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Praise for Sarah J Naughton


On Tattletale


‘I thoroughly enjoyed Tattletale, sympathetic characters and neck breaking twists – highly recommended’


Jenny Blackhurst, author of Before I Let You In


‘A perfect example of how a psychological thriller should be written – intricately plotted and full of shocking surprises’


Lisa Hall, author of Between You and Me


‘A clever, twisting story of obsession’


Woman & Home


‘Delivers suspense, twists and sharp writing’


Lisa Jewell, author of Then She Was Gone


‘Deliciously clever. The characters were massively addictive and more so because they defied traditional convention’


Emma Kavanagh, author of The Missing Hours


‘Like any great mystery, Tattletale would, at every twist, lead me to think I’d almost put the pieces together – only to turn the puzzle upside down’


Grazia


‘Gripping, electrifying, heartbreaking’


Erin Kelly, author of He Said/She Said


‘Sarah Naughton expertly creates claustrophobic menace at the heart of the place that’s meant to be safest of all – home’


Louise Millar, author of City of Strangers


‘A compulsive, twisting story about trauma and revenge, delivered with dazzling skill’ Sunday Mirror


On The Other Couple


‘Intelligent. Gripping. Colourful. Great setting. Absorbing characters’


Jane Corry, author of My Husband’s Wife


‘It’s so well plotted you’re looking out for every detail … Compelling and scary’


Evening Standard


‘From the moment Asha and Ollie set off on honeymoon the cracks begin to show, as Naughton skilfully weaves three timelines into a chilling drama … As the tension rose, I turned the pages faster and faster – until the denouement hit me like a juggernaut’


Alison Belsham, author of The Tattoo Thief


‘Brilliantly chilling and claustrophobic, the thought of being trapped in paradise yet knowing something wasn’t right was such a frightening concept. I didn’t guess at any point what was going to happen … I loved it!’


Karen Hamilton, author of The Perfect Girlfriend


‘Naughton’s novel is full of twists and flashbacks [with] a truly shocking finale’


The Lady




For Rhian John, Sofia Kapsalis,
Lynne Mark and Betina Scanlon.
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Mothers are all slightly insane.


JD Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye




The only thing to do was to kill him.


Otherwise something else certainly would.


The junkies she saw shambling along the pavement as she sat listlessly by the window would stab him with their needles as they passed the pram.


The germs that polluted every surface would drift into his nostrils, taking root in his tiny lungs, percolating through his bloodstream, poisoning him.


His very birth had almost killed him. Her pre-eclampsia had led to multiple organ failure. He had been delivered blue and lifeless, revived by desperate doctors. Her milk hadn’t come through because there was still placenta left in her body. She had to go back to hospital for a D&C, during which she lost three pints of blood, and afterwards an infection meant she still couldn’t breastfeed. He became jaundiced and skeletal and had to be put on a drip.


It was all a sign that the world was too dangerous for him.


But they had made her take him home, and her husband had gone back to work, and now they were alone, just the two of them against the vast savagery of the world.


A month after his birth, her consciousness had shrunk down to a single point of pure terror.


She forced herself to stay awake all night, checking that he was breathing, taking his temperature, roaming the darkened house looking for intruders just waiting for a gap in her vigilance.


She didn’t dare eat in case some toxin passed into him.


People were lying to her all the time. Even her husband. He was making plans, she knew, to take the baby away from her. To give him to someone who would not love him, who would neglect and abuse and finally murder him.


Then came the revelation.


There was a way to keep him safe forever.


It was late afternoon, the sky already darkening. Winter was coming, full of bitter cold and disease. He napped upstairs as she kept vigil at the window in her pyjamas, staring out at the threatening sky and the angry cars.


Her phone rang. One of her so-called ‘friends’ checking up on her. Spying on her, to report back to her husband.


He would be home soon. She had to act now.


She got up and went into the hall.


Faces grinned down at her from the walls, all teeth and eyes. Were there cameras behind those glittering black pupils?


Grunting with effort, the fresh scars straining and burning, she climbed the stairs and went into her bedroom. Then she came out again and walked down the landing.


He was still napping. He would never even know.


Animals danced on his walls, a hare, a stag and an owl. Wild beasts of ancient magic. They knew what she had to do. They would protect him, stay by his side as his spirit animals, carry him to peace and safety.


She bent to kiss his warm forehead.


From downstairs she heard the front door close. Someone was calling her name.


She didn’t reply. Time was running out.


She raised the pillow.


Footsteps drummed on the stairs like the prelude to an execution.


Her baby opened his eyes. She lowered the pillow.
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Iona


Present


It had been raining since dawn. She knew because she never slept past five these days. The floor of the ticket hall was awash with filthy water, and the yellow A-frame warning signs were out. Touching out of the barrier, she emerged onto Sloane Square. For once it was as grim and overcast in the centre of town as it was out east. The rainy pavements had none of the sparkle they possessed in the movies, just a greasy sheen, spattered with leaves that had been pounded by commuter feet to lethal slime.


Putting up her umbrella, she set off in the direction of the police station but decided to detour from her usual residential route to the shopping street of Pimlico Road.


The Secret Santa names had been assigned and, while normally she paid the whole thing very little attention, opting for a box of Quality Street for her recipient and giving her own gift – usually penis-based – straight to charity, this year she would have to make more of an effort. Because this year she had picked Maya.


She walked slowly past the windows of the pricey shops. There was a nice silver leather purse with a neon pink M, but the price tag made her wince. Slightly more affordable was a scented candle in a little glass tumbler, but the brand name was famous enough that it would be obvious she had overspent. The budget was a tenner and woe betide anyone who went over – they would have to answer to Darcy. Their control room manager took the annual Secret Santa nightmare as seriously as she did every other aspect of her job.


A passing car threw up an arc of dirty water that soaked Iona’s black trousers and she was tempted, when the guy stopped at the lights, to rap on his window. But on catching up with the car she saw it was being driven by a harassed woman with two squabbling kids in the back. The lights turned green and the car pulled away.


In sight of the station she paused to check her appearance in a window, this one had a darkened interior, as shop after shop on the high street gave up the ghost.


She looked old. A decade past her thirty-one years. Make-up had always been too much faff as far as she was concerned, but perhaps it was time to consider a bit of foundation. At least she’d covered up the scar. She never used to bother, but then Maya arrived.


Someone called her name. Looking round self-consciously she saw Darcy, soaked to the skin, with a free newspaper turning to pulp over her head. Extending her umbrella, Iona walked with the older woman the rest of the way to the station.


Yannis was waiting outside her office.


‘Tell me you’ve got a grisly murder for me,’ Iona said, shaking out the umbrella and hanging her jacket on the back of the chair. ‘I need something to warm me up.’


‘Sorry.’ The detective sergeant grimaced. ‘Missing person.’


‘Yippee.’


‘And not even a juicy one, I’m afraid.’ By which she knew he meant prostitute or child. ‘Banker, 42, didn’t come home from work yesterday and the company says he wasn’t in all day. Phone’s off. Wife called it in this morning.’


Iona groaned and rubbed her face, then stopped when she realised she might rub off the concealer covering the scar. Maya was standing at the water cooler outside. She’d had her ponytail cut into a neat black bob that fell like a curtain across her face so that you could no longer see her cheekbones and long eyelashes. They’d hired Maya three months ago as Logistics and Resource Planning Manager but, whatever the hell one of those was, Maya didn’t look like one. She looked like a DJ or an artist. Intelligent and quirky and completely stunning. And probably straight.


Iona pulled on the jacket she had just taken off.


‘Might as well get it over with.’


‘If we have to,’ Yannis grumbled, and the two of them headed out of the office.


The streets were choked with traffic as rain-shy commuters hailed taxis instead of walking. Yannis drove, humming to himself. His caramel skin was the exact same tone as his hair, which was shorn to tight whorls across his scalp. The slew of freckles and light blue eyes alongside his black features would make him a shoe-in for international advertising campaigns, but he was a detective through and through. Serious and focused, to the frustration of some of the young women back at the station. But not all of them. And maybe not Maya. She hoped.


The Uptons lived in a three-storey Georgian townhouse at the wrong end of the Kings Road. It was the only house in the terrace without a thick coating of grime on the stucco and gaps in the cornicing like knocked-out teeth: the only basement not a dumping ground for litter. Most of the houses on this street were divided into flats, their windows opaque with filth, cracks in the glass repaired by parcel tape. Still, Iona thought, the Uptons’ place was probably worth a cool one and a half mill. Perhaps they were hoping the area was up and coming. But anything that was going to up-and-come in Chelsea had probably done so already.


‘That’s his car,’ Yannis said as they parked and got out into the rain.


The black Audi stood out among the Ford Focuses and ancient Vauxhalls. Iona walked around it, peering through the windows. Surprisingly spick and span for a family car: a bag of boiled sweets in the compartment between the seats, a sports drink bottle in the footwell, a gap for the stereo to go. Only sensible to take it out in an area like this.


‘So, either he wants to make it hard for us to trace him,’ she said, almost to herself, ‘or something’s happened to him.’


‘But if that’s the case,’ Yannis said, his reflection swimming up beside her in the car window, ‘a mugging gone wrong, a sudden heart attack, then surely a body would have turned up by now.’


She looked around her. This was perhaps the worst part of Chelsea: worse than the sprawling council estate by the river. These flats were bedsits let out to the desperate who had no chance of even making it onto council lists.


Desperate enough to mug Upton and leave him bleeding in the gutter? Or to murder him and dump the body somewhere? That suggested a degree of organisation not generally displayed by those existing at society’s margins.


A junkie Iona vaguely recognised was shuffling up the pavement towards them. Raising her head at the last moment, a look of consternation flashed across her ravaged features and she turned and scuttled back the way she had come.


‘Not this time, Marta,’ Yannis called after her. ‘You’re all right!’


As she tottered away they climbed the steps and rang the bell.


Bella Upton looked as bad as might be expected for a woman whose husband was missing. On a good day, with washed hair and a decent night’s sleep, she would be pretty. She was about thirty-five, with a round face framed by long, chestnut hair and large, expressive brown eyes. She blinked slowly when she opened the door and seemed to take long moments to register their badges.


‘Good morning, Mrs Upton. I’m Detective Inspector Iona Chatwin, and this is Detective Sergeant Yannis Mohamud. May we come in?’


As they followed her down the hall, Iona looked at the photographs lining the walls. It was standard middle-class stuff: silver frames, a couple of professional studio shots, fancy holiday destinations. But the shuffling woman in front of them, shrouded in a long cardigan, was a far cry from the sparky, attractive girl in the photographs.


Iona paused at a posed black and white image of a man holding the child.


‘Is this your husband?’


‘Yes. I’ve got some clearer ones that you can use.’


‘I don’t think we need to worry about that just yet,’ Yannis said. ‘Most missing persons return within—’


‘Forty-eight hours. Yes, I know.’


The man was plump-faced with light brown hair and one of those beards that used to be called hipster but were now pretty ubiquitous. Yannis had tried to grow one but it had come out carrot-orange. The beard and conventional style of dress – Upton seemed to favour jeans, T-shirts and hoodies – would make him difficult to pick out on CCTV.


They followed his wife through to an open-plan area: kitchen at the back, morphing into a dining room in the middle, then a living room at the front, looking out on the traffic-choked A-road. Iona wouldn’t want to live that way – there was nowhere to hide.


It was, for instance, quite hard to carry on a conversation about a missing father when his son was watching cartoons a few feet away. When they arrived he had got down from the kitchen table and gone to sit in front of the TV without protest. He looked like a mini banker to Iona: short back and sides, blue checked shirt tucked into beige cords, tiny deck shoes. Stocky and strong-looking.


They sat down at the kitchen table. The sun pouring through the grimy windows had warmed its surface, releasing a sweet, woody scent.


As Bella Upton filled the kettle she slopped water over her hand and the floor, though she didn’t seem to notice, and as she waited for it to boil she simply stood staring at the blank white face of a kitchen cabinet. Her eyes were unfocused, her hands hung limp at her sides. Had she been prescribed some kind of tranquilliser to deal with the situation? Iona wondered.


The kettle boiled and she seemed to shake herself from her trance, opening the cupboard and taking out two mugs. Iona winced as the woman poured out the boiling water, but there were no spillages this time.


‘Sugar?’


They gave the familiar orders. One for herself, three for Yannis. People expected the police to have too much sugar in their tea, it was a comforting tradition. Iona could hear the trilling of the spoon against the mugs as the woman stirred, like a very quiet alarm clock. Her hands were shaking.


Removing the teabags Bella laid them on the draining board beside the knife she had used to cut the child’s fruit. Instinct made Iona glance at the knife block – the remaining slots were full. Bella brought the tea over, sat down opposite them and extracted a raggedy tissue from her pocket.


Iona took a sip, suspecting from the slightly sour smell that the milk was on the turn, then laid the mug quietly on the table.


‘We understand that Ewan’s been missing since yesterday, Friday?’


Bella nodded. ‘I got a phone call from the office to say that he hadn’t turned up for work.’


‘So, he left as usual on the Friday morning but didn’t actually make it into work. And you haven’t heard from him at all. No text messages, nothing?’


‘No. I’ve been trying to call his phone but it goes straight to voicemail.’


‘And what about emails and social media. Has there been any activity as far as you could tell?’


‘I don’t have access to all that,’ she said.


‘No problem,’ Yannis said. ‘We can get into his computer if it becomes necessary.’


‘Which we hope it won’t,’ Iona cut in. ‘We have no reason to believe he’s come to any harm. How has he been in himself recently?’


‘A bit stressed at work, I suppose.’


‘Any mental health problems, as far as you know?’


‘No, not at all. But if he did it as a spur-of-the-moment thing because he was stressed or something, he wouldn’t have taken his passport, would he?’


‘He took his passport?’ Yannis returned Iona’s glance.


‘And a suitcase. We keep the passports in the drawer with the address book. When he didn’t come home I started trying his family and I saw that it was gone.’


So, he had left of his own accord, and he had planned it in advance. An affair?


‘Okay.’ This put things in a rather different light. If a man chose to leave his wife and child, that was his business. It was not a police matter.


‘Have any of his family heard from him?’ Yannis continued seamlessly. It was the only thing to do now. Make reassuring noises and leave as quickly as possible.


‘No. No one. I told him he shouldn’t have taken the promotion. It was obvious Juliet – she’s the other senior manager – was going to get pregnant. She’d got married a few years before, so of course she does and they don’t replace her. It doubled his workload. It’s not fair, is it? When women do that. They’d literally just trained her, spent all that money, and now she probably won’t be back.’


Iona pressed her lips together in a sympathetic smile. Yannis looked away. One of the lads had suggested as much about her, when she was promoted to DI. Before they realised.


‘He was working later and later,’ Bella continued, ‘and then when he came home he had to carry on in the study.’ She nodded towards a door leading from the kitchen back into the hall.


‘But the stress wasn’t serious enough for him to have seen a doctor and he wasn’t taking any medication?’


Bella shook her head quickly, as if that was a good thing. But untreated depression was by far the most dangerous kind. Still, if he’d packed a suitcase he probably intended to stay alive at least for the near future.


‘Okay, well that all sounds very positive. He might have just needed to get away for a while. It happens to the best of us. Now, unless there’s anything else you think we should know?’


Bella blinked at her and Iona felt a moment’s guilt, knowing that this would be slipped in right at the very bottom of the pile of matters to attend to.


‘At least he took his mobile,’ Iona continued gently, ‘so there’s every chance he’ll get in touch with you.’


‘It’s been off the whole time, but you can still trace it, right?’


‘Yes, if the battery is still inside, we should be able to track it.’ She looked at Yannis, who nodded professionally. They would not, of course, waste time and resources attempting this.


‘Until then, try not to worry. There’s no reason to believe that anything untoward has happened to him. I’m sure he’ll turn up safe and well within the next couple of days.’


Taking her cue from them, Bella got to her feet and led them back out into the hall.


Ewan Upton’s face beamed down at them from the walls. A good guy who had reached the end of his tether, perhaps. Iona hoped he would come to his senses and return home again. He had a little boy, who was probably as confused and upset as his mother.


They reached the door. Yannis opened it and they stepped outside into the drizzle. After the warmth of the family home the run-down street felt colder and more depressing. It had been raining for weeks now and at high tide the river was threatening to overtop the embankment. Sometimes a bit of bad weather, added to the ever-shortening days, was enough to send people over the edge.


‘Thanks, Mrs Upton. We’ll be in touch.’ Iona shook the woman’s hand. It was limp and very soft.


‘Mummy?’ The little boy had wandered out into the hall.


‘It’s all right, Teddy,’ Bella said. ‘We can go do the jigsaw now.’


He wandered up and took his mother’s hand.


‘What happened to your face?’ he said, squinting up at Iona.


She automatically raised her hand to the scar on her jaw. Even after seven months it was still livid purple and the concealer must have rubbed off in the rain.


‘A man wasn’t too happy about me trying to arrest him, so he got very cross and hit me,’ Iona said, smiling. The truth was, he had slashed her with a hunting knife, missing her carotid artery by two inches.


‘Always men, isn’t it?’ Bella said, and quietly shut the door.
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Mothers Club


3 Years Previously


Bella opened the door with a beaming smile that had been somewhat helped along by a large glass of Chardonnay.


At least the house looked nice. She had put up the Christmas decorations early, just for tonight, and with the snow falling, and candlelight sparkling in the windows, the effect made her proud. She could still make things pretty.


Her heart sank a little when she saw who stood there, flowers in one hand, a bottle of something that was bound to be expensive in the other.


Tall, slim, glamorous, with a high-flying career as a lawyer, a huge house in the best part of Chelsea and a handsome husband, nothing ever went wrong for Chrissy. Her daughter had been born by elective caesarean section in a private hospital and her only birth horror story was about how a last-minute change of consultant meant Chloe was delivered by someone she went to university with.


One of the other mums had asked Chrissy once why she chose to have antenatal classes with the hoi polloi when she could have gone privately with the cast of Made In Chelsea, but Chrissy had just laughed and said she was hoi polloi herself. Which was bollocks, of course. Tonight she was in beige cashmere and white jeans and a pair of jewel-encrusted loafers that probably cost more than Ewan’s car.


‘Hello, darling.’ Chrissy enclosed her in a bubble of expensive perfume. ‘How are you?’ She pulled away and held Bella at arm’s length.


‘Good. Really good.’ Bella smiled, feeling sweat prickle under her hair.


‘And how’s that gorgeous boy?’


‘I’m fine, thank you.’ Ewan had come out into the hall.


‘Not you,’ Chrissy laughed. ‘Teddy!’


‘Oh.’ Ewan put on a pretend pout.


‘Teddy’s fine,’ Bella said. ‘Sleeping like a—’


‘Baby?’ Ewan completed, and they all laughed. Bella’s face was starting to hurt.


‘Close the door, Bells, you’re letting all the heat out.’


Ewan poured the drinks and they chatted inconsequentially about the babies’ sleeping patterns. Chrissy’s announcement that Chloe had been sleeping through the night from a month old made something akin to panic close around Bella’s throat. Was there something wrong with Teddy? Was she not feeding him enough during the day? He seemed to be latched on for hours.


‘Are you still breastfeeding?’ Bella said lightly.


‘No. I did it for a couple weeks, which is hopefully enough to have some benefit for her immune system. How about you?’


‘Still going. I’m going to try and carry on for six months. Only another quarter of a year of bleeding nipples and crushing exhaustion to go.’ She laughed awkwardly, wondering if she’d made a vulgar faux pas.


‘Well done you,’ Chrissy said.


Bella glanced at Ewan to see if he had been listening, but he was fiddling with the iPod speakers and when he’d finished he went off to the kitchen. The conversation dried up. Had her comment sounded bragging? Had she annoyed Chrissy?


‘I love your shoes,’ Bella said desperately.


‘Thanks. I’ve had them years. I like your dress.’


‘I haven’t worn it since I gave up work. It’s a bit tight, to be honest.’


‘It’s so hard to lose weight when you’re breastfeeding,’ Chrissy said.


Bella bit her tongue. Chrissy had been back in her size 10 jeans the day after she gave birth while, nine weeks down the line, Bella still looked pregnant.


The doorbell rang.


‘I’ll get it!’ Bella trilled.


Pausing a moment in the darkened hallway she took some deep breaths. She could tell by the silhouette that this was Electra. While Chrissy was far too polite to bring up the state Bella had been in when they last saw her, Electra might mention it, especially after a glass of wine. A wave of mortification took Bella’s breath away, followed swiftly by the dread that had become habitual. Once he’d said hello to them all Ewan was going out. What if she said something wrong?


She opened the door.


‘Hi!’ Electra said. ‘Am I the first?’


‘No. Chrissy’s here.’


‘Oh, good. She’ll have brought something decent that we can guzzle down before the others arrive. Here you go.’ She thrust a bottle into Bella’s hand. ‘It’s from Zack’s bar. Quite a good one, apparently. Now lemme in, I’m fecking freezing.’


It was only early December, but winter had bitten early. Glancing down the street to see if any of the others were in sight Bella saw the junkie from the bedsit next door fighting with her boyfriend on the pavement. The man was trying to hold her off from scratching his face. Perhaps sensing Bella’s attention they paused and their heads began to turn in her direction. She shut the door quickly.


All in black, with a severe black crop Bella would never have the courage to sport and the sort of heels she gave up when she was pregnant, Electra strode through the door to the living room as if the place were her own.


‘Give me a drink, I feel like a zombie. Got about two hours’ sleep last night.’


From the hall Bella heard Chrissy commiserating.


‘Pearl’s fine, sleeps about seven hours straight, but Ozzy’s up every two hours without fail.’


Seven hours! Bella’s heart sank and she leaned against the wall for support. She was so tired. The doctor said she mustn’t get too tired, but she had to do the night-time feeds. Ewan didn’t like the idea of giving Teddy a bottle to see him through, and he was right. Breast was best. Even with her medication. It was such a low dose, and anyway, they’d proved it didn’t affect nursing babies.


The cold air had tumbled into the hall and now wrapped itself around her ankles. She was wearing her sheepskin slippers. Why on earth hadn’t she put shoes on?


For a moment she couldn’t face going back in. She should never have offered to host the first mums gathering. Ewan had said she was in no fit state. She should have listened. When the doorbell rang again she jumped.


‘Am I late?’ Skye said.


‘No, not at all,’ Bella exhaled with relief. Of all the mums, Skye was the least intimidating. It was a slightly shameful observation, but in the hierarchy Skye definitely came below her. She had bleached dreadlocks and tattoos. Her tiny houseboat must be freezing and damp in this weather. Jen only had a council flat, but her unshakeable confidence won out against her poverty every time.


‘I didn’t bring anything,’ Skye said. ‘Was I supposed to?’


‘Oh, not at all,’ Bella said breezily. ‘Just yourself! Come and say hello to Ewan before he goes out.’


But Ewan was deep in conversation with Chrissy, his eyebrows tilted earnestly as he spoke, in a way that suggested to Bella that he was trying to impress her. Chrissy was nodding politely.


‘Skye’s here!’ Bella called, and Ewan gave a twitch of irritation when Chrissy broke away from the conversation to greet the new arrival.


‘Hello, Skye.’ Ewan reached to shake her hand and Bella hoped she hadn’t noticed his sidelong glance at Skye’s inked arms. Under the silver Puffa she deposited on the sofa Skye was wearing baggy harem trousers and a vest featuring an image of some many-limbed god.


‘How’s Juniper?’ Chrissy said.


‘Stinking cold,’ Skye replied. ‘She could barely breathe last night. I actually had to suck the snot out of her nose.’


‘What with?’ Bella said.


‘My mouth!’


‘Euw.’ Electra screwed up her face.


Skye smiled. ‘A mother will do anything for love.’


‘Ah, holiest of holy. The sacred mother.’ Ewan grinned. ‘The rest of us are not worthy.’


‘He calls us the Mothers Club,’ Bella said, smiling.


Ewan looked at her sharply. But the mums weren’t offended. They were laughing.


Now that everyone was here Bella went to the kitchen and took the cling film off the plates of nibbles she’d prepared during Teddy’s afternoon nap. She was gratified to hear the conversation flowing smoothly in the living room. She brought the plates in and was pleased again when the women tucked in with enthusiasm. She liked looking after people. Ewan always said she was a natural mother. That was partly why he suggested her giving up work. She’d wanted to anyway, of course, what woman could stand to be apart from her baby?


‘Has anyone heard from Jen?’ Electra said with her mouth full.


‘I invited her on the group chat,’ Bella said, ‘but I guessed she wouldn’t come.’


‘Poor thing,’ said Skye. ‘I wonder how they’re doing.’


Panic gripped Bella’s throat again. She couldn’t think about that horrible thing that had happened, she just couldn’t. Feeling Chrissy’s eyes on her she went to the window and relit one of the candles that had gone out.


‘Anyone recommend a good builder?’ Chrissy asked. ‘We’re thinking of lowering our basement.’


The conversation changed direction, to the difficulty of finding decent tradesmen in London, and then on to whether or not it was PC-gone-mad to refer to them as tradespeople.


The second bottle was soon empty, so Bella went to the kitchen for Chrissy’s, hoping it would be chilled enough. It had an actual cork, and while she was riffling through the drawer looking for a corkscrew the doorbell rang again.


They all stopped talking.


‘Might be people canvassing,’ Bella said. ‘Isn’t there a local election soon?’


Ewan made no move to answer it, so she went out to the hall. A woman’s silhouette filled the glass pane of the door, hair tied in a topknot. Bella froze, her fingers on the latch. She had the urge to drop down to a crouch in the darkness and pretend they weren’t here. But her figure would be clear enough through the patterned glass. She opened the door.


‘Hi!’ Her jollity was wincingly overdone. ‘Great to see you! I wasn’t sure you’d make it!’


‘Ah, I’m always late for everything.’ Jen stood on the step, the snow falling on her dark hair.


‘Come in, come in, you must be freezing!’


Jen was wearing leggings that looked like they were made of spandex and a tiny leather jacket. She had got so thin since Bella last saw her, losing the baby weight and more. Bella led her down the hall to the living room.


Somehow the conversation was flowing again and seamlessly segued into expressions of delight that Jen had decided to come.


Bella was surprised to see Ewan go in for a hug too, and hoped Skye wasn’t offended that she had only been offered a handshake. Perhaps she would think he was only doing it out of pity.


‘Looking fantastic as always,’ he said into Jen’s hair.


He was wrong. Jen was too thin and her hair and eyes had lost their lustre, but the tone was spot on. Like Bella, Jen needed to be around plenty of positivity. She thanked him and said he didn’t look too bad himself. He pretended to preen.


‘Right, ladies,’ he said. ‘I think I may have outstayed my welcome, so I shall get out of your hair.’


The women cooed that of course he must stay.


‘Where will you go?’ Bella said.


‘Clubbing,’ Ewan grinned, but he didn’t elaborate.


‘How late will you be?’ she said.


‘It depends how long you ladies plan to carouse.’


‘All night,’ Jen said.


After he left Bella felt a little of the tension drain out of her. Now that she was alone with them she felt okay. The shame that they had seen her at her lowest had been replaced by something else. It was almost comforting. They had all seen one another at their lowest. Constipated, stomachs swollen to bursting, breasts leaking. Even Chrissy had got mastitis. It was okay.


‘We should get a picture of all of us,’ Jen said, taking out her phone.


‘Oh, no!’ Electra cried. ‘I always look totally chinless in selfies.’


‘We’ve still got a proper camera,’ Bella said. ‘I can set it up on a timer.’


It took a while to fiddle about with the thing, but finally the little red light started winking. No one was sure if you had to press another button, so when it flashed they hadn’t had a chance to pose properly. Smiles were half-formed, faces were shadowed. And yet there was something about the picture that they all liked.


‘Email me a copy,’ Chrissy said, and the others agreed.


Another bottle gone, Bella went back to the kitchen.


‘A toast!’ Chrissy announced on her return. ‘To the Mothers Club!’


‘And all who sail in her!’ added Electra.


They laughed and clinked glasses. The candlelight was flattering. Chrissy, all white and gold and sparkling jewels, looked like a goddess. Electra was a dark angel, her eyes flashing. Jen was Kardashian-sexy. Even Skye looked lovely, the tattoos that seemed dull and grubby in the daylight had taken on a serpentine beauty.


Bella caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror above the fire. All that smiling, even if some of it was forced, had made her eyes bright and her cheeks pink, and the flesh bulging above the tight bodice of her cocktail dress was peachy and glowing. Cherubic. She smiled to herself. Something in her released and she took a large slug of the wine. She had promised Ewan she’d only have two glasses, but one extra wouldn’t hurt the baby. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad night after all.




3


Iona


Present


More rain, turning the Monday morning dusk-dark, hissing against the windows, shattering the lights of the cars in the street outside into shards of red and white. Her roof had started to leak, painting brownish swirls across the bathroom ceiling, shorting the lights so she couldn’t see to apply the concealer. The scar was uncovered today and so it was just her luck to bump into Maya in the unforgiving lights of the tube station.


‘I’m getting fed up of this,’ Maya said behind her, making her jump. ‘I got fed up of the sun in the summer and now I’m fed up of the rain. Guess I’m just a miserable bitch.’


Unable to think of a better response, Iona said, ‘Have you had your hair cut?’


‘Yeah. Some wanker grabbed it outside a bar last month, so that put me off having big hair a bit. Can I come under your brolly?’


‘Sure.’


Maya came to stand so close to her that Iona could smell her deodorant, activated by the sweaty fug of the tube train. It was a deliciously human smell. She’d always hated perfume. They stepped out into the rain.


‘Did you nick him?’


‘Ha. No. I just stuck my foot out when he was passing me later on with a tray of drinks and he chucked them all over the floor. Classy, eh?’


Iona smiled. ‘Perfect.’ Then she blushed. Did Maya think she was referring to her, as opposed to the act itself. ‘What bar was it?’ she gabbled.


‘One in Soho.’


Simultaneously they jumped over a puddle. It was like being a little girl again, playing in the rain with your best friend. Iona resisted the urge to link arms with Maya, though it would have been much more comfortable.


‘It was a dive really. But some mates wanted to go.’


Again Iona was stumped for a response that wouldn’t look too keen.


‘Anything interesting on at the mo— woah!’ Maya grabbed Iona by the jacket just in time to stop her walking straight out in front of a bus.


‘Shit, thanks,’ Iona panted.


‘That’s the thing about detective inspectors,’ Maya said. ‘Amazing observational skills.’ Reaching for Iona’s shoulders she tugged the jacket back into place. ‘There you go.’


‘Thanks,’ Iona repeated.


They crossed the road, Iona following dumbly in Maya’s wake.


‘So, what have you got on?’ Iona said.


‘I just asked you that.’


‘Oh right. Um, nothing much. Missing banker. Probably just run off with someone.’


‘Sounds thrilling. Well, here we are.’


They went into the station, Iona pausing in the doorway to shake out the umbrella. When she turned back Maya was gone.


Upstairs, Yannis was waiting for her. It must be something interesting. The curls of his hair were jewelled with rain, so he’d only just come in himself. Her pulse quickened with the usual thrill at the prospect of a meaty case.


‘So that missing guy, Ewan Upton? Looks like he’s been skimming from his firm.’


‘Oh.’


Fraud was infinitely duller than abduction, but they couldn’t hand it straight over to the fraud department without doing due diligence trying to locate him.


‘They called just now. Three hundred k over the past six months. They were about to have an audit, so it would probably have shown up.’


‘So that’s why he legged it.’


‘Looks like it.’


‘I guess that’s why he was so stressed at work, like the wife said.’


Yannis leaned on the door frame, sipping the protein shake that was his usual breakfast choice. ‘Do you reckon she knew?’


‘Maybe. Maybe it was just too difficult to up sticks with the kid before the audit.’


‘I guess there could be a plan to join him later.’


‘So why report him missing?’ Iona said. ‘We should take a closer look into their finances, though. Find out where the money’s gone.’


‘Should I get a search warrant?’


‘Not yet. We don’t want to alert her if she is involved. Just get the account records from the bank. If we don’t have any luck there we seize his computer.’


‘Okay.’


‘Oh, and alert the border police. Then I think we should pay her another visit.’


Bella Upton looked worse than ever when she answered the door the second time. Still in her pyjamas, she had spilt milk or similar down her front and it had dried stiffly, rucking the soft flannel, opening up a gap between the buttons that revealed the edge of one heavy breast. Iona had the urge to do it up for her before Yannis noticed.


Bella’s eyes widened when she saw them.


‘Have you found him?’


‘No news at the moment, Mrs Upton, I’m afraid, but we wanted to clarify a few things from our last meeting. Could we come in?’


The house smelled of bins that should have been put out and laundry that should have been done. Teddy was sitting on his potty in front of the TV, eating toast, and when he got up, in just a vest, the tang of excrement added to the foetid mix.


This time they weren’t offered tea.


‘Have you heard from him?’ Iona asked, sitting down.


Bella shook her head.


‘Well, it’s still early days.’ Iona smiled. ‘I thought we could just go over exactly what happened on the Thursday evening before he disappeared.’


‘I was out with friends that night.’


‘How did he seem when you left the house?’


‘I didn’t really say much to him. He was working in the study.’


‘But he was okay when he got home from work? No more stressed than usual? The two of you got on all right?’


‘Yes, fine. I cooked for him and Teddy because I was going to eat at Chrissy’s, but Ewan doesn’t like eating before eight thirty, so I left a meal in the microwave for him. Then I fed and bathed Teddy and put him to bed. Then I got ready and went out at about seven.’


‘You said goodbye to Ewan?’


‘He was working.’


‘But you’re sure he was definitely at home?’


‘Yes, he was in his office.’


‘So, next morning when he left for work, did he seem okay?’


It took a moment for Bella to answer. ‘I never actually said goodbye to him on the Friday.’


‘No?’


‘I didn’t actually hear him go.’


Actually, actually.


‘I’d got quite drunk at Chrissy’s and then fell asleep on the sofa when I got home.’


Ah, hence the actually. She was ashamed.


‘I only woke up when Teddy started calling to get out of his cot. Ewan was already gone.’


‘But was he definitely still here when you got back on the Thursday night?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Bella said softly. ‘I just can’t remember. I … I just assumed he was.’


‘And you didn’t get up at all in the night? To use the bathroom, or get a glass of water?’ Yannis said.


As she shook her head her auburn lowlights flashed in the overhead light. The roots were growing out the same dark brown that she had in the photograph on the radiator cabinet. A slightly younger Bella Upton stood in this very room, with four other women. She was smiling, but there were dark rings around her eyes that the party make-up didn’t quite cover.


‘Is there any chance,’ Yannis said, ‘that Ewan might have gone the night before and you didn’t notice when you came in?’


‘I suppose it’s possible, but then Teddy would have been alone in the house. He wouldn’t do that … surely …’ She tailed off and silence descended but for the kettledrum sound effects of the cartoon in the front room. It seemed to Iona that Bella Upton was starting to realise that she didn’t know her husband quite as well as she thought.


‘Wait.’


Bella went to the microwave and opened it, then stood back to show them that it was empty. ‘He must have had his dinner, and he must have put the plate in the dishwasher and run it because it was all clean on Friday morning. I know because my childminder didn’t turn up – she normally clears it – so I had to put everything away myself. There was definitely a big plate there.’


‘Okay,’ Iona said. ‘So either he left late Thursday night, while you were out, or on the Friday morning, before you woke up. Let’s go back to Thursday night. You arrived at your friend’s house. What did you say her name was?’


‘Chrissy Welch.’ Bella nodded towards the picture on the cabinet. ‘She’s the blonde one at the end. She has a daughter, Chloe, the same age as Teddy.’


‘Anyone else there?’


‘Electra – with the short black hair – Skye with the dreadlocks and Jen at the other end.’


Iona studied the faces in the picture. The one at the end was younger than the others: attractive, in the unsubtle way that was considered the height of desirability these days. Not Iona’s type at all.


‘We all met at antenatal classes when we were pregnant. We’ve kept in touch because of the children really. We haven’t got much in common.’


‘And where was this?’


‘Chrissy lives in Cheyne Walk. One of the big houses. She’s a divorce lawyer.’


‘And you arrived there at what time?’


‘Seven thirtyish.’


‘And what time did you leave?’


‘Hang on, let me check my phone.’ Her voice was trembling and tears had sprung to her eyes. ‘We have a WhatsApp group.’ She swiped through the screens. ‘Yes, here. Chrissy sent a message to the others around eleven to say I was home.’


Yannis shifted in his seat. Was he judging this woman? If so, that wasn’t fair. Why shouldn’t she get blind drunk on the rare occasions she wasn’t looking after a toddler?


‘We really need to clarify when exactly Ewan left,’ Iona said gently. ‘So we can check CCTV footage, et cetera. You yourself have admitted you’d had a bit to drink on the Thursday night. Perhaps your friends are clearer about the events of that evening. Didn’t you say Chrissy brought you home? She might have noticed something that could help.’


Yannis added, ‘And at least she can confirm your movements.’


Bella Upton gave a physical jolt and her eyes widened. ‘This is nothing to do with me,’ she said. ‘I had no idea what he was planning. Don’t you … don’t you think I’d have tried to talk him out of it?’


She seemed genuinely shocked by Yannis’s implication. Or perhaps it had just confirmed her worst fear – that she was a suspect in the embezzlement. If Ewan Upton had left her here to deal with the aftermath of his crime, he really was an arsehole.


‘Thank you, Mrs Upton,’ Iona said, getting up. ‘That’s been very helpful. We’ll be in touch when we have anything to tell you.’


Clearly sensing that the mood of the investigation had changed, Bella Upton did not speak as she led them back down the hall.


They walked down the steps and out to the car, dodging the detritus from the weekend’s exertions: nitrous oxide canisters, takeaway cartons, lager cans. A single leopard-print stiletto lay abandoned on the first step of the house next door.


As Yannis pulled away Iona glanced back to see Bella Upton watching them from the window. A guilty woman? Or just a tense, scared, bewildered one?


Chrissy Welch had clearly made a lot of money from the misery of others. Her house was huge, and slap bang in the middle of the best part of Chelsea, right by the river but just a stone’s throw from the boutiques and juice bars. Four storeys of yellow-grey London brick, fenced off by a tall black railing woven with wisteria. In the summer it would be a glorious explosion of mauve or pink but was now a tangle of sorry-looking twigs.


Taking up two reserved parking spaces in front of a house along the street was a skip filled with earth and rubble. Another basement being dug out. People in Chelsea didn’t seem to place much value on their gardens. They took great bites out of them with extended basements, or conservatories, and any patch of grass that managed to sneak through was mercilessly paved. Iona herself couldn’t think of a nicer way to while away a sunny afternoon than lying on her back on her postage-stamp-sized lawn with a good book, but perhaps these people led more exciting lives.
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