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Evil is unspectacular and always human,


And shares our bed and eats at our own table


Herman Melville, W.H. Auden










He did it quite quickly, before she opened her mouth to start again.


It had started in the kitchen. He’d thought they could have sex first so he had started that way, looking into her face and touching as she talked. But then she kept on talking, You didn’t think, her voice hardening, you never thought this was— slapping his hand away then her voice rising until the sound of it set up a vibration in his head that had its own momentum, that he knew wouldn’t stop until he put an end to it, and it was simply there as the solution. There was really very little in that moment to be said against it.


He had smiled down at her then. He had never seen what other people saw: good-looking, ugly. In the pub he listened to what the others said about women, looking at the images on the big screen high in the corner, a woman under a shower with her head back and water running down her, they talked about the shape of her arse. He had a different range. He saw things they couldn’t see.


Then as he walked her backwards through the door and – registering her expression changing, her eyes going flat in the made-up face because she thought she knew why he wanted her in there, thought she could handle him – it occurred to him that the bedroom was a better place to do it, anyway, because the window looked out over the fields, and it was less likely that the neighbours would hear something. Although not impossible: he knew they heard things, it just hadn’t been of interest to him until now.


They had got as far as the bed so he let the body fall there, a shine on her legs from the window. As she went down in all the bedclothes there was a wet sound from her throat and for a flashing red second he thought maybe he hadn’t done it properly so he waited. But he considered that it must have been just air forced back out of the lungs somehow, perhaps as the body folded on itself, because she was certainly dead.


Her bedside table was dusty, and the bin in the corner was overflowing. Dirty. Lazy. On the bed now her face was half hidden in the duvet and he leaned over her, he knelt astride her breasts, looking down, and carefully he moved the fabric out of the way so he could see. He stepped back off the bed. Her legs were open and between them the dark. They could have gone on, another month or two at least. She’d been stupid, that was all. He began to consider that: how stupid?


Coming around the bed to the window he looked for a second: the meadow was uncut and shaggy as far as the tidal river. It had been hot a month now, a heatwave across Europe, it said on the news, five thousand dead although most of them old people. The grass was turning to straw.


He drew the curtains, then he turned to go into the kitchen. He was going to need a knife.




Chapter One


‘No,’ said Nat, turning on her side in the bed, bleary. Pleading. ‘No, Jim, for the five thousandth bloody time. I can’t talk to you any more.’ And losing patience, ‘Go away, Jim. Leave me alone.’


She stabbed at the phone with her finger to end the conversation and dropped it with a clatter on to the side table. Feeling all sorts of things, mostly guilty. The longer you stayed, the worse it was when it ended. She’d always known that, probably. Loving someone wasn’t everything, she hadn’t known that. Jim, Jim, Jim. He needed help. She should be helping him, not hanging up on him.


The last time she’d seen him he’d cried: she’d let him put his face on her shoulder, she’d patted, helpless. ‘I can’t do this,’ she’d said. Coward.


It was hot in the room: the boxes sat there still unopened, the big suitcase, crowding the small space. Although the window had been open all night Nat – Natalie only to the older generation, to her mother, who had for four years lived a thousand miles away in a cheap bit of Spain – felt suffocated suddenly, and struggled upright. A green light filtered in past the curtains but no dawn chorus, it was too hot even for the birds. She sank back on the pillow; she buried her face. Six thirty and it was only going to get warmer.


There was a reason Jim called at the crack of bloody dawn, although sometimes it was midnight. He never actually came out with it but the question hovered. Is there someone else there? Opening one eye Nat monitored the bed beside her, although she knew already. Of course there bloody isn’t. She was alone.


On the bedside table the phone rang again. Sitting up furiously, arms folded across her chest, Nat stared at it. One of these days, Jim, please, Jim, don’t … Only it wasn’t him, this time. Janine, said her screen.


As usual, Janine was already talking, before Nat even got the phone to her ear. Voice lowered. Steve must have got in late.


Nat waited. You had to do that with Janine: every fifth word might be useful, if you were lucky. You had to let the rest of it go, or your head would explode. Now she was addressing Nat, halfway through a sentence, hissing for her attention.


‘Sorry, Janine,’ Nat said. ‘What?’


‘Not coming back, is what she said.’ And Janine came to an expectant stop. Nat could picture her, half out of bed, rumpled cleavage, big hair askew.


A shaft of low, white-bright sun had got around the curtain. On the pillow, Nat shifted to get out of the dazzle and saw herself in the low dressing table mirror across the room. A fierce line of eyebrow, short dark hair sticking up. ‘It’s so hot,’ she said, disbelieving. Then, feeling it with a thud. ‘Hold on, did you say Beth’s—’


‘Late night?’ said Janine, impatient. ‘Have you been listening to a word I said, babe?’ In her fag-fuelled husky voice. ‘Look, I know the Tinder was my idea, you needed to move on, but—’


‘Janine, I don’t … there’s no one …’ Forget it. She started again. ‘What did you say?’


‘Beth’s texted me. She’d met some bloke up there and she’s not coming back.’


Up there, where she was supposed to be looking after her poorly mum.


‘Not coming back?’ Nat repeated stupidly and it was as if the air had been knocked out of her. She could hear her voice, sounding like a kid. ‘But she—’


The Bird in Hand without Beth? Beth winking across at Nat behind Janine’s back, a quick squeeze round Nat’s shoulders when Janine had just told her to cheer up, it might never happen. ‘But there’s … she’s supposed to be …’ She stopped. Beth hadn’t told Janine, had she? She’s got a doctor’s appointment next week. Hospital.


Just routine. Bound to be nothing. Just a check-up. It had been Nat had said that to Beth, just to get that look off her face.


Nat started again. ‘She said she—’


Hold on, what had she said? Sorry babe no signal really up here see you soon.


Janine rattled on oblivious. ‘She said she’s met the love of her life, not coming back after all.’ Impatient. ‘Whatever.’


‘Love of her life?’ Nat put a hand to her hair, feeling how short it was, feeling naked and exposed suddenly though she’d had it cut a month ago. She’d thought she was getting used to it, too.


‘Ergo she won’t be opening up today, and there’s a brewery delivery scheduled for nine.’ Janine was working up a rage. ‘Dumped me right in it, bloody typical.’


It was sinking in but it didn’t feel any better. ‘I … you want me to come in and open up?’ said Nat, trying to think.


Wheedling now. ‘I wouldn’t ask. Only Steve’s turned up, worn out, bless him, needs his kip. You know how he is.’


Did she? Big Steve, hardly opened his mouth to say a word and Janine made it quite clear it wasn’t his mind she was after.


‘All right,’ said Nat, not paying attention now. Thinking instead, her heart pattering, it’ll be one of her adventures, just some bloke. Janine must think that too or she’d be pulling her hair out. Because Beth might come in late more often than not with last night’s make-up on and spend the first half-hour cramming toast into her mouth but she was the reason half the punters came in.


But Janine was back in there. ‘Look, love,’ she said, confiding. ‘You’ve seen as many barmaids as I have, you know the type. She’s all lovey-dovey and your best friend – and she was, I know she thought a lot of you …’ Nat wanted Janine to just shut up, now, but of course, she didn’t. ‘But when a certain kind of bloke comes along, well. We might as well not exist, not her mates, not her job, nothing. Here today, gone tomorrow.’


Nat wasn’t going to say She wasn’t like that. She said nothing.


‘You can stay in the cottage,’ said Janine, hearing the silence, wheedling again. ‘All right? As long as you like.’


Nat had been supposed to be finding a new place to live next week, Beth covering for her. Never mind that now. Things went round in her head.


What about the punters who’d been asking when Beth was getting back from her mum’s? What about her boots in for reheeling in town?


What about Beth’s hospital appointment? Next Monday, half past three. Dodgy smear test, she’d said with a scowl, stuffing the crumpled piece of paper into her pocket when Nat caught her in the kitchen staring at it, asked her what was up. Abnormalities, said Beth, not looking her in the eye, hand still in her pocket.


And then Nat had remembered a doctor’s appointment, weeks before, because she’d heard Beth ask Janine for the time off. Poor old Dr Ramsay, she’d thought, with patients like Beth and Nat on her books, women and their insides.


Nat lay there another five minutes, the sheet over her face. When eventually she got up she meant to put the kettle on, but found herself at the window instead. She pushed the curtains out of the way and leaned over the sill, into the air. She could smell it, the dark smell of things stirred to the surface in the heat. The river.




Chapter Two


They’d started missing her even before she jumped ship for good, Beth’s fan club. A man had come in to the pub – the Bird in Hand, hidden up a meandering overgrown green lane from the river – a bit more than a week after Beth had first gone, disappeared up north after an afternoon shift with only a midnight text to Janine to say where, and why.


His name was Jonathan Dowd. A tall man Nat didn’t remember ever having seen before, who said, a bit shy, he and Beth’d been seeing each other only he hadn’t heard … she’d … she wasn’t answering his calls. Good-looking, she supposed, dark eyes, lean but broad-shouldered, he was having difficulty getting the words out. He must have known he wasn’t the only one, Nat muttered to herself, having to go back into the kitchen so as not to look into his mournful face. Ah, shit. Janine had patted him sympathetically on the shoulder for a good five seconds before asking him if he’d like to order.


Beth. Lovely Beth with her eyeliner and her almost perfect skin; you had to work with her, up close, to see the faintest stippled trace of acne scars, under the make-up. Very good at avoiding every job – crisps, mixers, changing the barrel – that she didn’t like, but even better at charming the punters which was why Janine turned a blind eye. Party girl Beth.


Nat had texted Beth the day after she went off to see her mum, got a text back hours later telling her there wasn’t much signal, See you soon. Fourth of August, her phone told her. The next message Nat had sent, a couple of days later, just checking in – How you doing, how’s your mum, get back here Janine’s doing my head in – had been delivered because Nat’s phone told her so. But wasn’t answered. Too busy, or no signal, or nothing much to say: Nat had shrugged that one off. She and Beth didn’t really text, what with working together.






Don’t forget your hospital appointment.








Nat felt like her mum, fussing. Big sister: neither of them had ever had a sister. It had been Beth held Nat’s hand when she needed it, and now it was Beth’s turn Nat was helpless.


Would Beth have made another appointment, up there wherever she’d gone? Hard to imagine her getting on to that straight away, not with the love of her life turned up, if Janine was right. As she pressed send, staring at her phone, Nat had felt her heart pattering in anxiety. More likely that was why Beth had gone. Running away, forgetting she’d ever had that letter. Abnormalities.


Nat had told herself, here today, gone tomorrow, over and over, till she almost believed it.


It was a busy week, though, even for August, and maybe Beth wouldn’t have been in her element anyway, her favoured method of serving a punter being to set her elbows on the bar lazily either side of her assets and deliver a slow smile while she worked out if he was worth her trouble or not.


Nat had never had a sister, and never had a friend like Beth. Someone who knew you, without you having to tell them, even if they were so different. At school Nat would have been the one who sat in the front row with her head down, and Beth arriving late and smelling of fags. But they hadn’t gone to school together, had they? From different ends of the country, Nat having grown up on the edge of this very village, done her time at the high school in town, then college. Beth, four years younger though you wouldn’t know it sometimes, was from somewhere up north and had left school at sixteen.


‘What good is fecking school anyway,’ she’d said, without bitterness, or so it seemed, cool, agreeable. ‘Flipping teachers after you every five minutes. What they gonna teach me?’


And then that smile, that big lazy smile that drew people to her. ‘More to learn other places. Right, Nat?’ And she’d give Nat a shove with her shoulder, that shoulder always peeling brown after hours staked out in the sun. She knew Nat had played it by the book: college, sleeping on sofas in London for a year trying to get jobs before ending up back here anyway. Both of them behind the bar of the Bird.


Nat had never had a friend like Beth, who’d step in front of her if a punter started something. The bloke who’d tried to climb across the bar when she’d just cut all her hair off back when … well, back then. After she’d left Jim. The bloke drooling, ‘You a dyke then?’ The hair had been down below her shoulder blades before, when she let it down, which mostly she didn’t. ‘You two? I’d like summa that.’


Beth had reached across her with a firm brown arm and pinched him somewhere at the base of his neck, then with the other hand shoved him so he ended sprawled on the floor. By the time Steve had walked through from the back at the sound, Beth had been leaning back frowning over a torn nail while Nat unloaded the dishwasher.


August was always busy. Was that why she’d chosen to jump ship now?


And what with schlepping in and out of the scruffy beer garden with trays while trying to keep her own smile in place and only Craig, the pub’s potboy – a lanky overgrown kid gone silent lately as if his mind was on other things: girls was Janine’s diagnosis – to help, Nat told herself she didn’t have too much time to think about Beth and why she’d done a runner. Or about her own future, and finding a place to live – which suited her fine. It didn’t get any cooler, though. It got hotter.


There was a film crew rumoured – Craig had mumbled something about it as his mum worked at the hotel they’d been staying in, ten miles inland – to be working no more than three fields away, some historical spine-tingler or other, murder in corsets. Wilkie Collins? One of those. They were supposed to be over in the direction of Eastcote where the sea wall snaked around the marsh, and the possibility of someone off the set straying up to the Bird kept Janine applying the slap every morning. Nat hadn’t been down that way to look but she had seen the glow of arc lamps above the hedges one night, so she assumed it was that way, where the river widened to meet the sea, grey and silver. She hoped they weren’t too pampered, because no hotels in a sixty-mile radius had such a thing as air-con.


The news had spread, though, it was why the caravan site – Sunny Slopes, as old-fashioned as it sounded but people obviously liked that – was so full and plenty of the visitors found their way along the footpath or the long way round up the lane to the Bird, the only pub in walking distance from that bit of the estuary.


Nat found herself missing the water: too full-on in the pub to get out there, away from the land, from the narrow landlocked river. The small sound of waves against wood and the caravans dotted across the slope. She missed her regulars in the Bird too: with the extra bodies they ended up squeezed into corners or staying away all together. Old Victor from the caravan site – her total, one hundred per cent favourite customer – had appeared in the door for his Tuesday night drink and she’d seen him think better of it and back out again apologetically, his bobble hat (whatever the weather it was bobble hat weather for Victor) hanging off the back of his old bald head as he disappeared.


That Friday – the day Beth went off radar, as they thought of it later, the day she disappeared – Janine had clattered down at midday. Made-up, hair fluffed and very pleased with herself, as usual: behind her Nat had seen Steve letting himself out the back door.


Steve had just walked in one spring evening, a customer like any other, a good-looking truck driver scanning the bar to check out the barmaid – Beth had been in the back, invisible, his eyes had met Janine’s and that had been that. Love at first sight, Janine purred: chemistry. In the six odd months he’d been around Janine spent the whole time bustling proudly in and out of the bar preening like she was the main attraction. Nat had to admit, Janine looked good on it even if the last thing on Nat’s own agenda, Tinder or no Tinder, was sexual satisfaction. The last bloke she’d gone for a drink with (two nights ago? Three?) had been lucky to get out of there without an axe in the back of his head.


So why was she doing it? She didn’t know. Never again – but she’d said that before.


‘Thanks for coming in, babe,’ said Janine, all fluffy angora and boobs as she slung an arm round Nat’s shoulders and squeezed.


‘S’all right,’ said Nat, distracted still by the thought of Beth. ‘I could do with the cash.’ Which was true. ‘And I get the weekend off, right?’ Janine had pretended not to hear that one.


Craig had looked relieved when he peered inside half an hour later and saw that he’d got Nat instead of Beth, maybe because he knew he wouldn’t be sweating it up and down from the cellar every five minutes. Craig was nineteen and monosyllabic. He had used to gaze at Beth as if she held the secrets of the universe for a while, but working with her – or something – seemed to have rubbed the edges off that.


‘I don’t understand though,’ she said to Janine as they dried up. ‘Beth. Texting you, like, six hours before she’s supposed to be starting back at work?’


And not a word to me.


‘You know our Beth,’ said Janine, eyeing a glass critically. Someone came through the swing doors, letting in the warm dusty air.


Nat stopped with her arms full of glasses. ‘But what about what’s-his-name, then? The guy who came in asking for her?’


‘And the rest,’ said Janine, scanning the room.


Beth didn’t talk to Nat about her love life, just came in humming to herself some mornings, in the same outfit she left in the night before. ‘Only causes trouble,’ she’d said once. ‘Falling out over blokes. Not worth it.’


‘The rest?’ said Nat warily now to Janine. Not wanting to think Beth would have told her what she didn’t tell Nat. Janine only shrugged, inscrutable. ‘No law against it,’ she said. ‘Keeping her options open; not old yet, is she?’ Then moved past Nat to serve the customer.


Nat felt a stir of something, discontent. Was she worried, or jealous? She’d have liked to be reckless herself, once in a while; she’d have liked not to worry about consequences. But she’d had a mum to do that for her, and Nat’s rebellion had been to stick to the straight and narrow. Lying in a field with Jim when they were both seventeen and talking about getting married and buying a flat. Coming back had just been temporary, just while she applied for more jobs, internships, a bit of money and the river to sail on. Jim had been waiting, of course, like she’d always been going to come back. She loved him. Of course she did, how could she not – he was like family. She would never hurt him if she could help it. Thirteen years together. Sometimes you couldn’t help it.


In the corner sat three girls from the caravan site with fluorescent scrunchies in their hair, each one staring down at a mobile screen. Long fingernails painted individually with stars and flowers, crystals and stripes. Nat got a good look at the nails, tapping out an irritable rhythm on the bar when she asked for the lead girl’s ID. Close on nineteen (if the ID wasn’t fake) and wearing pigtails – they made Nat feel old, what with one thing and another. They were, she overheard, in a tent there for a month in the hope of catching sight of one of the actors on the film set, some good-looking stubbled bloke whipping off his wig in the heat. No one Nat had ever heard of, but there it was. Past twenty-five was old. Bet they knew how to make Tinder work in their favour too: she heard a squeal and laughs of derision as a profile did the rounds.


Beth, Beth. The day of Beth’s appointment at the hospital came and went and Nat’s anxiety didn’t go away, it hardened, sitting there like a lump in her belly. It was mixed up with something else, too. Beth had sat next to her in the pub’s back garden with both arms around her, telling her everything would be all right. And that they’d be friends for ever. That hadn’t been her imagination.


Janine’s view was that it was typical, she’d seen Beth’s type before and they let you down, every time. She didn’t know about the hospital but maybe she’d still think, typical. Beth had just dropped everything and walked, a different part of the country, a new bloke, clean slate, pure and simple.


Would Beth’s mum tell her to make a new appointment? There was no way of knowing, because Beth had never talked about her.


Then, Thursday night and busy, in she walked, planting her forearms heavily on the bar. Mrs Hawkins, Beth’s landlady. Ex-landlady.


‘Where is she?’ she said. A woman of seventy-odd who looked, on balance, more grumpy old bloke than female, square and unkempt. Beth hated her, Nat knew. ‘I’ve left notes. Three weeks overdue with the rent and she’s not answering the door.’


‘She didn’t say anything to you?’ said Janine, all innocence.


That was when Nat, reaching for the beer pump, felt the first whisper of something not right. ‘She’s gone, hasn’t she,’ Janine informed the woman stiffly, turning back and pushing the drink down the bar to Paddy. He raised his head a moment to look past her at Nat. A sad smile: he knew how Nat felt about Beth. Tall and kind, Paddy was a quiet presence at the bar most nights, but he was shy: he took his pint and retreated from Mrs Hawkins into his corner. ‘Up north to her mum’s.’


The woman’s old prune of a mouth worked away as they watched her. ‘Well,’ she said finally, having settled on something that satisfied her. ‘If she thinks she’ll see the deposit again she’s got another think coming. The state she’s left it in.’


She went on for a bit longer, to anyone in earshot, but Nat wasn’t really listening. There was a flutter set up, a buzz in her head, something to do with the nasty old woman running on, complaint after complaint, filthy, more to do with Beth.


It was the thought of Beth gazing abstractly into the spotted glass of the mirror in the back as she applied make-up to that little rash of bumpy scars you had to get close to see. The thought of her tugging carefully at her skirt to get it sitting just right, then leaning forward to smile across the bar – and with a dull thud Nat thought, all over again, Come back.


And then the room felt full, hot, the sound of voices was too loud and there were too many faces she didn’t know. Where were they, the familiar ones? Paddy, Victor, Mary from the shop with her two glasses of port, and Beth’s lager-drinking admirers. Crowded out. Gone.


‘You all right?’ said Janine, frowning. And the door was swinging shut behind Mrs Hawkins and there was Paddy after all, looking at her, sorrowful, along the bar. ‘You should get home early, Craig can come in.’ Worried now, guilt poking at her, Nat could see; Janine got bad-tempered when she felt guilty. An explosive sigh. ‘Go on then, take tomorrow morning off.’


But Nat stood still, unable to reach for her bag and go, because she felt that thud all over again, the same one she’d felt when Janine first called her to say Beth wasn’t coming back. Because it didn’t make sense. Just didn’t.


When Nat had left Jim she’d come for the key to the cottage and Beth had been standing behind the bar, getting ready to open up. ‘Oh, love,’ she’d said, watching Nat pile her bags and boxes inside the door. Then she’d shoved up the counter and come through it and hugged her, long and hard.


And now she was gone and with her the sense of something gone for ever: Beth wouldn’t have wanted that, not to just – disappear, not for things to move on without her. But she was gone. And the prickle of something else, moving in.


The feeling lasted, long after she turned out the light. She tried saying, over and over, ‘She’s gone, get over it,’ but however many times she told herself, it didn’t sound right. Nat lay in the dark with the window open, watching the last glow leave the summer evening; listening for the river. If you waited it always came, the trickle and rush of the weir.




Chapter Three


Friday


There was a little twinge, the old ache, as Victor climbed out of the narrow bed and headed for the stove. You couldn’t keep every little complaint on the radar but he was so used to this one he might even miss it if it disappeared. Lower right quadrant, somewhere deep inside, not muscular. Somehow he knew it would not disappear. He need not fear.


It wasn’t the bed: he rather liked the bed, and it wasn’t uncomfortable. It made him think of the navy, and the war, and the narrow bunks on the Belfast; he could even persuade himself the walls of the tin box that now was home were like a ship’s steel bulkheads. Not, of course, that wartime had been congenial, nor the RNVR either for an eighteen-year-old volunteer, but the older you got the warmer memories felt, and Victor didn’t have any terrible ones. He hadn’t forgotten for one minute what it was to be young, and the twinge didn’t have any effect on that.


He lit the gas, set the kettle on to boil, and opened his little door.


Victor had never been a big man, and he’d got smaller. A caravan – he never called it a mobile home, it didn’t have the right ring, to him, ‘caravan’ at least spoke of nomads and the wide desert – suited his proportions pretty well, all things considered. Sophie, of course, had paled at the idea when it had become the only option available. She couldn’t offer to have him, he’d always known that. Richard wouldn’t allow it. Richard was never asked, but he wouldn’t have it.


Where the twinge barely touched Victor, the thought of Richard weakened him, it turned his knees old and feeble. Steadying himself he reached for the bobble hat Sophie had knitted him and adjusted it carefully to sit above his ears, then put a hand to the frame of the miniature door and took a deep breath of morning air. Heat, stubble, a holiday family cooking bacon on the far side of the site and the river underneath it all. Cautiously, Victor lowered himself to sit on the step, mug in hand.


Sunny Slopes was full, it being August. More had rolled up last night, cheerful parent-voices at two in the morning. Victor didn’t mind that: there was very little left that he allowed himself to mind and he decided that sleeplessness, at his age, was a chance to prolong life, or expand it. Time otherwise spent dead to the world. He missed his drink in the pub, his favourite corner too full this week with teenage drinkers, but the sleepy chatter of small children, car doors closing, the sounds of tired tearfulness and consolation, the memory of Sophie – the Sophy, my little sophist, my sophisticate – as a tiny creature, were all soothing. A round pale face looking up at him in wonder, or trust.


He didn’t know how he could have let it happen. Let him happen: Richard. And now the baby cemented it, where once it might have been loosened. And Sophie nearly fifty and crying with happiness.


Had it been his responsibility to step in, to say: Sophie, may I inspect this man before you ally yourself to him? His duty to say: Sophie, this is not the man for you? Tender-hearted Sophie, rescuer of spiders, Sophie of the stout little legs who cried over a rabbit dead in a field? He turned that idea over and over, not being one for regret but sometimes regret was appropriate. In this case, Sophie could have done with his intervention. Would she have listened? He would never know, now. He, her father, came on the scene too late, when Sophie’s head only turned to follow Richard around the room, to gaze at Richard as he held forth.


Her mother, her mother now. She wouldn’t have let this happen, but Sophie’s mother was long gone. Joy, dead of cancer at fifty-one, in five minutes flat. One day she was frowning over her cookery books and the next she couldn’t form words. The girl he married.


Victor got to his feet, creaking, the tea half cold. Better to do something than sit and turn it over and over. He tipped the tea away, washed the mug, frowned at the brown ring inside it he never seemed to be able to get rid of as Sophie could, with her dishwasher and her array of products. She had been once to the site, pregnant, dismayed, newly powerless. After that he had travelled on the train to meet her, halfway between here and there.


But Victor loved it here. It might, to others – to Richard – be a seedy caravan park but to Victor, with dreams of boyhood sailing adventures, it had a particular magic, the place where the sea turned into a river. Turn one way and it opened out grey to the horizon, turn the other and it narrowed, secret, blurred with nodding bulrushes, with hedges crowding the water. The sound of the weir hidden from sight.


A walk. Down to the river, on the way to the red telephone box that still, against all the odds, stood and functioned in the lane. Richard would be at work, it was after nine, Sophie at home with the baby. Round-eyed, downy-headed Rufus who looked nothing like his father, who was all his Sophie, utterly his grandchild. Nearly three.


Victor sat on the bench, in the sun that stood high now in the sky, so slowly had he made his way up from the site with the scent of the tide behind him.


The bench had been cemented into the verge where the footpath came up from the river and joined the lane, out of sight of the water, inland. Victor could see the red flash of the phone box from where he sat, or could before he closed his eyes better to enjoy the warmth on his face. He didn’t object to this heat, not at all, it was being old. Among the many things he hadn’t known about being old was that it made you grateful for every heat source, like an old lizard he liked to bask against hot stone, drawing up the warmth, breathing slowly, conserving energy. The hat comfortable around his ears. He could tell from the raised voices on the site that it didn’t agree with everyone, by no means, tempers frayed at night. The children liked it, running around till midnight and no reason to go to bed. Rufus: she could bring little Rufus here.


There was a sound, down below him, down the path, the whisper of grasses parting. Take away one sense, the others sharpen. That was a thing about age, too: capacities were removed but shyly, apologetically, others tiptoed up, offering themselves. He might forget what whiskery Mary at the post office had said to him yesterday morning but he could remember Joy’s face as she leaned back against the pillow in some foreign hotel room. The light from the window, reflections of water on the wall.


Eyes closed, Victor could hear the crunch of footsteps on the hard dry ground: slow, methodical steps. There was something, something that he hadn’t remembered. Was that a gift, a mercy – or the opposite? To know that something had struck you as worth remembering yesterday, the day before, two weeks ago, but for the life of you, you couldn’t lay your hands on it when you tried.


A man’s footsteps.


Richard. Richard. Victor had seen cruelty before, it wasn’t new to him. The pale-eyed lieutenant on that beach in Anzio, kicking a frightened man. Getting out his pistol. Seventy years ago but he hadn’t forgotten that. Men in pubs, in offices, the occasional careless, shocking female. It was there if you looked, which he did not. He should have looked, and then he might have saved Soph.


Eyelids trembling, Victor performed his favourite trick for soothing himself: sit quiet and think of all those you are fond of, have loved, felt affection for, been grateful to. Love must become an elastic thing, find it more readily, feel it more often, as it is more necessary the older you get, not less: you can love whiskery Mary because she remembers without fail to put your newspaper aside, and will post a parcel for you if you arrive before the counter opens. Soph sat comfortably top of the list and Rufus still a part of her, nestling in the crook of her arm, beaming.


Then something altered in the air around him, and Victor found himself staying very still on his bench.


Go away, Richard.


He kept his eyes closed. Old man snoozing in the sun: old man playing dead. And then the warmth diminished, as though he was sitting in someone’s shade, there was a dimming through his papery closed eyelids. The memory swam, mysterious, a pike through the weeds: he let it. As with the pike, an encounter might not be desirable. He was holding his breath. He was afraid.


The air hummed with it: danger, he knew it of old, like cruelty, there was no mistaking it. Victor sat for as long as he could, to let it pass, but he felt a strangeness creep up through his body and it seemed suddenly urgent that he open his eyes. He didn’t want to sit there, in his own dark, and wait for it. So he opened his eyes, and there was no one there. He looked up at the sky, for some fugitive cloud, but it was clear.


Sitting up on the bench, Victor cleared his throat carefully. He stood and turned carefully to keep confusion at bay but there it was, down at the bottom of the lane, the dark shape of a man. He shifted so his back was to the lane, turned towards the telephone box as if he’d seen nothing.


That was it. That was what he had forgotten, the thing he had seen, the feeling it had given him: a man walking up that lane towards him. How long ago? He waited, for the small pleasure of remembering to spark but something wasn’t responding.


The phone box seemed a long way away now, and he did feel distinctly odd, but he would get there. He needed to talk to Soph. There were things he needed to tell her.


The wind picked up only when she got past the big old mastless yacht that had been wedged in the mud for twenty years, a good gust that filled the small square sail and Nat settled back in the stern as she felt the small boat tilt and gather under her. It had been early when she’d called Paddy and he had mumbled into the phone so softly she couldn’t hear him, then he shifted the phone to his good ear. Funny old Paddy: she’d noticed that habit. When he couldn’t hear, his voice dropped too, as if fearful of giving the wrong answer.


‘Can I borrow her for an hour or so?’ she said, again. ‘Catch the tide.’ High tide at midday, and she had to be at the Bird for one. Out here, though, it all fell away. All the worry.


She came past the yacht, the Sweet Breeze, settled long since into the silver-grey mud on a tilt, and the sweep of the site came into view.


How old was Paddy? She squinted up at the cloudless sky, feeling the burn on her cheeks already. Could be fifty. Older? More likely younger, given he’d worked outside his whole life. The back of his neck was burned dark, his eyes crinkled but nicely, the creases came out with his rare smiles. A thatch of hair, unruly. Only a sprinkling of grey.


‘Sure, sure,’ he had murmured, ‘why not?’ as he always did. Nat had felt a little prick of guilt then, feeling like she was taking advantage. Was Paddy too much of a gentleman to expect anything in return for the loan of his battered little boat? And as if he knew her thoughts: ‘She needs taking out,’ he said vaguely. ‘Day like this.’


He worked for Jim: that was what made Nat uneasy, taking advantage. Though Jim needed Paddy, a master craftsman who could replace a stanchion or patch a bit of decking in his sleep, more than Jim needed him. Jim had inherited the yard from his own father when Nat had been at college and had been out of his depth trying to make it work from the beginning, wanting nothing more than to be an apprentice himself, not responsible for paying business rates and drumming up business. He hadn’t been in the shed yet when Nat had come down to the front this morning for the boat. She didn’t know when he did get in, these days. No longer any of her business.


Talking of gentlemen. Nat put in a tack and let the sail out to run down closer to the campsite: the tide was only half up so there was a hundred metres of mud keeping her at a distance. The grassy slope was pale from two dry months, the neat rows of mobile homes were on the eastward side, at the other end a patchwork of tents where it flattened upriver. The black clapboard hut. She could make out figures clustered round the door to a big trailer two up from Victor’s, women with arms folded, gassing.


Had it all started when Jim had insisted on buying the flat? Waterside new-build, balcony, mod cons, too much money. A mortgage he could only just afford with Nat paying rent too – she’d told him they’d be better off renting together but he wouldn’t listen. Then he’d got into trouble borrowing more when a job went bad and the customer refused to pay, stuffing bills in the bin so she couldn’t see them. And when she found out, he’d gone out and got so pissed he slept in the shed.


Nat had given him her savings, to bail him out. But it had changed things: there’d been a grimness to it after that. He needed her. She had to stay. And then – it happened. She got pregnant. And then she knew she couldn’t stay.


The boat Nat borrowed was called the Chickadee, and she was probably older than Paddy. Nat offered Beth a sail once but Beth had made a face. ‘I get seasick on the dodgems,’ she’d said. ‘Dunno how I ended up in a place like this.’ Smiling, fond, like what she was really saying was that she was happy, in a place like this.


Nat was getting too close to the land. She still hadn’t spotted Victor but she put in another tack and headed off downriver, the site behind her.


The wind slackened and the boat turned heavy, the water gurgled lazily against the bow. The open sea and the chance of more of a breeze was five miles downriver; where the Chickadee drifted it was so still there was a heat haze across the far bank, dusting the familiar outlines of trees, a row of cottages, a big house with its veranda. The golden sweep of a cornfield. Behind her the estuary narrowed below the little tumble of the village’s roofs, hidden by trees it as it wound its way inland.


Would she have missed this, would it have been in her dreams? Should she have left, long ago, before Beth turned up at the Bird in Hand? Told Jim back then, I want to see the world?


In the meantime, getting out on the water was compensation. Maybe one day she’d have saved enough for her own boat, though not any day soon on what Janine was paying. And she had rent to find now. A deposit, eventually.


She wasn’t going to think about Jim, or the flat, the bedroom with the massive bay window, the tiny kitchen so small she could feel the warmth of his body if he came in while she was cooking, or vice versa. Nat shoved the tiller harder than she’d meant to and had to correct it. That was the trouble with getting out of the pub, out here under the big sky, it got more difficult to keep certain thoughts out. The boat swung and the campsite came back into view. She took a breath and scanned it for Victor. Her all-time favourite human being, full stop.


Victor, quiet in the corner of the pub, lifting his schooner of sherry with care. Victor, a steady presence, the old sloping shoulders under a ridiculous charity shop coat he wore with dignity. Beth had loved Victor. Everyone loved Victor. Victor, they all agreed, would live for ever.


What was that? She squinted, nudging the tiller with her knee so she could use the hand to shade her eyes. Something flashed in the trees at the top of the site, coming down the lane that wound off up and eventually reached the Bird, a mile on. Something catching the light. Her eyes travelled back down, to Victor’s caravan, door closed, she could even see the little table where he sat for his breakfast on a fine day, folded and leaning against it, the chair flat beside it.


Victor had come into the pub the day after, when Nat was still sore in her belly, her legs still shaking with the shock of it but she’d said to Janine she’d work because there was no way, no way on this earth she was ever going to tell anyone what she’d done. Bad enough that Jim had to know, that the nurses had to know, that doctor whose face now she had turned to a blur. Victor had looked up from his table and in some trick of the dim light of the saloon bar she had felt his eyes rest on her, and she’d wanted to cry. I didn’t mean to. Like a kid. Close on thirty and not grown-up after all.


Beth had been in that day. Back in May, a beautiful day, maybe the beginnings of the weather that had stretched into August, but in May the air had been crystal clear and perfect. Nat blinked, trying to remember, and the campsite lost focus.


Beth, coming out of the pub kitchen, humming to herself. Nat’s face so pale it was almost transparent in the mirror over the toilet in the back, but at first she thought Beth, coming in behind her, hadn’t noticed a thing. Her mind elsewhere. In fairness, Beth’s mind usually was. If she closed her eyes she could still remember what Beth had been wearing. Striped top she tugged down to show off her shoulders, high-waisted jeans that showed off her backside. She had breezed in then stopped, her face in the mirror beside Nat’s.


Nat’s face, green and ill.


‘You sick?’ said Beth sharply, and her hand was on Nat’s shoulder, pulling her round so she could see, not trusting what there was in the mirror, for once. Beth who loved her own reflection so much she turned in front of it, blowing kisses. ‘Hey?’ Scrutinising her. And that warning note in her voice, as if Nat was a twelve-year-old come off her bike and Beth, Beth of all people, her mum. Angry and fearful and something else, something that came unwillingly with the hand she put up to Nat’s cheek, sorrowful. ‘What’ve you done?’


Nat rubbed at her eyes in the fresh wind, trying to see Victor’s back door, half a mile away across the grey water.


He would have gone out for a walk. She swallowed. Victor didn’t like to just sit there: he’d said that to Nat probably the first time she served him. It was what had started her sailing again, a year ago, if she was honest. ‘When in doubt,’ he had said, slightly out of breath as he reached the bar and she’d asked him if he was all right, ‘just get outside a bit.’ He had looked just a bit down in the mouth then, as if he wasn’t so sure any more, but the large sherry had perked him up.


Not a big man but upright, and neat in his movements so that you couldn’t see until he got close how old he was. Very old. Janine said she thought he was ninety. Frowning, because that was the effect pity had on Janine, it made her uncomfortable. ‘Ninety and living in a caravan. I mean.’ Although Victor never mentioned where he lived to begin with. He had asked her about herself, and against all the odds Nat had found herself answering.


Nothing big, nothing – she didn’t want to tell. Not that there was much, anyway, not then, just the underwhelming truth. Where she was from, family. Although she had the definite feeling he worked things out, from the way he nodded, or frowned, or winced. Victor came in regular as clockwork twice a week and they always had a conversation but she only ever learned snippets about him. A widower, he’d worked in books somewhere, one daughter. A listener rather than a talker; the most unlikely people found themselves talking to Victor, she’d seen them. Tucked in his corner while he nodded, sipping his sherry.


It only came to her then, why it seemed important to see Victor. She wanted to ask him about Beth.


She didn’t know what it had been that had made her turn wordless in front of the mirror and butt her head, just for a second, into Beth’s neck. And Beth’s arms coming around her, firm and warm and steady. ‘’S’all right, darling.’ Not letting go.


Holding on until she knew Nat was safe. Without her it would have been like falling into a deep dark hole, Nat not knowing where, who, what she was. What kind of person has an abortion? What kind of cold bitch leaves the boy she’s known since he was a kid, leaves him alone to cry? ‘It’s all right,’ Beth said, into her hair, as if she knew what Nat was thinking. ‘Sometimes you got to do something horrible, sometimes you got no alternative.’


Five months ago. It seemed like a lifetime.


Had it been a week later, or more? Nat had sat down beside Victor at his usual spot and together they had contemplated Beth up there behind the bar, big gold hoops swinging and an inch of belly exposed as she reached for an optic, Janine eyeing her from the other end of the bar. They had been talking about home: coming home. She had told him about London.


‘When you’re young,’ Victor said thoughtfully, ‘yes, of course. You need to see a bit of the world.’ Pulling his hat straight, the way he did when he was thinking, and watching Beth exchange glances with Janine. ‘I think it’s rather nice to find a place to stop, though, too. A home, if you like, wherever that is.’ And Beth had smiled across at them.


Nat came about again, and headed for the jetty that ran off the far end of the campsite because with a bit of luck there would be enough tide by now for her to get there. She was so focused on the tide, though, and the rickety little jetty and how high the water was that it wasn’t until she was pulling down the sail to drift the last few metres that she saw it. Standing there trying to see round the canvas as she took it up in her arms, although all her life Nat had felt safer in a boat than out of one, suddenly the boards under her feet felt unsteady and she had to grab the mast.


An ambulance was parked at the top of the site, its blue light revolving, and a small crowd gathering.




Chapter Four


Nat ran, jerky, up the spiky stubbled grass between guy ropes and trailers, and holidaymakers turned to see her go. They stepped back to let her past. A toddler let his ice cream cone drop, top heavy into the dust.


Why should it be him? It could be any of them, a kid fallen from a tree, a dad hit his thumb with a hammer, asthma attack. She felt sweat drip from her forehead. She knew it was Victor.


Something to do with wanting to ask him if Beth had said anything to him about leaving – but mostly because Victor was ninety, after all. Over ninety. Not that he gave any sign of being afraid of anything – always merry, always interested, asking her about her mum in Spain and how she managed for marmalade – but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. So there were nights when Nat saw the pub doors close behind Victor as he set off on that dark walk back to the site, the vulnerable look to the back of his old neck below the bobble hat, like a tortoise’s, and the thought popped into her head that, at ninety, it’s right there. Death is right there, not a surprise, long overdue. It’s going nowhere.


And it was him. Stretchered out, two ambulancemen in fluorescent jackets were loading him into the back of the ambulance. She could see his proud beaked nose, dark nostrils, hands folded on his chest.


‘Can I, can I—’ Nat was out of breath. She kept going almost till she could reach out and take one of his hands but the near ambulanceman already had a warning hand on her arm.


‘You related?’ he said.


‘Victor?’ Ignoring him, she leaned closer. ‘Victor? What happened?’ His mouth moved, lopsided, but no sound came out. Alive. Alive.


‘He can’t talk.’ Another voice, from behind her.


A paramedic was inside the ambulance, stooped over some machine or other, as they continued to slide him in. Nat turned to see who’d spoken. It was a stocky man in shirtsleeves, dusty colourless hair sticking up. ‘What happened?’ she said, and as he opened his mouth she did know who he was, he had been into the pub once or twice. Owen something: Victor had told her. Had stuck up for him, even, a graceless man, no eye contact as he ordered his drink. Owen Wilkins, manager of the campsite, sandy-haired and short-tempered.


‘He collapsed,’ said Wilkins. ‘They found him beside the telephone box.’ Impatient.


A bookish man, Victor had said, an exile from the modern world, that’s Mr Wilkins. I sympathise, he’d said, though Victor was in fact very interested in the modern world. His one wish to have the funds for a mobile phone, one day, when the pension allowed. He took the bus to the library to use their computers once a week.


All this raced through her head. Victor Victor Victor. Don’t go. I need to ask you. Because Victor would know. He had the vigilance, which went along with having someone – something – at his shoulder waiting. He noticed, all sorts.


Victor was inside the ambulance.


‘I’ll come with him,’ said Nat but Wilkins shook his head, his pale mouth set in a line.


‘It’s my responsibility,’ he said, and he was already climbing in.


The driver had closed one door and the revolving light gave a whoop. ‘It’s sorted, love,’ the paramedic said. ‘Quicker we get there …’ He didn’t finish the sentence before the other door closed on them.


‘Where are you taking him?’ Nat called after the ambulance, but they were bumping off, across the dusty grass.


Nat turned, feeling as though she had cement in her chest.


A girl said, ‘Raynwick casualty, it’ll be. My nan got took there last year when she had a turn.’ The three of them were there, the film-set groupies, all tanned dark, their hair blonded at the hairline, all in short shorts. One smaller than the others, like a little doll, one had boobs and was proud of them, and the one who’d spoken was the tallest and skinniest.


‘Who found him?’


‘Kirsty did,’ said the little one, elbowing the tall girl – Kirsty – who shifted from one foot to another, uncomfortable,

carefully taking gum out of her mouth as if Nat was a teacher. Rolling it into a ball between thumb and finger with her fancy nails catching the light. ‘We were right behind her, though,’ said the small one.


‘Did he say anything?’ Nat asked, the cement in her chest seeming to rise up her throat. ‘Victor. What happened?’


A fidgeting like Chinese whispers. ‘We was talking about the dead body,’ said Kirsty. ‘In the weir, drowned.’ Darkly. ‘He’d bin in the water days, someone said.’


He. Nat felt her heart disappear, then it was speeding up.


‘Who?’ she said.


‘Some kid,’ said Kirsty, sticking the gum back in. ‘Police car come up the site, late last night, asking if we know him. We was talking about it up the lane and he – Victor did – he made like to turn round, just ahead of us on his way to the telephone, but he looked all funny. He … he started to ask us about it then he just went over. He like just fell right over.’ She looked sulky and scared at once. ‘I run for Mr Wilkins.’


‘What kid?’ said Nat, running out of breath. ‘The body. Do they know his name?’


But they just shrugged, turning away, parting to release her, she didn’t know if they’d lost interest or they’d had enough of answering questions. She watched them go.


There’d been a drowning a year or so ago, further upstream, a teenager pissed on alcopops from some booze factory in the town. It didn’t have to be someone she knew, but Nat’s heart was pounding all the same.


She was inside Victor’s caravan thinking she could bring something with her to the hospital, his pyjamas at least, a toothbrush, when the girl with the cleavage stuck her head round the door, eyes bright and round. Nat had only taken a step inside, got as far as scanning the photographs on a shelf in frames that looked like silver, her eye travelling over the neatly made bed to stop and wonder why a drawer was already open and its contents turned over, when she heard the sound behind her, and her heart was off again.


‘Did you see anyone come in here?’ she said. The door had been unlocked. The silver frames were still there, though: if someone had thought to take advantage.


The girl shrugged. ‘No one would nick off old Victor,’ she said, after a moment’s thought.


‘What did you come for?’ asked Nat, trying not to make it sound like an accusation.


‘They’re saying it was Oliver,’ said the girl and for a moment the name meant nothing, Nat just stared. ‘He’s one of your regulars, isn’t he?’ the girl said. ‘I seen him up there, up the pub. Oliver, his mate works there, tall bloke never says nothing, whassisname. Craig, is it?’ And then, impatiently. ‘The body, they’re saying it’s him. S’Ollie.’


Raynwick had been a Victorian hospital, now expanded with an ugly modern extension that almost completely hid the original. By the time Nat got there it was almost three.


‘Never,’ Janine had said, ‘never.’ Then, ‘I mean, someone did mention a body, I don’t know, I thought it’d be some down-and-out.’ Shaking her head. ‘Come to think of it he’s not been in, has he?’ Glancing at Steve. ‘Since Beth did her runner.’


Nat just stood, frozen, not wanting to think about it, at all, any of it. The girls whispering about it in the lane, excited and horrified – but did they care? Just a kid. Ollie: she tried and tried but something had stuck in her brain, all she could picture was his mop of hair, head bent over his glass, Beth nudging and pointing, he’s the shy one. That stuck in her throat. Maybe the girls did care. But then Victor hearing them talk and staggering, keeling over.


Then Janine had been concerned, in a distracted way. ‘Ah, bless, old Victor. Well …’ She tailed off before she could say something about a good innings, which was just as well as Nat might have lamped her. Janine had a good heart but she just didn’t bloody think, sometimes. She’d rolled her eyes when Nat had asked if she could get off early – again? unspoken – and distinctly put out when Steve had said he’d give her a lift to the hospital, but Nat wasn’t going to think about that.


She could see Victor from the corridor through some curtains, still motionless on his back under a sheet. They’d said to wait a bit, the consultant was in there. Did all hospitals smell the same? It made her uneasy, to remember sitting on the bed, behind the curtain, taking the pill the nurse had given her. ‘That’s done with,’ she told herself. ‘This is urgent. Come on, come on.’


Owen Wilkins was still there: she saw him on his phone at a window, looking down into the car park. Geography teacher trousers, and as he turned at the sound of her, the same look most of Nat’s teachers had had, exasperation at everyone else’s stupidity. He was here, she supposed, which was something. Victor had stuck up for him, but then Victor was kind.


Wilkins hung up, frowning at her.


‘What’s the news?’ she said. ‘What do they say? Is he going to be all right?’


Wilkins cleared his throat. ‘They’re still assuming it was a stroke,’ he said, Welsh somewhere faint in his accent. Eyeing her, hostile. ‘What’s your connection with him?’ Rude. A pause. ‘If I might ask.’ Still rude.


‘I’m his friend,’ Nat said. ‘I expect you’ll need to get back sooner or later, won’t you? To your caravan site.’ She was angry now. And blurting, finally, ‘I don’t like to think of him being alone.’


Wilkins pursed his lips, but before she could get angrier the curtains around Victor’s cubicle opened and a consultant emerged, gave them a look and turned to walk off. Nat had to hurry after him, practically tugging at his sleeve, but when he did stop he was patient. ‘Is it a stroke?’ she said.


‘It could be just a TIA, transient ischaemic attack, meaning it will pass without effect, or it might be more serious,’ said the doctor, shoving his glasses up his nose to look at her.


‘I’m a friend,’ she said quickly. ‘He’s … he’s got a daughter, I know that. Sophie. His daughter. They’re very close.’ How did she know that? She knew how Victor’s voice changed, down a register, tender, when he talked about Sophie – which was rarely. ‘Should I contact her?’


‘Mr Wilkins has offered to do that,’ said the consultant. A laminated tag round his neck had a photograph, and his name. Mr Paget. He was maybe fifty and wore a crumpled shirt and tie. ‘Have I got that right, is he called Wilkins?’


Nat turned but the site manager wasn’t where she’d left him. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘Owen Wilkins.’


‘He … is he the manager of the … wherever Mr Powell lives?’ Obviously Mr Paget had not quite got his head around a man like Victor living in a place like the Sunny Slopes, in a mobile home.
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