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To my husband.


You are the rock in the storm.






ONE


Something wakes her; perhaps it’s a bird’s cry in her ears, or the pink of the sun that’s edged over the horizon and into her eyes. Or maybe it’s pain; her feet are hurting. She blinks, looks down and realises that her feet are bare and submerged in the cold shallow silt of the riverbank. She’s dressed herself in leggings and a jacket, but has removed her boots and socks, which are placed next to her on the wooden boardwalk. She took care, obviously, not to get them wet, but on closer inspection, they look muddy. She puts her hand to the pocket in her leggings and feels a key – she has brought it, thank God, but she hasn’t got her phone.


She knows where she is at least. For years, the water-meadows were a favourite place to come; a patchwork of wild-flower-rich grasslands and woodland, criss-crossed by waterways. When they were young she and her brother used to come to throw sticks into the water, watch the birds that would stalk through the reeds, and pick at the flowers that dressed the meadow like jewels. As teenagers, they used to swim further down, in the deeper part of the river opposite the farm, but those days are all long gone.


She needs to get home, quickly, before anyone sees her. She lifts her feet cautiously, wary not to disturb the river-bed any more than she has already done so. People throw anything into water and assume that whatever they wish to be hidden will be concealed forever, but she knows almost anything can be found beneath the surface if you’re trained in how to look for it.


She sits on the wooden boardwalk to try to get the worst of the dirt from her feet before shoving her boots back on, and then walking fast, squinting against the rising sun which stains the sky gold. The wind rushes through her hair, and the bulrushes, and there’s a humming in her ears, distant and insect-like. She wraps the jacket tighter around herself, starts to jog. She needs to get back to Sam before he notices she’s gone.


 


‘Mum?’


She’s woken him by enveloping his little body in her arms.


‘You smell of the outside,’ he says.


‘I know.’


She’s washed hurriedly, is wearing her pyjamas now, but he can tell that she’s been out. They share the same love of fresh air, of water, of the outdoors. Sometimes they talk about the smell of the grass, the sea, the soil. He shares her very soul too. She wishes she could jar the scent of him now; the damp sweetness of his hair.


‘And you’re cold,’ he says.


‘I know, sorry,’ she replies, but she doesn’t move her arms. She couldn’t even if she tried because he’s hugging them tightly and he doesn’t want her to move them – she’s never usually a ‘cuddly’ parent, so he’s milking it for all it’s worth.


Thank God, she whispers in her head. Thank God that she remembered to lock the door before she left the flat. She knows that there could have been anyone who had happened to step out of their flat at the same time as she had, and taken advantage of an open door. Because she has left it open before and this is the kind of place where a stranger might take the opportunity. She berates herself – all the locks on the property and for what? Her treacherous walking has her travelling open-eyed yet totally blind to the fact she’s left the only precious thing in her life, six-year-old Sam, alone.


‘Go back to sleep,’ she says softly and kisses him on the cheek.


‘You take Piggy,’ he says.


‘OK.’


She lifts the toy cow that he calls Piggy from beside him, and then she creeps out, goes to the kitchen. She’s starving, is always hungry after sleepwalking. She opens the cupboard, makes herself a Pot Noodle and then takes a carrot from the fridge, eats it raw, to balance the E-numbers.


The walking is nothing new. When Jen was around eight, her mother regularly used to find her standing by the fridge blankly eating bread and drinking milk straight from the carton, or in Bill’s room seeming to read books which were never even open. For a while, they all found it funny, but then Jen started walking further; round the block to her best friend’s house, to the park. When she was eleven, a neighbour just happened to find her walking up the middle of the road, wearing her pants and a hoodie and nothing else, and delivered her back, both of them in a state of absolute panic. Their mother started taking it more seriously after that, but however many locks she put on the door, however many obstacles she put in the way for Jen to potentially trip over and wake up, Jen continued to walk.


When she was thirteen, her brain found a loop it liked – through the little streets of the town, then following the lanes up into the belt of trees, out to the fields and past the big house on the hill, through the water-meadows and following the river, past the farm, and then back again. It’s where she thinks she’s gone tonight, but she’s never woken in the water before. She could almost laugh that even in her supposed sleeping hours, she had found the water again. She’s called to it like a lover. If she was a poet or writer, maybe she’d attribute her love for it as being an unconscious memory of her mother’s womb, but she’s not a poet and her mother is very much not in her life any more, so to hell with that theory.


The morning light now slices through the kitchen window and she’s thankful that she’s got Sunday ahead of her with Sam, with no jobs to respond to yet because she just came off one yesterday – only nine hours ago. She’ll take him to the new climbing wall in the next town, and for a burger after. She prays Idris won’t text her.


But in less than forty-eight hours, he will text, and everything will change.






TWO


The message comes in as it always comes in – his name in capital letters on her phone screen, with the minimal, yet crucial, details.


 


Caucasian woman, blonde, 5’7”, 34, declared missing this morning. Suspicious sighting in the river by member of public an hour ago – matches description. Come to base.


 


It’s five in the evening on Monday and Jen needs to leave the flat as soon as she can. She flits between the kitchen and the bedroom, sorting the rest of the week’s school uniform for Sam and, with her phone clamped between her shoulder and chin, trying to sort childcare. Sam’s father is an impossibility, and her best friend Kerry isn’t answering her phone, but, to be fair, she’s looked after Sam enough over the last few months. Jen calls her brother even though she’d rather not because Bill’s stressed at the moment with the build he’s managing, and he stresses her out in turn. She has, however, limited resources, and clearly she’s stressed anyway because she’s sleepwalking.


‘Can you watch Sam for a bit?’ she says when he picks up. ‘It’s for a job.’


‘Hi,’ he says pointedly because she always forgets the pleasantries.


‘Yeah, hi,’ she says. ‘Is that OK?’


‘How long for?’


She looks at Sam, who watches Transformers and eats dry Shreddies from a bowl on his lap.


‘I don’t know, obviously.’


He pauses.


‘Bill? Is that OK?’


‘I’m sort of busy,’ he says. ‘The site, you know . . . but, no, it’s fine. I can help out. Where’s your job?’


‘Local apparently. A woman was declared missing this afternoon.’


The town and neighbouring villages are built on a complex system of waterways and it’s not uncommon that people fall into them by mistake or when drunk. She hasn’t dived here for a job for a year or so, though. Doubtless there will be a lot of wading tonight.


Bill asks her more questions, none of which she can answer, before there’s a bang on the door. She jumps, even though she knows it’s him.


‘Fuck’s sake,’ she says, and opens it. ‘You’ll take the door off the hinges.’


‘Not with the amount of locks you’ve got on it,’ he grins.


The phone is still at his ear, but now he drops it to his side. There are definite benefits to living minutes away from Bill, but there are also definite drawbacks. He comes over drunk at stupid hours of the morning, vomits on her sofa, but, most annoyingly, he tries to set her up with his friends.


She looks to the living room, to Sam. ‘Keep your voice down.’


Bill was the one that suggested adding locks to her front door to prevent her from sleepwalking when it started up again nine months ago, and she did, but she opens them all in her sleep anyway – a padlock, a combination lock, a latchkey and a security chain.


‘Maybe I should lock you in from the outside,’ he muses. ‘Like a safe room.’


‘Sounds more like a prisoner.’


He wanders through to the living room and sits down, a Rottweiler of a man, next to her small son.


‘Thanks, I owe you one.’


‘You owe me so much more than one,’ he says.


It’s true, she does.


‘How long?’ he asks again.


She picks up her bag by the front door. ‘I really don’t know,’ she says. ‘Could be days? Could be a week? Depends what happens first – we find a body or we run out of the money funding the search.’


‘Hmm.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I’ll work it out. With Kerry or whatever.’


‘Yeah, or Denise,’ Jen says. Denise is one of – actually, the only – school mum friends Jen has. She literally doesn’t have time to make any others. ‘I’ll email the school and ask if they can take him in for after-school club for a while.’


‘That would be good, yeah.’


‘And I’ll buy you a lot of beer. Actually, no, you drink enough. I’ll buy you chocolate.’


‘Right, give me high cholesterol instead.’


She smiles and thinks, not for the first time, that the closest person to her has always been, and will forever be, her big brother. The one person that she can call on night or day, the one person that would have her back in a fight even if she’d already lost it. The one person who understands her for all that she is.


‘You work out in the gym every day.’


‘Not because I want to,’ he says. ‘I hate the gym and all the tossers in it.’


‘It’s because they’re young.’


‘Fuck off,’ he mouths before turning to Sam. ‘What’s this, Samster? Optimus Prime? Awesome.’


‘OK, I’m going.’


‘Wait,’ he says. ‘You got any cash?’


She pauses. ‘Oh, I— Sure.’


He looks sideways, at her bookshelf. ‘For if I want to take Sam out or whatever? It’s not payday for ages.’


It’s his tell when he doesn’t meet her eyes. He’s never got any money, even though he earns probably three times what she does. Sometimes she asks him about it, other times she knows not to. Today is not a day to start talking about debts – not when she’s in his.


‘I’ll transfer some money into your account for some food and bits.’


He looks back at her then, flashes a smile. ‘Thanks.’


‘Love you,’ she says to the both of them and she kisses the top of Sam’s head. She feels the immediate crushing guilt for leaving him and for keeping such odd hours, for sending him to Tea and Toast Club in the mornings and to clubs after school, for asking her brother to pick him up, or Kerry to have him. ‘Be good for Bill, OK?’


‘Love you, Mum,’ he replies, but his eyes don’t leave the screen and she’s glad of it. Let him live in a world of Transformers able to save the day.


 


It’s all about touch. Under the water where a diver goes, there is little to no visibility at all. You are alone in the black and in the cold, often pitted against tides or risk of entanglement and knocking debris, and you can’t even rely on your own eyes to help you. A diver recovers things with their fingertips: lost property, sunken vehicles, weapons, bodies.


‘If you’ve got an overactive imagination, you’ll be in trouble,’ one of her dive instructors had laughed, and in the years since, that’s proved definitely true. She’s lost count of how many branches or reeds under the water have touched her on the shoulder in the blackness and she’s almost freaked out.


Jen would make for an interesting dinner guest, if she ever had time for it – she could tell people about the time a letter was found in a bag that had lain for three weeks underwater and a laser was able to read fingerprints on it, how she uncovered a murder weapon, a knife that, despite being underwater for two months, had samples of the victim’s blood on it. It didn’t wash away. The truth rarely does.


She would never recount what they think they want to know about – the times where she’s dived for bodies.


‘Come on, you can tell me,’ Bill often says. ‘I’ve seen loads of shitty things.’


But she doesn’t, and she won’t. Even Bill, with the tattoo on his back, the highest grading in karate, a man who prides himself on being unshockable, wouldn’t be able to stomach Jen’s experience with the little girl who fell overboard from a barge and got caught up in a motor. He wouldn’t want to know about the teenager who was playing dare with friends and got swept away down a weir. He wouldn’t hear about the baby who had drowned when a car went over a bridge. No, Bill wouldn’t want to know any of that. Who would?


Jen has been a full-time police diver for nine years – qualifying after the expected two-year stint on police First Response. She never wanted to be a normal police officer, the goal was always to be in the water because she simply loves it: the variety of environments, the variety of cases. She’s never involved in the ‘whys’ of an investigation, only the hunting of what’s crucial to solve them. Divers do a job and then they move on, rarely finding out the resolutions of a case they’ve searched for, and Jen likes it that way; she likes being part of the police force but minus the relentless and depressing day-to-day grind.


That’s not to say that they don’t become emotionally invested whilst on the job. She doesn’t forget the bodies and she often dreams about the first time she was called out to find one. There was a fire at an abandoned mill where five kids had escaped the flames they had started by jumping out of a tall, glassless window into a fast-flowing river below. The dive team searched for hours, and found them all in various places down the river – one boy was found alive, mute with shock and cold, and clinging to rocks. When they were done, they went to the fire station with the fire crew and they all slept on the floor. Jen remembers crying until dawn broke while one of the firefighters stroked her hair.


There’s nowhere underwater you can think of that a diver hasn’t been or won’t go: the sea, in lakes and rivers, canals, sewers and wells. A police diver is someone who craves a very particular type of challenge, and who has a deep drive for success against the odds. A person who is comfortable being claustrophobic. Jen’s unit covers a vast area, so she’s away a lot, which she loves and hates in equal measure since having Sam. She aches with the decision of if she should change to go to a part-time unit elsewhere, or go back to being a regular police officer and work in a less demanding role.


‘But then you wouldn’t be Superhands,’ he’s said before when she’s asked him. ‘I like telling my friends about you. Their mums do boring jobs: you’re the coolest one.’


She loves his pride in her.


‘Make us a cuppa, Jen?’ Joe says when she steps up into the dive lorry.


She rolls her eyes. ‘You think you can treat me like you treat your long-suffering girlfriend?’


He laughs.


‘Are we waiting for Gareth?’


‘When are we ever not waiting for Gareth?’ Idris mutters.


Gareth is on his third marriage and this one is looking perilous too. It’s only been three months, but they’re taking bets on when he requests an MSD – a Marriage Saving Day. When she first joined the force, she thought an MSD was a joke. It’s not. Lord knows this is a tough job to do while you’re married, not that Jen would know.


‘And me,’ Oliver pipes up. ‘Extra sugar.’


‘I’ll take one and all,’ adds Liam.


‘Joe’s volunteered himself,’ Jen says.


Joe sighs, gets up, but makes it only a step to the kettle before Gareth crashes inside the lorry.


‘Sorry, sorry.’


‘Tea is off the menu, boys,’ Idris says.


He always calls them all boys, forgets Jen isn’t, but she doesn’t care. These men have all seen her naked when they’ve been changing in the lorry, seen her at her absolute physical and mental and emotional worst, just as she’s seen them at theirs. They’re all immune to one another, in the way family are immune to the bad bits. Like Bill, they’ve become her brothers, and they take her the way she is.


She knows so much about her team – she knows that Amir’s wife makes him coconut pancakes every Saturday morning when he’s home, she knows Joe cheats at cards because she’s been on the receiving end of it too many times, she knows Idris is in training for his fifth Ironman, she knows Gareth wants to write a fantasy book, Liam writes software in his spare time and that Oliver’s sister has a guide dog called Pebble. But they all know very little about Jen. Men don’t ask, they assume anything worth voicing will be voiced, and she’s fine with that. She doesn’t particularly want them to know her because she’s got a past she’s not especially comfortable with.


They strap themselves in and the lorry starts up. She listens to them talk about what they’ll do when this job is done – if another isn’t already lined up, which it mostly always is. Joe wants to build a climbing frame for his nephew; Liam wants to patch up the chicken coop; Amir is going to smoke a bass on his new barbecue. She feels a pang of jealousy at hearing of their summer plans in their gardens. Her flat doesn’t have a garden so she takes Sam to the park. What she wouldn’t give for even a scrub of grass for him to play in. It was always her intention to move out and find a place with more space, but the closest she’s ever got to it is scrolling Rightmove.


‘Why would you ever want to leave?’ Bill always says. ‘My flat is round the corner and we’re right in town!’


But above her flat is a couple who fight, and on the other side is a teenager who plays computer games all through the night. Sometimes she allows herself to think about Sam’s father – simultaneously a rose and a thorn in her backside – and what it might feel like to live with him; to lie in his feather-down bed, to walk barefoot in the fresh-cut grass of his garden, to sit at the kitchen breakfast bar with a glass of expensive wine and watch him make dinner with the food he has delivered from M&S, but a man like him doesn’t end up with a woman like her – she should know that by now. But there’s always a what if, isn’t there?


Every time she sees him over that one coffee once a month, his eyes, gemstone bright blue, pluck at the strings of her heart and she dares herself to imagine that someday he’ll tell her that they should be a family. But these are daydreams; she’s not likely to move in with him, or anywhere else at this rate, she thinks. She’ll always be Jenny from the block. She almost laughs out loud.


‘All right, Jen?’ Idris says.


They’re all staring at her. Maybe she had laughed out loud.


‘Yup.’


The lorry stops.


‘Short trip?’ Liam comments.


‘Listen.’ Idris ignores him and looks at his phone for the report details. ‘As I said in my text, a dog-walker saw something “ominous” at the river at four, phoned it in.’


‘Where?’


‘Near Cowell Farm, where the river splits into three channels.’


Jen blinks. ‘Cowell Farm? That’s near where I live? Are we at Cowell Farm?’ She can’t see out of the lorry because there are no windows.


‘We’re diving at night for “ominous”?’ Joe mutters.


‘It coincides with Control Room having had a report of the missing woman who lives about thirty minutes’ walk from here straight up and through the water-meadows. Caucasian, thirty-four, five foot seven, blonde. Matches the description of what the dog-walker thinks they saw. And we have a name.’


They all fall quiet, expectant.


‘Claudia Franklin.’


The breath leaves Jen’s body like she’s been punched.


‘What?’ she asks after a second. ‘I . . . I didn’t hear the second name.’


‘Franklin. Claudia Franklin.’


Idris starts reading Claudia’s profile out loud, but Jen can’t hear him because all she can hear is the rush of her heartbeat in her ears. She has a split second to say something – to declare a conflict of interest, because she knows Claudia. More than knows her.


She keeps her mouth shut.






THREE


It’s been twenty-four hours since the news broke and Bill hasn’t been able to tear himself away from updates. He sits in the office, the blue of his phone screen glowing back into his eyes with the headlines shouting: Missing: Claudia Franklin.


The words and all the connotations they bring spin around and around in his head. There are divers out at the river looking for her – what the hell does it all mean? He wills Jen to contact him; he’s called her countless times, but she’s not picking up.


He watches the news reporter on screen, outside Claudia’s childhood house, sees the summer wind whip her hair back. He can almost hear it, the song of the wind through those tall birch trees. He knows that house, knows the grounds of it like the back of his hand.


The reporter starts to talk.


‘A report was made by a member of the public yesterday afternoon of a suspicious-looking object in the water, prompting a dive search for local woman Claudia Franklin. Claudia moved back with her husband, Mark Mason, to her childhood hometown of Bourne after twelve years spent in Chicago and, later, Boston. She was last seen by Mr Mason at home here, at Oak House, at five on Saturday evening before he left – alone – to go to his parents overnight.’


The video cuts to the appeal made this morning by her husband, who looks gaunt and red-eyed.


‘It’s completely out of character for her not to be here, or not answering any calls. I just want to know that she’s safe.’


The reporter continues: ‘Claudia Franklin’s bank accounts have not been used since Saturday morning and her phone signal was last picked up at Oak House on Saturday evening. Her husband has confirmed that Claudia’s belongings remain at their house except for her phone and laptop which are missing. Police are appealing to anyone who knows Claudia, or who might recently have seen her, to please come forward.’


The video is spliced once again by Mark Mason. ‘She’s a bright and brilliant woman. We’re meant to leave for Paris in two weeks for the Olympics and she’s been so excited about it.’


Bill turns off the phone, chews his nails. It’s a disgusting habit but one that he can’t seem to break because it’s a nervous tick, something to do with his hands when he feels out of place. He’s done it since he was a child and phones weren’t invented to distract his fingers.


‘Bill?’


Bill looks to the door of the portable office, where Andy, the site manager, stands.


‘The steel’s going in on the last house,’ Andy says. ‘I know how you love a steel.’


Bill nods. ‘I’ll come.’


He’s always present for the final steel of a house going in: besides, he needs the distraction. He almost missed one earlier in the construction and was clammy with sweat when he finally reached the site. He berated Andy for not waiting longer for him and Andy laughed because he doesn’t understand the tradition that Bill holds in his own head. No, it’s more than tradition – maybe it’s superstition because if he misses one going in, what will happen to the house? Perhaps it’ll fall down, perhaps someone will be crushed. He’s obsessive about site safety, is constantly gobbling up stories online about accidents: people falling from heights, defective equipment and vehicles overturning.


Last night, while at Jen’s house when Sam was asleep, and Bill was blissfully innocent at the time about Claudia’s missing person report, he’d read a post about a concrete stairwell collapsing, which crushed three workers beneath it. It took hours to hook up a crane big enough to help, and when eventually it started to move the rubble, the pull snapped and it dropped the stairwell straight onto another worker who had gone in to try to recover one of the men underneath. Bill wanted to gag. He tells himself that he reads all these things because he can prepare for every eventuality and make notes on safety procedures, but it’s not only that – it’s a need for gruesome detail and it’s become addictive, horrible, fascinating. It’s like self-torture. It’s like gambling.


There are some days he’s wanted to jack in being a foreman and work for someone else so they can shoulder all his anxieties. He’s even gone so far as interviewing for other jobs – he went for one recently for a multi-million-pound business, wore a suit and tie, but hasn’t heard back yet, and maybe he never will. Maybe he doesn’t want to work for someone else anyway, because Andy is a good and fair boss, but Bill is on borrowed time with Andy, though Andy doesn’t yet know it. Bill prays he never will. He’s reminded that he needs to sort the email that came in earlier from the client who’s bought house number two – he’s now paid a large deposit on the build and Bill needs to carefully cipher this away for a week.


He crosses the site, looks up to the crane which holds the steel and watches it raise its arm. For the last nine months, his team has been working on the twenty luxury houses which have views of the South Downs. Most of them have been bought off plan already, and he covets one of the leftover three, but he doesn’t have three million in the bank. He has about three hundred because he’s a spender, oh man, is he a spender.


‘Yup,’ he says to everyone and no one in particular. ‘Good.’


His phone bleeps from inside his pocket, makes him jump, and he snatches it out hoping it might be Jen, but it’s an alarm telling him that he needs to pick up Sam from school again. Jesus, why did he say yes to looking after Sam?


 


Bill is aware that his nephew is talking to him since he barrelled out of the school gates, but he luckily seems oblivious to Bill’s distraction. They walk past the town’s many gift shops and hair salons, past the M&S and the bookies on the corner that has become a regular haunt but Bill doesn’t really see any of it. Only Claudia’s face in his mind’s eye.


There’s a tug at his sleeve. ‘Uncle Bill?’


‘Hmmm?’


‘Am I staying at Kerry’s tonight?’


‘You bet,’ Bill says and smiles at his nephew.


Poor kid is continually confused because he’s continually passed like a baton between friends’ houses, Bill’s, Kerry’s. But he’s robust, adaptable, and the apple of Bill’s eye.


‘We missed the turn to Tea For Two,’ Sam says.


‘Oh.’


They turn around, walk back ten yards and go through the cobbled mews and courtyard towards the cafe that Kerry works in.


Sam opens the door to the cafe, runs to Kerry, who sits at the table waiting for them. The cafe is big, wide and open. Crudely varnished wooden tables and fake plants and flowers on shelves, and art that has faded over time. Tinny music plays from speakers on the walls.


‘All right, babe?’ she says to Sam but also to Bill.


Kerry and Jen have been unwavering best friends since high school, but Bill’s relationship with Kerry has been trickier to navigate. Kerry has always made it obvious that she likes Bill in a way that’s not platonic and, God help him, she is beautiful, with thick, dark hair and cherry-red lips. He did slip up one night when they were in their mid-twenties and he’d kissed her after a boozy evening at The Hare, but he’ll never love her like she wants him to.


‘I got us all The Epic,’ Kerry says.


Bill sees Sam’s eyes light up at the enormous glass vessel in front of them – countless scoops of ice-cream, drizzled with chocolate sauce, squirted with whipped cream, decorated with hundreds and thousands. Wafers, flakes and three silver spoons stick out of the top of it.


‘And this,’ she says and produces a magazine for Sam.


‘Lego! Thank you, Kerry!’


Jen has brought him up with manners, Bill thinks. He’s such a great kid.


Sam grabs a spoon and starts to eat, simultaneously turning the pages.


‘I thought we could all do with a treat,’ Kerry says to Sam, but it’s Bill’s eyes that she holds. ‘Thanks for dropping him here: I can’t get away for another hour.’


‘Yeah, no trouble,’ Bill says. ‘Thanks for having him over tonight. I’ve got a meeting tomorrow that I should really do some prep for.’


‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Are you doing OK?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Have you heard anything from Jen?’


‘No,’ he says. ‘She’s diving.’


He swallows. Diving for Claudia. What the actual fuck. He looks to Sam.


‘Is that good, Sammy?’


‘So good!’ Sam says with his mouth full.


‘Are you going to show Kez how to play that Minecraft game later?’


‘Yeah!’ Sam grins.


Kerry passes Bill a spoon. ‘You look like you could use some sugar.’


‘I’m fine—’


‘I know she meant something to you,’ she says quietly. ‘Claudia did.’


His gratitude at her kind words snags when he registers the use of the past tense.


‘She’s not dead.’


‘I didn’t say that. I said she meant something to you.’


‘Yeah.’ He tries to smile but can’t manage it. ‘OK. Thanks. Once, a long time ago. But don’t be talking that way, yeah? No one knows what’s happened, do they?’


Claudia’s face swims in front of his eyes once again – that elfin face and that wide, childlike smile that links to his own boyhood.


‘You think her husband did something?’


He frowns. ‘I really—’


‘It’s not every day someone from round here goes missing and is on national TV though, is it?’ she says. ‘Especially someone like her.’


‘Shall we talk about something else?’


‘If you want.’


They sit in silence, with only the sounds of the pop music blaring, and the rattle of Sam’s spoon in and out of the glass.


‘Sorry,’ Kerry says.


‘Sorry,’ Bill says at the same time.


She reaches for his hand again, and it’s then that he has an idea that makes his stomach churn with guilt.


‘It’s your birthday coming up, right?’


‘Yeah,’ she says and smiles, obviously happy because he’s remembered – though, of course, he should remember because they’ve been friends for long enough. ‘Next week.’


‘You doing anything?’


She shrugs. ‘Depends who’s around. I’ve not organised anything.’


‘We should go out. You, me, Jen. A couple of the guys maybe? To The Black Rat.’


She raises her eyebrows. ‘The Black Rat? Really? You’re paying?’


‘I would pay your share. Not Eddie’s, he’d eat everything on the menu if he thought someone else was paying for it.’


She laughs. ‘I’m in.’


She looks so happy and surprised at his suggestion that she doesn’t notice the falter in his smile. She bends down to Sam, gives him a kiss on the head, and Bill exhales. He needs people – good people like Kerry who will vouch for him.


‘Dig in,’ she says.


He gulps a ball of ice-cream so fast that it burns down his throat.


No one knows, he thinks. No one knows that he’s seen Claudia since her move back to Oak House, that he has been in contact with her.


No one knows what he knows.






FOUR


It’s been seventy-two hours and the police are running out of time to find Claudia Franklin alive. Everyone knows the statistics – that the first forty-eight hours are critical in a missing person’s case because that’s when investigators have the best chance in chasing leads, before people’s memories start to fade. After seventy-two hours, the trail begins to cool, and after a week, the objective of finding a live person switches to trying to locate a body.


The dive team’s objective is different from the police team on land and always has been – they’ve always been looking for a body. They’ve been searching relentlessly, but the river and its many miles of arms is difficult to navigate. The added complication is that if there is indeed a body, it can still move around in the water, depending on the stage of decomposition. It can lie dormant, snagged on a root or in reeds, but if the water is disturbed, the build-up of gases inside can mean it’s propelled elsewhere.


The divers have found some things – have been bagging pieces of material and other objects that are foreign to the water, in case of connections, and analysis on these will be timely, and no doubt futile, but they do it nonetheless.


‘Lean in.’


Idris surveys the map unrolled on the floor of the dive lorry and they all squat over it.


‘This is the old pipe between the marsh into the river,’ he says, pointing. ‘It wasn’t on the original waterway plans we were given because it was cut off a while ago, but, it was never removed because it runs under West Road and it would have been too difficult to close the road to dig it out. There’s a grate over it, but maybe it’s somehow been displaced, so we need to look.’


They all nod. They know how unlikely it will be that the grate will be loose, let alone that Claudia Franklin will be anywhere near it, but they will leave no stone unturned. A disappearance so close to their town makes them feel worse that they haven’t found her.


Guilt gnaws at Jen’s insides; she should have declared straight away that she knows Claudia. Failure to declare a personal connection which she knows could have an impact on the investigation could lead to being investigated herself by the professional standards team and she could be suspended. But every chance she gets to rest, every chance she thinks she should tell Idris – which is only an hour or so at a time, and never alone – she justifies keeping the truth to herself that being here with the team is a good thing, that they need her here. If she were to be pulled out of the investigation, the dive team would be short, and therefore less efficient, and therefore the chance of finding Claudia would be narrowed even further.


Besides, she thinks, her history with Claudia was a long time ago and they have nothing to do with each other now. They knew each other for a short, intensive time, and always in the context of water – playing out in the river, in the pool where they used to swim together, and in the kitchen of Oak House with the art installation on one side of the room, a cascading of water which flowed in tiny rivulets down one of the walls. Water had brought them together, but it was also the undoing of their friendship.


Possibly it is also the undoing of Claudia’s life.


Idris’s voice jogs her out of her thoughts.


‘Jen,’ he says. ‘You’re OK to check the pipe? It’s small and you’re the smallest.’


‘Yeah.’ She nods.


She gets ready in the lorry. Liam is in charge of her equipment and clothing and he tugs at the zips of the dry-suit, wrenches her backwards. He needs to be tough – it’s to ensure no water can get in because no one wants to get into the water only to have to come straight out again and waste twenty minutes and a complete change of diver. He fits her mask, her fins, her gloves, everything – it’s like being a catwalk model or a child.


‘OK?’ he says eventually.


She nods and he helps her walk out – the kit on her back is heavier than her entire body weight. Gareth will be her attendant in the water, has already waded out and is waiting for her. Together they will go to the lip of where the marsh falls away into the stagnant pool so she can submerge and locate the entrance of the pipe. Idris and the others look on from waist-deep in the water.


‘Good to go?’ Idris asks.


Jen nods again, takes the jackstay – the line they use when they’re searching – and then submerges. As the water closes around her head, she is immediately transported into the ‘other world’, as she calls it. Her head, her hands through the gloves, and her ears become wet, but everything else remains dry. When she first started diving this was a strange sensation, but it’s normal now after so long in the job. She drops down to the bottom of the pool – it’s only a little over six foot – and feels the long weeds below snag at her legs. She knows the team are all up there, watching her bubbles, watching the lifeline, but she’s alone now and she likes this part the best – when she can only hear herself breathing and it becomes a new rhythm, like a heartbeat.


Usually, she loves water; the depth and the murk of it, the smoothness of it around her body and its rhythmic calm. She loves how the light plays on the surface of it, but conversely loves the darkness of it, too – in its blackest corners, she imagines that it’s a winged horse galloping through the night and she’s flying alongside it. She would give herself up to the water if that was ever her last option. People say that drowning is a horrible way to go, but for someone like her, who lives it and loves it, it would be the only way to end things.


Today, however, being in the water makes her lungs constrict with panic. Because she doesn’t want to find Claudia down here. She wants Claudia alive and well, because what would it mean if she were dead? Murdered? The victim is almost always killed by those nearest to them and the nearest person to Claudia is her husband, Mark Mason.


Focus.


According to the council plans, the entrance to the pipe is to her right. Jen feels blindly around, soft touches along the bed, and thinks of Sam.


‘Don’t they give you torches?’ he asked once.


‘It would be like putting car headlights on in fog,’ she explained. ‘A torch is useless in water.’


She locates the grating easily, feels the rust of the metal cross-hatch and the slime of the grasses that have been pulled in and have then webbed around the squares. She pulls on the lifeline to tell the team she’s found the entrance, and then she puts her fingers into the squares to check it’s secured. She knows before she pulls that it’s not.


This isn’t what she wanted to find – she wanted to feel it taut and bolted, but it swings loose and she knows she must open it out wider so she can fit into the pipe. She pulls the line again and goes inside. There’s a loud clanging in her ears as her equipment scrapes the inside of the concrete and the sound frightens her for a moment. Sound travels four times faster in water than it does in the air and it makes her diving sharper, but it can also make it confusing – sometimes you think you hear things that aren’t there.


She knows that the pipe is twenty feet along; it goes under the main road before it’s cut off. Her fingers graze along the metal. She could be upside down and she’d not know it for the blackness surrounding her. She must be especially careful down here; if the grate has been loose for a long time, there could be a whole collection of things that have made their way inside.


Through the thin gloves, her fingers feel the skeletons of leaves and twigs, feel the algae and clumps of vegetation. There are coins here, pieces of broken glass, a syringe. She’s ten feet into the pipe now and can feel vibrations from vehicles passing along the road above her. Sometimes she wonders if she’ll ever be crushed underwater doing this job, but there’s no point worrying about that now. Her breath is steady, her fingers still caressing the pipe, and then her head bumps into something.


Something is lodged in the pipe, centimetres from her face. Her heart starts to pump wildly and she reaches out to touch it. 


It’s rigid but simultaneously pulpy under her fingers and she knows from years of practice that this thing she’s found was once alive. There are bones – small and delicate – and then she feels herself relax because she knows what this is now. She moves her fingers to feel broken feathers floating in the dark, a long neck, a beak. It’s the carcass of a huge bird, perhaps a goose or a swan which has been here for God knows how long. She needs to move past it – just in case – but that’s a tricky business.


She manipulates its enormous body and squeezes past, tries not to think that its eyes might be open and that it might be watching her in death. One of its feet brushes her arm, feels like the splayed hand of a child stretching for her, as she goes deeper into the pipe.


But there is nothing else to find.


 


She comes up out of the water, doesn’t say anything to her team, but doesn’t need to because they know already that she didn’t find Claudia. Thank fuck.


She’s escorted by Liam to the back of the lorry to be hosed down before she can change out of the suit and get dry. Amir makes everyone tea – they drink a lot of tea in this job – milky, sugary tea that they call ‘shock-victim tea’. Idris makes more calls, makes more plans for another dive, and the others sit at the table, three aside.


She pulls clothes out of her rucksack, a heavy-knit jumper over jeans. She can smell the filth of the pipe still on her, wishes she could swim in a chlorinated pool to cleanse herself of it because she loves the chemicals, likes to feel she’s not only clean but bleached.


‘What now?’ Joe says and they all look to Idris.


‘We eat,’ he replies.


 


Oliver collects takeaway from the local chippy and they sit in the lorry with the comforting smell of grease and with mugs full again. Gareth texts his wife, whispers the words he’s spelling, ‘sorry, sorry, I don’t know when’. Jen eats in silence, lost in memories of Claudia swirling, dreamlike, around her head, while the others talk around her.


The sun has bled out into the sky now, it’ll be dark in the next hour, and Jen wonders what Sam’s doing. Has Bill found the bolognese she left in the fridge for the two of them? She forgot to mention it to him and she thinks that maybe he might have taken Sam for chips tonight, and that’s OK because she’s had the same too and for a moment, she feels closer to the both of them.


‘Here,’ Gareth says, nods at his phone. ‘Mason is doing another appeal for witnesses.’


Jen leans in to watch Gareth’s screen, sees the name Mark Mason appear below the image of Claudia’s husband. The transformation from his first appearance on Tuesday morning to now – two days later – is unreal. He looks like a completely different person; his face pallid, skin taut against cheekbones. His mouth and the lids of his eyes look weighted, everything pulled downwards to the hell of the unknown, and that’s always the hardest thing, Jen thinks, the not knowing. Claudia’s family are all stuck, fighting against a tide that’s dragging them out to a bottomless, answerless, sea.


‘Have the investigative team discounted anyone yet?’


‘If they have, they’ve not told me what’s going on,’ Idris says.


‘If not the husband,’ Joe remarks, nodding to the footage, ‘then who’s done it?’


‘If,’ Jen says. ‘If she’s dead.’


Joe guffaws. ‘What, you think she’s gone on holiday and forgotten to tell anyone? Taken none of her stuff?’


‘The phone and laptop are missing,’ Oli says.


‘Right, so she’s gone with no clothes but her tech? Come on.’


‘If the dog-walker was right about seeing something, maybe she slipped in?’ Amir says. ‘Maybe she was drunk?’


‘She didn’t drink,’ Jen says and they all look at her.


She swallows hard, realises her mistake.


‘I read it about her – in one of her interviews.’


‘If she’s left out of her own accord, no one in her circle of friends or family seem to know anything about it,’ Idris says. ‘Not that she had many friends, having lived away so long, and by all accounts, her mother lives abroad.’


Jen nods slowly. She knows that Victoria Franklin had emigrated to Canada years ago and forgot – or, more accurately, discarded – the child that had needed her so desperately.


‘Does she know?’ she asks.


‘Her mother? I guess?’


‘I don’t trust Mason,’ Joe says.


‘Why not?’


‘Looks shifty.’


‘I feel for him,’ Amir says. ‘If he’s innocent in all this, he’s got the world watching at exactly the wrong time.’


‘No one is officially a suspect, remember,’ Idris says. ‘There’s no body. And even if there is one eventually, our job is then done. We don’t investigate. We dive, we find. We move on to the next job.’


Jen gets up, walks out of the lorry, and goes to lean against one of the trees that lines the lane. She’s desperate to call Bill or Kerry, for them to give her some stability. Both of them have been lighting up her phone for days, the notifications stacking up like building blocks. She knows Bill is worried about Claudia, like she knows Kerry wants to gossip, but of course, she can’t call them back.


She closes her eyes, summons the mantra that she repeats from the app she uses, Tranquil.


I will take on any challenges with a calm head, with rationality.


She needs the headspace to think about the one person she’s worried most about in all this. It’s not Claudia, it’s Mark Mason, Claudia’s husband.


Sam’s father.


 


Mark has called her numerous times from the phone that he uses for texting her, one that doubtless he hasn’t let on to the police about having, but he hasn’t left Jen any voicemails or messages, and she’s thankful for it, because although she longs to hear his voice, she can’t. For one thing, she’s on a job and can’t be distracted. For another, she’s become increasingly worried that Mark has somehow got something to do with Claudia’s disappearance, because what else could have happened? And if he has, what would that mean for her, and for Sam? She’s mad that Mark doesn’t respect that she can’t talk to him and yet at the same time, it’s beyond frustrating that she can’t just pick up his calls and judge for herself if his voice sounds different, if he seems ‘off’.


She’s known Mark for years and although her heart is one hundred per cent confident that he would never hurt Claudia, her police head knows that anyone, if pushed to their limits, can tip into a state where primal emotions are unleashed. She’s witnessed the switch enough times during her first years on response.


Her police head also reminds her that Mark has only been back in her life for nine months after years of being away, and in those years she’s changed, so obviously he must have done.


But she’s seen him every month, she says to herself. He’s still the same magnetic, charismatic, man, isn’t he? The question mark floats above her head, the answer for now unknowable.


She hears footsteps behind her and she turns to see Idris is out of the dive lorry and walking towards her.


‘You OK?’ he asks.


‘Yeah. Taking a moment.’


‘You mind company?’ he says.


‘Sure.’


They stand together, both leaning against the coolness of the huge tree. She knows Idris doesn’t expect conversation – he’s happy enough to be quiet with her. She steals a look at him, feels terrible that she’s inadvertently lying to him by keeping her silence about Claudia.


‘Guv says we’ve got until the end of the week and then the money runs out,’ he says after a while.


She blinks. ‘We’re stopping?’


‘Either she never went into the water, or she did and now she’s moved because of water disturbance and we’ve missed her while we’ve been looking elsewhere. We can’t continue this indefinitely because of who she is.’


‘We’ll get some flack for stopping if we don’t find her, won’t we? She’s all over the press.’


‘That’s because she’s beautiful,’ he says.


She nods. There’s no denying that the beautiful ones always get more airtime – the injustice of beauty privilege.


‘Not only because of that, though,’ she says.


‘No, I know. She was famous, I get it.’


‘She was an Olympic diver, and she goes missing two weeks before the next Olympics. It’s big news. And fucking weird.’


She swears too much, even within her internal monologue, but it’s the job and the men that she works with. Cussing has become a way of releasing all the bad things they see every day and it’s cathartic, it’s collective bonding, and now she can’t seem to stop.


‘But we’ve looked, haven’t we?’ Idris says. ‘We’ve been out for days. Nothing is fairer than having done our best.’


‘I know.’


‘And since when did you ever care what people thought?’


‘I don’t.’


He grins. ‘Getting soft in your old age.’


‘I’m fifteen years younger than you, Idris.’


He scoffs. ‘Haven’t seen your name on any of the Ironman boards.’


‘Because I’m an Ironwoman,’ she says.


‘That you are. You want another brew?’


‘Thanks,’ she says and he nods, and leaves.


She tilts her head up to the branches above her, exhales, and thinks about Mark, and the swan mangled in the darkness of the pipe. She thinks also about the early pink of that Sunday dawn, waking at the water-meadows.






FIVE


Every evening, Bill is the last on site to lock up the offices and the gates that give access to the road, but on a Friday he leaves with all the other men and they go out for a drink at The March Hare. On the way tonight, a few of them – including Bill – stop at the bookies and Bill wins eighty quid on the virtual horses, and then loses a hundred. He’s twenty down but feels fine about it. Jen tells him, often, that he’s a dick for gambling.


‘It’s a spiral,’ she says. ‘That goes straight to the fucking bottom.’


Jen, the solid, stable one out of the two of them. It shouldn’t be like that, should it? He’s older by two years. But how can Bill explain it to her? The fizz of his heart transcends anything else as he guns for the win. It’s living in the moment, it’s pure in the way that a drug high is, and wouldn’t they rather he was putting the odd tenner down than doing drugs? Christ, he thinks suddenly, what amazing life choices he’s given himself.
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