s not a copper. He can’t arrest us. He’s not allowed to search us.’

			‘You’d know, Zoë, wouldn’t you.’

			‘Calm down.’

			‘It’s all right for you. Your mum’s a bloody fed. She’ll probably get you off if we get done.’

			‘Shut up, Jay.’

			The guard had finally reached them, out of breath. ‘You know this is private land?’

			‘No such law as trespass,’ said Jay, smirking.

			‘That’s not actually even true,’ muttered Zoë.

			‘How did you get in here?’ asked the guard, looking around him, as if to reassure himself that there weren’t more intruders.

			Neither of them answered.

			‘What are you doing here anyway?’

			‘Looking for our cameras,’ Zoë answered.

			‘That you nicked,’ muttered Jay.

			‘What cameras?’

			‘We left trail cameras to film wildlife here. They’re gone.’

			‘What’s a trail camera?’

			‘Like you don’t know,’ said Jay.

			The guard looked sceptical. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

			‘What if I don’t want to?’ said Jay. ‘You can’t actually make me.’

			‘It’s fine,’ said Zoë. ‘We’ll go.’

			But the guard had already grabbed Jay by the elbow.

			‘Fascist,’ Jay shouted. ‘Keep your hands off me.’

			‘We’re going,’ said Zoë. ‘Leave him alone.’

			The guard was trying to walk back towards the main gate with Jay, dragging him along.

			‘I said we were going,’ shouted Zoë. ‘There’s no need for this.’

			The guard ignored her.

			‘Leave him alone.’

			The guard turned to look back at Zoë, frowning when he saw that she had taken her phone out and was pointing it at him. ‘No filming here. This is private land.’

			The guard let go of Jay, raising his hand towards the camera to obscure his own face as he approached Zoë.

			‘Don’t you touch her!’ Jay reached for his own phone, but as he pulled his hand out of his pocket, something fell out.

			Zoë looked down and saw the wire-cutters they had used ten minutes before to cut through the security fence.

			The two exchanged an anxious glance, but the security guard hadn’t noticed, though the blades lay glinting in the fading summer light. She dodged to one side, holding the camera closer to the guard’s face, distracting him.

			‘No filming. You don’t have permission.’ Though he was a young man, his face was red from the exertion of running from the small cabin near the entrance on the far side of the site.

			‘Why do I need permission?’ she demanded.

			Instead of answering, he reached out and snatched the phone from her.

			‘Ow.’ The girl tried to get it back, grabbing hold of the man’s arm. ‘Give it back.’

			‘You have no right,’ shouted Jay.

			‘Get out of here,’ the guard yelled back. ‘That’s confiscated.’

			‘That’s illegal,’ protested the girl. ‘You can’t just steal things.’

			‘Tell you what’s illegal. You’re on this land without permission. Now get out.’

			The man shook the girl off and she fell backwards onto the long grass.

			*

			The fields lay to the east of Lydd, a little north of the small airfield that was optimistically called London Ashford Airport, though the city was over two hours’ drive away. Zoë and Jay sat on the verge of the track that led north from the B-road to the security gate. She was gnawing on what was left of her nails as she watched a damselfly hovering a few metres off.

			The security guard had shut himself in his cabin with her phone.

			‘This is fucked,’ said Jay.

			Red-eyed damselfly, thought Zoë. The start of May and they’re already here. She would have made a note of it on her phone, a record of the species that were appearing earlier each year as the world warmed, only the guard had it.

			‘I bet they probably found the other cameras and confiscated them too. Such a fascist.’ Jay sniffed. ‘Bet he’s got all them cameras right there in his office.’

			Zoë said, ‘Might have.’

			‘It’s why they put the fencing up. They’re clearing the site before anybody gets a chance to record what’s there. It’s an outrage.’

			‘We don’t actually know that, do we?’ Even before the planning application had been agreed, the developers had ringed this part of the site, building a chain-link fence around what had been open land.

			‘But I bet they’re planning to.’

			Zoë wrinkled her nose, nodded.

			‘Be much cheaper for them that way. There are probably newts. Bet you there are.’

			‘Bet there aren’t. Way too dry.’

			Jay looked offended. The evening sun was warm on her skin, but air was cooling as the sun dropped. She turned. The guard was looking at them through the small window on the edge of the cabin.

			She stood up. ‘Give me back my phone,’ she called.

			The guard slid the small glass opening shut. A light came on.

			‘What are we going to do?’ Jay said. ‘About your phone?’

			She didn’t answer.

			‘Your mum will go nuts,’ he said.

			It was true. She would. The green of the world around them deepened as the sun went down. They would be walking home in the dark.

			She stood and strode up to the door of the site office and banged on it. ‘Let me have my phone,’ she shouted. ‘It’s mine.’

			There was no answer. Inside, the man turned up a radio.

			Jay watched her from where he was sitting. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, standing. ‘Wait just there. I’ve an idea.’

		

	
		
			Six

			In the end Alex had agreed to drive Jill to Folkestone to meet her date. ‘Just so you can identify him when my body ends up in a trunk somewhere.’

			‘He could fit you in carry-on luggage,’ said Alex.

			‘Thanks.’

			They parked the car and walked through the small town centre. It was Saturday night. Things would be getting lively soon, but it was still early. They were walking down the steep Old High Street, past the tourists eating ice creams, Jill taking small steps because of her heels, when her phone pinged.

			‘Bogging hell. I bet that’s him cancelling.’ They stopped by a shop called ‘Vintage and Vinyl’ and she pulled it out and frowned at the screen.

			‘Is it?’

			‘No it’s not.’ She looked up, made a face. ‘It’s McAdam asking if I can come in. Somebody found a body in a freezer.’

			Alex went to check her own phone, but there was no message for her.

			Jill’s fingers hovered over the phone. ‘I can always cancel the date,’ she said.

			‘Yes, you could.’ Alex nodded. ‘Or you could tell McAdam you can’t do it. It’s your day off. You don’t have to go in. Which would you rather do? Go out with a nice-looking young man or spend time with a cold dead one?’

			‘Honest?’ She looked back towards where they’d parked the car. ‘Right now I’m actually not sure.’

			‘You’re going on a date, Jill. The body will keep.’

			Jill set off ahead down the narrow road again towards the wine bar, heels clicking on the paving. ‘Was that supposed to be a joke?’ she called over her shoulder.

			*

			Zoë had waited. It had taken a while for the guard to notice that Jay was back inside the perimeter.

			She had been pressed against the side of the cabin out of sight when the door had burst open and the man had emerged again, heading for the site gates. ‘You,’ he shouted. ‘You!’

			The guard had left the site-office door swinging wide.

			Zoë stepped straight into the empty cabin, where a radio was playing an old rock song. A half-eaten sandwich curled on the table, but her phone wasn’t there. She looked around for a hiding place. The only drawer was in a small cabinet on which a kettle and some tea bags were perched. She opened it but there were only a few dirty spoons inside, and a roll of Sellotape.

			It wasn’t there. He must have it in his pocket. Where were the trail cameras, then?

			On the walls were the plans for the site. A large printed sheet, with all the new roads and houses marked on it in thin white lines. The map was covered in rectangles; each one a new house, each with its own tiny garden. Imagined roads wound around the estate. Hundreds upon hundreds of houses that would obliterate the land beneath them completely. The development was huge.

			She was still standing there, gazing up at the plan, when the guard came back.

			‘What are you doing in here?’

			‘Looking for my phone.’

			The guard smiled. ‘What phone?’

			‘The one you just stole off me. And the other cameras too.’

			‘What cameras?’

			The man stepped inside the cabin and locked the door behind him. ‘You’re a troublemaker, you are.’

			‘Hey,’ said Zoë, anxious. ‘Let me out.’

			His smile was triumphant. ‘You’re the one who wanted to come in here in the first place.’

			‘You can’t keep me in here. You’ve no right.’

			‘Who says?’ he asked, and Zoë could smell the sweat on him.

			*

			The wine bar was on Church Street in the old town. They paused outside the window. Jill checked her watch. ‘Twenty minutes late. That’s not that bad, is it?’

			There were couples, sharing olives and canapés; a group of young women sharing a jug of Pimms. Only one man sat alone at a table. He was dressed in a blue jacket and new white T-shirt; his black hair was gelled but not so much that he looked like he was trying too hard.

			‘You think that’s him?’

			‘Not bad,’ said Alex. ‘If I’m honest, a little better than in the picture.’

			The man looked up, saw the two women in the window, raised his eyebrows quizzically.

			Alex pointed at Jill and nodded, as if to say, ‘This is the woman you’ve been waiting for, just in case you’re disappointed.’ His smile was quite nice too, actually, she thought.

			‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Jill when she was inside. ‘This is my . . . my friend Alex. She’s just dropping me off . . .’

			‘ . . . to make sure I’m not an axe murderer.’ Harry stood to greet them.

			‘Are you?’ asked Alex.

			‘And now she’s leaving,’ said Jill.

			‘You wouldn’t like a drink before you go?’ Harry asked Alex. He was older than Jill; maybe in his early thirties she guessed. A small hint of grey among the black.

			‘She’s driving,’ said Jill. ‘Aren’t you?’

			‘Shame,’ said Harry, standing to go to the bar.

			‘I know. But she has a daughter to get home to – don’t you?’

			‘I could stay for a quick one, just to make sure you’re safe,’ said Alex. Joking, of course, but at that point, her phone vibrated. She expected it to be McAdam calling about the body in the freezer, but instead it was a number she didn’t recognise.

			She swiped the screen.

			A man’s voice. ‘Mrs Cupidi? Um. It’s about your daughter . . . I’m a friend of hers. Something’s happened.’

			‘Nothing wrong, I hope?’ asked Harry.

			‘Oh dear,’ said Jill. ‘What a shame. Do you need to go?’

		

	
		
			Seven

			The badger hesitates at the entrance to the sett and sniffs. Everything is smell; smell is everything.

			There are six badgers in the group. Two sows, two males and two cubs. The older of the two sows has passed this way recently. This February she gave birth to a single cub, but the younger female killed it; ate it too, probably. It was the way things are. Even in a good year, a sett can only raise a few babies, and this year she was not the fortunate one.

			The two cubs have been out playing with their mother. He can smell they have been here, though they are probably safe below now.

			He recognises the bitter scent of foxes, too. They are no danger at all. A fox would never be foolish enough to bother a badger, though the vixen has her own babies too in her earth on the other side of the ash trees, and would chase badgers away if they came close.

			And of course he smells the humans too. They have been around.

			As he emerges cautiously, the younger male, fat and confident, trots over, sniffs. The older badger reciprocates, sniffs back and is rewarded with the reek of freshly chewed worms on the younger male’s breath, which makes him even hungrier.

			There is something dangerous about this younger one’s scent. A warning of more fights to come. The older one has had fights in his day and old scars to prove it, places where the bristles are no longer dark. He must avoid fighting now. He is not as strong as he was.

			Sensing this, the younger male turns and rubs his back flank against him, imprinting him with his smell. It’s a stamp of his dominance.

			Losing a fight is too much to contemplate. The badger is too tired, too old, too hungry. So he grunts quietly and moves on.

			This is home; but home is changing.

			He sets off to find food, but discovers old pathways have been blocked. The new fences themselves are not a problem. They are diggers. They ignore fences. They can always go under. Build roads, they’ll cross them. Build walls, they’ll find a way through.

			The only way to stop a badger going somewhere you don’t want it to is, basically, to kill it.

			*

			In the darkening evening, he travels alongside the fence, where other badgers have left their scent. Sure enough, he finds a hole, a place where the wire has been parted.

			This is new. This hole was not there yesterday.

			As he pushes through the hole, he smells humans, too, on the wire. They have been this way as well, using this fresh new track.

			Humans crawling through holes. This too is new.

			He gives a shiver, grunts, but only pauses for a second out here in the open. It is early summer. He is hungry.

		

	
		
			Eight

			By the time Alex got to the site at Whiteland Fields it was getting dark. A rather mournful-looking young man in a green army jacket sat on the grass outside the site office.

			‘Was it you that called me?’ demanded Alex.

			The young man stood, unfolding himself slowly. ‘You Zoë’s mum?’

			‘Are you her boyfriend?’

			‘No,’ he said a bit too suddenly. ‘I mean . . .’ Under the long hair, he seemed to blush.

			‘Is she in there?’

			He nodded.

			‘What happened?’

			‘He nicked our gear. She wanted it back, that’s all.’

			‘What gear?’

			‘Cameras for filming wildlife. We’ve been doing it a few days.’

			The office was a Portakabin installed at the gates, three metal steps leading up to a closed door. She tried the handle, then knocked.

			‘If you don’t get lost, I’ll call the police,’ said a voice.

			‘No need,’ said Alex, knocking again.

			The security guard yanked the door open. ‘What?’

			‘My name is Alexandra Cupidi. I’m that girl’s mother,’ she said, pointing past him towards the seventeen-year-old girl behind him.

			‘So you going to pay for the criminal damage she caused, then?’

			‘What damage?’

			The guard looked Alex up and down, then disappeared back into the site office, re-emerging with a black torch. ‘I’ll show you.’

			‘Wait in the car,’ Alex told her daughter and the stringy young man.

			*

			Walking with the swing of a man who felt he owned the air around him, he led Alex up the lane, following the fence until the line of posts turned a corner away into the scrubland.

			‘Here.’ He shone the torch at the bottom of the fence, where the links had been parted to make a hole about a metre wide.

			‘Did you see them do it?’

			‘No. I found these, though.’ He dug in his pocket and pulled out a pair of blue-handled wire-cutters. They looked new, barely used.

			She looked at them for a second, then said, ‘So you didn’t see them do it?’

			‘Not actually see them . . . no.’

			‘Did you see them with those?’ She pointed at the tool.

			‘No. But I’m sure the police would be interested.’

			Somewhere close, a large animal rustled in the undergrowth, as if panicked by their voices. Alex peered into the blackness, but could see nothing.

			‘Doubt it,’ she said. ‘Not these days, with all the cuts. They say you’ve stolen two trail cameras. And an iPhone.’

			‘That’s bollocks.’ The guard switched off the torch. ‘And they know it. They were pestering me about that yesterday. But I haven’t seen any cameras around here.’

			‘Two trail cameras, apparently about a hundred and fifty pounds’ worth each.’

			‘Never seen them.’

			‘And the iPhone?’

			The guard paused. Alex pulled out her own phone and showed him the screen. The blue dot of Zoë’s iPhone pulsed gently on the map.

			‘They were filming me without permission.’

			Alex asked, ‘And have they shared the film for criminal or terrorist purposes?’

			‘What you mean?’

			‘Because if they haven’t, then they were completely in their rights. The only crime I can see that’s taken place here that would stand up to any scrutiny is the theft of an iPhone and several trail cameras. Go ahead, call the police.’

			‘What are you?’ he scoffed. ‘A lawyer?’

			‘No,’ said Alex, peering into the undergrowth. ‘I’m a detective sergeant. Can I borrow your torch?’

			Less certain of himself, the man handed it over and Alex pointed it away from the fence, towards a low, dark copse.

			Two eyes shone back. Then the head turned and the large, dark creature waddled away.

		

	
		
			Nine

			‘That guard. He’s lying. He would have sold my phone too if you hadn’t turned up.’

			‘You don’t know that, Zoë.’ Alex handed her daughter back her iPhone. ‘He says he doesn’t know anything about the other cameras.’

			Jay snorted.

			Alex dropped him at the nearest bus stop, then drove down the long, straight road to the headland, lights on full beam.

			Zoë made a face. ‘Bill’s going to be mad. I promised we wouldn’t lose them. They were, like, top-of-the-range ones.’

			‘I thought they were your boyfriend’s.’

			‘He’s not my boyfriend, Mum,’ said Zoë angrily. ‘We borrowed one off William South and another off his friend Vinnie.’

			‘Oh, Zoë. And you just left them out there, unattended?’

			‘They’re wildlife cameras. That’s what you’re supposed to do with them.’

			‘What were you filming with them?’

			‘Foxes, pine martens, badgers, toads. Anything that moved. Why do you think they’ve fenced off that land?’

			‘To stop people going on it?’

			‘Probably so they can get rid of anything rare, Mum, without anyone noticing. That’s what developers do. All the time. We’ve been trying to record what’s there so they can’t. There’s a bunch of us been doing it.’

			‘Oh please. It’s a massive development. They wouldn’t risk doing something illegal.’

			‘Considering you’re a cop, Mum, you’re so naive.’

			Her seventeen-year-old daughter was obsessed with wildlife. It had started with birds, now it was pretty much anything that grew or crawled. She wrote lists. She took photographs. She made detailed maps and notes, comparing what she’d found with other enthusiasts. She went on protests and signed petitions. Alex had once opened a Tupperware box in the fridge to find a dead vole inside, put there by Zoë, who said she had wanted to study it later.

			They drove through open marsh, past the deep water of the old pits. The English Channel lay ahead of them, beyond the wide stretches of shingle.

			‘Definitely not your boyfriend?’

			‘You have got to be joking. I’m not into boys.’

			‘What about girls then?’

			‘Mum!’

			‘Well, I don’t know. You never talk to me about that stuff.’

			‘Why do you think that is?’ Muttering now.

			At the Pilot Inn, the car turned right into the private estate of Dungeness, onto a foreshore littered with dozens of old cabins, converted railway carriages and huts. Only a few of their windows were lit. Rising above the ramshackle buildings, the silhouette of two lighthouses, one old, dark and sturdy, the other made from concrete, new and functional, lit from beneath to show its black-and-white bands. Beyond that, the bright industrial bulk of the nuclear power station, incongruously vast on the wild shoreline. Dungeness B was venting steam, which drifted inshore, a dramatic pale cloud illuminated from beneath by the hundreds of sodium lights that covered the nuclear site.

			The track narrowed as it approached the power station, turning to the north alongside the fence dotted with signs: Nuclear Installations Act 1965. Licensed Site Boundary.

			A little way along the track sat a small cabin, its planks woodstained red. Alex stopped outside it.

			‘Maybe we should tell him in the morning,’ said Zoë.

			‘We?’

			‘Aren’t you coming in?’

			‘You lost them. You need to tell him.’

			‘I didn’t lose them. They were stolen.’

			Arum Cottage was where William South lived. It was a small, low bungalow that sat just outside the fence. Once the views it would have had across the flat shingle to the sea would have been magnificent. Now they were obscured by the power station.

			Alex switched off the car’s engine and got out, walking behind her daughter.

			William South must have heard them. He opened the door before she reached it. Alex didn’t like beards much, but the one William South had been growing since his return to Dungeness suited him, even if the salt-and-pepper hair was just an attempt to make himself more anonymous.

			He smiled when he saw Zoë, then saw that she wasn’t smiling back. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘You know those cameras you and Vinnie lent me?’

			‘Oh.’ Was all he said.

			*

			The small shack smelt of garlic. He was cooking mussels.

			He put some more in the pot for Alex, and dug out some more oven chips for her vegan daughter.

			‘So you think they stole them?’

			‘He tried to nick my iPhone too,’ said Zoë. ‘Mum had to get it back off him.’

			‘But he didn’t admit to the cameras?’

			‘Stands to reason. You can trace an iPhone, can’t you?’ said Zoë, dipping a chip in ketchup. ‘He knew he couldn’t get away with that.’

			Alex would have very much liked to be drinking one of those nice glasses of white wine that Jill would probably be consuming now, but Bill South had gone dry. After leaving prison, he had become too fond of drink; now he had given it up completely. He no longer kept it in the house. Even the mussels weren’t cooked in wine.

			‘I’ll pay for them, I promise,’ said Zoë.

			‘With what?’ her mother asked.

			‘Gran gave me money.’

			‘That was for when you go to university.’

			‘I don’t want to go to university anyway.’ Before her mother could object, she turned to Bill. ‘I saw the drawings. They were on the walls of the security man’s place. It’s going to be hundreds and hundreds of houses.’

			‘Plan’s going to the council next week,’ said Bill, pulling a mussel from its shell, then dropping the remains onto the growing pile in the bowl in the middle of the table. ‘We’ll probably be getting quite a bit of work out of it.’ Bill had found work with an ecological survey company, counting species on sites which were about to be developed. He said the work suited him.

			‘That’s hypocritical. You shouldn’t do it,’ said Zoë. ‘You’re helping them destroy the environment.’

			‘What if we find something rare on there? Nightingales.’

			‘You know there’s no nightingales there. Even if there were, they’d probably bulldoze it. You’re just being paid to rubber-stamp it.’

			Alex waited until he had left the table to go outside to empty the bowl of shells onto the shingle, then said quietly to her daughter, ‘You’re being rude. It’s his job.’

			Bill returned. ‘Want a cup of tea?’ called Bill from the kitchen.

			‘It’s true, though.’

			‘What is?’ Bill asked, teapot in his hand.

			‘Mum said I was being rude.’

			Bill shrugged. ‘Zoë’s right. Mostly they just build the houses anyway. The best we can do is to stop it being too bad.’

			‘There’s a badger sett there. It might have been there hundreds of years,’ said Zoë. ‘What right do we have to destroy it?’

			‘We’d move the sett,’ said Bill. ‘Relocate it somewhere else. It can happen with a licence.’

			‘I can move homeless people on, I don’t need a licence for that, but I’d need a licence to move a badger,’ said Alex. ‘Keeps you in your new job, though.’

			Bill looked down at the table. ‘Law’s the law. Isn’t that what you say? Same as when you put me inside.’

			‘Yeah, Mum.’ There was an accusatory tone in her daughter’s voice.

			Alex held up her hands in self-defence. ‘Can we drop it?’

			After a second of silence, Bill continued. ‘They’re a protected species. Illegal to hunt them. Illegal to disturb their setts. First we get a licence. But that’s the easy bit. It takes months to make the move. We have to map the sett, find a new location where they’re not going to infringe on any other badger territories, build a new one in a safe place, and then begin the process of trying to move the badgers to it, so—’

			‘Don’t you miss being a copper sometimes, Bill?’

			‘Mum!’ said Zoë. ‘You said I was being rude.’

			He turned to look at Alex. ‘Not so much, to be honest.’

			Another awkward pause. It was because of Alex he wasn’t a copper any more. She was the one who had investigated him and arrested him; she was why he’d gone to prison and lost his job as an officer.

			Later, when they were at the door to go home, Zoë said, ‘I’ll get the cameras back off him, I promise. And if I don’t, I’ll pay for them, I swear.’

			‘I’ll put them on the house insurance,’ said Bill. ‘Say someone broke in. They’ll believe me. Police round here are useless.’

			‘Mum will probably arrest you again,’ said Zoë.

			Bill snorted quietly, but said nothing.

			*

			Though it was only a hundred metres or so further up the track to their house, Alex drove the car there. Deep in the heart of the sunken woods out to the west, strange lights glowed among the stunted trees. Trapping moths, Zoë had explained, the first time Alex had seen them. At this time of year the place was crawling with them both: nature-lovers and moths.

			Alex pulled up outside their house, one in a long line of ­solid-looking brick cottages that had been built here a century earlier by the navy. Now, fewer people seemed to live in them permenantly. Some had been bought as holiday homes. Others were rented out. The one at the end was a hostel for birders; that one was always busy.

			‘I worry about him, that’s all. I think he’s a bit lost,’ said Alex as she locked the car.

			‘Shame you didn’t worry about him before.’

			Alex knew better than to argue. ‘Promise you won’t try and get those cameras back?’

			Zoë got out and let herself into the house without saying anything.

		

	
		
			Part Two

		

	
		
			Ten

			‘So?’ said DS Cupidi.

			Monday morning, back at work.

			‘What do you mean, “so”?’ Jill said. She was driving to an address in Rye where they were going to interview a witness who had found the body of an unidentified dead man in a freezer.

			‘So . . . Harry, obviously.’

			Jill looked up and whistled, little-girl-innocent.

			‘You didn’t? On a first date?’ demanded Alex.

			‘Do you think it was too early?’

			‘You slut.’

			Jill’s laugh was a nice, big-bellied one. It was good to see her happy again, thought Alex. Her experience with men had not been great. ‘Oh God,’ Jill said as the lights changed. ‘Maybe he thinks I’m a slut too. Do you think I’ve put him off?’

			‘Because men are really put off by good-looking women who enjoy sex.’

			‘But he’s really classy, you know? He wasn’t pushy at all.’

			‘So the sex was all your idea?’

			‘You think I’m a slag?’

			‘No. Just envious. His place or yours?’

			‘His. It’s gorgeous. He had this penthouse flat near the Quarterhouse.’

			Rye was a pretty little medieval town; all cobbles and tiles, small streets and posh shops, but the part they were driving to was a less than pretty housing estate to the west of the old town. They were going to interview a man called Gram about a body he had found in a freezer in a locked room. The crime scene investigators had said there were no signs of forced entry.

			‘Harry was really nice and gentle. And he has really nice wrists.’

			‘Enough, Jill.’

			The body had been frozen; they had no way of knowing how long it had been there.

			‘Gram Hickman. What kind of a name is Gram, anyway?’ asked Jill.

			‘What’s got me is that Gram says he discovered the body on his own.’

			‘Gram sounds like a drug dealer’s name.’

			Alex checked the map on her phone. ‘Next left. What does he do, this Harry of yours?’

			‘He’s not “of mine”. He’s a property developer.’

			‘So he’s well off?’

			‘Oh God yeah.’ The constable grinned. ‘Stinking.’

			Alex did feel a little jealous. Not of her having a boyfriend, or of him being rich or good-looking. Just because Jill had finally found someone, the kind she had always wanted, and now she would want to spend her time hanging out with him. Alex didn’t get on well with that many people in Kent Serious Crime; the young constable was the one real friend she’d made in the force in the two years since she’d moved from London – apart from Bill South, and their relationship had never been the same since she’d been the one responsible for putting him in prison.

			They pulled up outside a former council house. The red-brick buildings in this street all looked identical except for the front doors; they had all been upgraded, mostly in white PVC. Gram’s one was dark wood, with a brass-effect knocker.

			*

			‘Gram. Is Gram short for Graham?’ Jill asked the young man who was boiling the kettle.

			‘No. My dad was a music fan. Gram Parsons?’

			‘Your dad’s name was Gram too?’ Jill blinked.

			‘No. Gram Parsons. The musician. My dad liked him. That’s what I was christened.’

			‘Sorry. Never heard of him.’ Jill shook her head.

			‘My mother too,’ said Alex. ‘She’s crazy about all that twangy stuff.’

			‘Apparently he died of a drug overdose in the seventies,’ said the young man called Gram. ‘Not much of a role model exactly.’ The young man was good-looking in a boy-band kind of way, his dark hair swept across the forehead. He put down two cups of tea on the table. Jill had hers black; no dairy.

			Alex picked up her cup. ‘So you’re off work, your boss said?’

			‘Is that how he put it? Truth is, he gave me the sack.’

			Jill left her tea on the table. The cup was old and chipped, and she was fussy. ‘Don’t suppose you left him a lot of choice, breaking into a client’s house.’

			‘It wasn’t like I was planning to trash the place,’ Gram said.

			It was a shared kitchen. A note, pinned to the fridge with a magnet, read: Whoever is stealing my yogurt BUY YOUR OWN.

			‘So why were you in there?’ Jill frowned.

			The young man looked away. ‘Just wanted to look around.’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘I don’t know. I just like the place.’

			Jill leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Are you sure you didn’t go in to nick something?’

			‘No!’

			Alex tutted.

			Gram turned to look at her, spooked. ‘What?’

			She smiled. ‘You’re a really awful liar.’

			The man coloured. Looked away again. ‘It’s the truth.’

			‘Oh really?’

			The man nodded.

			‘OK.’ Alex shrugged, and stood. ‘Odd thing to do. Just go to a house to look at it.’

			‘Isn’t it?’ said Jill.

			‘A house that happens to have a dead body in it.’

			Gram smiled nervously. ‘I didn’t know that, did I?’

			Alex put her cup down, half drunk. ‘And we believe that because . . . ?’

			Gram looked uncomfortable. ‘Look. I was the one who phoned you, remember? I was a responsible citizen. I could have just left the body there and walked out.’

			‘That’s one plausible explanation of your behaviour,’ said Alex. ‘Though others are available.’

			He was lifting his own cup to his lips to drink but seemed to miss, sloshing tea onto his shirt. ‘You don’t seriously think . . . ?’

			As he stood and went to the sink to find a cloth to wipe himself down with, Alex winked at Jill who was trying her hardest to keep a straight face. Told you, Jill mouthed.

			‘Of course we seriously think,’ said Alex. ‘It’s kind of our job.’

			‘Look. Just don’t tell anyone, OK?’ said the man, miserably. He turned. ‘I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone she was there.’

			‘Oh!’ said Alex, with the grace to act as if this was all a surprise. 

			And the young man told them about why he had really gone to the house. ‘You’ll need her name?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You sure? She teaches in secondary. She’s kind of worried that this will get out.’

			‘She’s a witness. We’ll need her name.’

			‘She’ll kill me.’

			‘So you took the key from your office and used it to access the property?’ Alex asked him.

			Gram nodded. ‘Borrowed.’

			‘Bit naughty, isn’t it?’

			‘Not like I’m the first estate agent to do it.’

			They had found a broken bottle of Prosecco in the bin outside. It hadn’t been that hard to guess the rest. ‘So it’s easy to do?’ Alex asked. ‘Borrow a key.’

			‘I mean, as long as you don’t find a dead body in the freezer.’

			‘So other people from the estate agency could have got into that building?’

			‘I suppose.’

			‘You can just take the keys? You don’t have to write it down anywhere?’ demanded Jill.

			‘You’re supposed to. The point is, no one’s going to know if you didn’t. They’ve all done it. I was just the one who found a dead body.’

			‘How did you know how to switch off the alarm?’

			‘It’s always in the notes.’

			Alex leaned down, picked up her shoulder bag, dug out a small police notebook and wrote down some details while the young man looked on anxiously. When she’d finished, she looked at what she had written. She had underlined ‘They’ve all done it’. Twice.

			‘You didn’t recognise him?’

			‘Jesus, no. I mean . . . I hardly looked. I just shut the lid, moment I saw him.’

			‘The garage door was definitely locked?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Who else do you think might have taken the keys, then? Apart from yourself,’ she asked.

			‘Well, no one’s going to admit to it, are they?’ said Gram. ‘Obviously. Looks bad enough for them, me getting caught doing it, doesn’t it?’

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Alex recognised the figure standing by the road into Lydd long before she was close enough to see her face. She slowed the car.

			There was something about the way she stood: fragilely thin, but chin held slightly up, as if to say, ‘So?’

			Alex pulled up alongside her, and wound down a window.

			‘Are you spying on me?’ demanded her daughter. She was standing on the verge between the road and the new fence that surrounded Whiteland Fields.

			‘I was just coming back from work. Thought I’d drive by to take a look at the place in daylight.’

			‘Why?’

			Alex didn’t answer because she wasn’t sure herself. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Nothing?’ Alex glanced down the road towards the security guard’s cabin.

			Her daughter looked down at her own skinny legs. ‘I was going to go in and try and survey the badgers.’

			‘On your own?’

			‘I asked Jay, but he says he’s going to see a movie.’

			‘Lightweight.’

			‘They nicked the cameras to try and stop us.’

			‘Don’t be daft. We don’t know who stole them. You’ll get into trouble with that guard again.’

			‘He won’t see me. It’ll be getting dark in a while. He just sits in his cabin watching telly all the time.’

			‘You don’t have to save the world all on your own, though, love. Bill South pretty much said his company would be doing all this as part of the planning process.’

			‘But what if they really are planning on digging them all out first? It happens, you know. Why else did they fence it all off?’

			Alex stared at her daughter. Often she puzzled her. As a younger woman, she had never imagined having children, and now she had one, she was always surprised by it. Especially to find herself the mother of this strange and fierce girl. She was so unlike other teenagers she knew. Around her neck hung the binoculars she had given her for her sixteenth birthday.
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