


[image: Cover Image]




  

THAT SUMMER AFFAIR

  
 

SARAH CHALLIS

 
 
[image: Image]







  
Copyright © 2007 Sarah Challis


  
The right of Sarah Challis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


  
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010


  
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


  
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


  
eISBN : 978 0 7553 7653 7


  
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette Livre UK Company


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


  
www.headline.co.uk




 


 About the Author


Sarah Challis, whose father is the distinguished cinematographer, Christopher Challis, travelled widely with film units as a child. She is now happily settled in a Dorset village and is married with four sons.





 

Also by Sarah Challis and available from Headline Review

  



Killing Helen

Turning for Home

Blackthorn Winter

On Dancing Hill

Jumping to Conclusions

Footprints in the Sand



 


The wonderfully evocative new novel from the author of FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND. 


When Jodie Roberts goes missing from a sleepy Dorset village, the repercussions that reverberate through the small community are as far-reaching as they are devastating. Rachel begins to question her marriage for the first time after routine police enquiries reveal that her husband, Dave, lied about his whereabouts that evening. It seems that her loving family is about to be torn apart. 


For Henry, Rachel’s neighbour, Jodie’s disappearance is also deeply traumatic. Feelings of guilt, loneliness and grief are brought to the surface, and he struggles to cope with painful memories. 


Will she turn up safe and sound or will she be one of the unlucky ones? Those runaways who don’t turn up unscathed . . .





 

For Adam and Darunee, with much love




Chapter One


LATER ON THAT summer, when Rachel Turner thought back to the events which were to change her life, she found that she could remember every detail of the evening she heard that Jodie Foot was missing, even the exact time she learned the news. It was seven twenty-six on the second Friday in June. She saw herself standing at the sink while the thick golden evening light lay across the grass at the back of the house and spread like syrup on the kitchen floor. She remembered hearing the back gate clang and she glanced up at the clock, thinking that it would be Dave, her husband, who had telephoned to say that he was working late. For a moment she felt mildly satisfied that she had already put the new potatoes on to cook, before the heavily pregnant figure of Cathy, her neighbour, blocked  off the sun as she crossed the window on her way to the back door.

Surprised, because an evening visit was unusual, and picking up a tea towel to dry her hands, Rachel moved across the kitchen and met Cathy in the open doorway. Her friend’s face looked both troubled and excited by the weight of whatever news she had come to impart and Rachel had a memory of putting out a hand to touch the outside wall and finding it was warm from the hours of sunshine and how the sharp little points of cream-painted render dug into her palm.

Cathy stood there with the evening sun bright behind her, shining through the cotton top that covered her nine months’ pregnant belly. She’d had her hair permed and it had taken on a strange woolly texture, thick and crinkly, so that it stood out in stiff waves on either side of her long face. She looked a bit like a gentle, mildly surprised cow peering through a hedge.

‘Here,’ she said confidentially, breathing hard and glancing towards the gate as if to check that she hadn’t been followed by an eavesdropper, ‘Jodie Foot has done a runner. She got off the school bus with the other kids but she’s not been seen since. No one knows where she’s to.’ She used the Dorset pattern of speech that still  sounded strange to Rachel’s ear. ‘Marion’s going right mad.’

Rachel shrugged. Jodie was not a child she would worry about. There were so many possible explanations for her not having come home and she knew that Cathy liked a bit of drama. Hardly anything happened in the village that Cathy didn’t find worthy of intensely coloured speculation. Even when old Mrs Bagshaw lost a chicken, Cathy had come up with some theory that it had been stolen by travellers camped on the other side of the village. She was in her element when passing on a snippet of information with a nod and a knowing look.

Rachel wasn’t that concerned. Jodie could have gone home with a number of other kids from outside the village. She wasn’t exactly overwhelmed by parental supervision. Marion, her plump, chain-smoking mother, had children by three different men and Jodie came somewhere in the middle and was more or less left to her own devices. She was often out on the street after dark, hanging around with the older girls, yelling challenges at the boys. Rachel had seen her smoking and some of the mothers of younger children said that she was a bully. She was not a likeable child, not one you  took to. She’d turn up all right. She wasn’t a kid you’d be fearful for. She was too knowing, too worldly, a right little smart arse. ‘The boys never said anything,’ she said to Cathy, ‘not when they were in for their tea.’ Her two sons, Pete and Jamie, went to the same school as Jodie and came home on the lumbering bus that threaded its way along the lanes from the local comprehensive to the outlying villages. ‘They’ve gone somewhere on their bikes. Has Marion asked the other kids?’

‘Haven’t you heard her hollering? She’s been yelling blue murder to find where they’re all at. It seems like Jodie’s vanished. Disappeared. No one’s seen her.’

‘Not since she got off the bus?’ Rachel frowned, working it out in her mind.

Marion nodded. ‘That’s nearly four hours past. Oh, I’d be worried sick if she was mine.’

‘That’s not so long. I’m surprised Marion’s even missed her.’ Rachel couldn’t keep the note of criticism out of her voice. She disapproved of the Foots en masse. A feckless, troublesome lot they were, one and all.

‘She’s waiting to go out. She’s wanting Jodie home to babysit the little one.’

At the bottom end of the line of Marion’s children was an unattractive, lumpen toddler with a potato face  and small, close-together, squinting eyes. Rachel had seen Jodie pushing him around in a stroller. His body was often contorted with rage at being restrained by the harness, his back arched, his legs braced, his fat, red dimpled hands clutching at the sides of the chair. She’d seen Jodie park the stroller and abandon him, bawling, while she went off to sit on a swing in the village playground with some of the other girls, swivelling round so that the chain wound tightly into a spiral, her thighs spreading to fill the scuffed black plastic seat, her clumpy fashion shoes treading in the scoop of dirt where the grass had been worn away beneath.

‘Where did she get to the last time?’ she asked, deliberately reducing the importance of the news Cathy had brought her with a reminder that Jodie had pulled this trick before.

‘Bournemouth. She walked up to the main road and hitched a lift.’

‘There you are then. She’ll turn up all right. Like she did before.’

Cathy sighed and nodded reluctantly. She had to acknowledge the truth of what Rachel said.

‘Still,’ she added. ‘You never know, do you? Not these days. Not with a girl like that. Anything could have  happened.’ Her face was solemn with dreadful implication but she was already moving towards the gate. She’d seen an unknown car pull up outside Jodie’s house, further down the road, and she didn’t want to miss anything. Alert to the prospect of new developments, she waved at Rachel over her shoulder as she lumbered away, one hand beneath her enormous belly.

Rachel glanced at the clock again. It was a shame they asked Dave to stay late so often, she thought, as she went back to tidying the kitchen. That was the trouble with him being foreman at the electrical contractors for whom he worked. He was always having to put in extra time when they had a rushed job on. It would have been nice to have had him home so that they could all have had supper together and then maybe gone for a walk. It was such a beautiful evening. The late sunshine flooded over the window sill and she could smell the warm, dusty scent of the scarlet geraniums she had growing there in a coil pot one of the boys had made years ago in primary school.

She drained the potatoes and as she rinsed the saucepan under the hot tap, she looked out of the window at the neat back garden. Dave had just finished replacing the fence along the bottom, beyond the  vegetable plot. The palings were a raw red against the pale green of the new lettuces under the darker green netting used to deter the pigeons.

The garden was such a pleasure to Rachel, so well cared for and tidy, the square of lawn as smooth and bright green as a boiled sweet. The narrow flower beds, set on either side, glowed with the jewel colours of her bedding plants. Outside the back door was the paved area Dave had put down to stop the boys spoiling the grass when they scuffed about with a football and he’d put a basketball hoop up on the side of the shed. Not that they used it much these days. This summer they’d just wanted to be out on their mountain bikes or hanging around outside the pub with their friends, sitting on the wall drinking from cans of Coke, laughing, teasing, mucking about. Sometimes the publican let them into the skittle alley, or allowed them to practise shots on the snooker table. It was like that in the village. A close community where people felt they had a responsibility to keep an eye on the kids.

Any other evening, Jodie Foot would have been there with them.

Jodie. Rachel reckoned she’d be twelve or thirteen years old, because she was in the same school year as  Jamie. Her face was round with puppy fat and she still had the complexion of a child, smooth and pink and fine. Her hair was lately streaked with magenta and orange, scraped off her face and held back with a row of sparkly slides, which she kept taking out and replacing as she talked. She was a gobby sort of girl, always giving someone lip. She was foul-mouthed, too. Rachel had heard her swearing into her mobile, every other word an effing this or that.

This summer she had taken to wearing tight, low-cut jeans that forced a roll of pale belly and soft, rolypoly back to spill over the waistband. She wasn’t blessed with the languid grace of some teenage girls. An image of her loitering down the road in the morning to catch the school bus came into Rachel’s mind, solid-legged in her short skirt, trailing her bag by its strap.

Of course, you should feel sorry for a kid like that. She came from a nuisance family, for a start. The two older boys had a loutish air that was almost threatening now that they were adults. They screamed about on motorbikes, ignoring the speed limit through the village, or drove cars with the windows rolled down, pop music blasting, and fitted with exhaust systems that roared and stuttered. No one complained because  Marion had a reputation for having an evil temper. Rachel had heard of the flaming rows and feuds that dominated the Foots’ end of the road and she was grateful that when she and Dave bought their house ten years ago, it was at the further end, with six or seven houses in between.

The garden was a disgrace too. You only had to look at it to see the sort of family they were. The patch of grass at the front was long and matted and littered with discarded plastic toys, a broken slide, an old carpet, last year’s Christmas tree now a brown, dry skeleton, keeled over on its side. A large, unloved Alsatian-cross dog barked from behind the side gate.

But the real difference between the Foots and Rachel was that the things that she had strived for all her adult life – tidiness, respectability, well-brought-up children, a nice home – they treated with contempt, sneered at, raised a finger to. Yet, even so, she admitted, as she sat down to wait for Dave and have a look at the newspaper, there was something about them that she envied. They belonged here in the village; a proper Dorset family, with cousins and aunts and uncles by the dozen. The names of three Foot family members were on the war memorial on the green, and dozens of them were  on the gravestones in the churchyard. Someone had told her they had been quite an important family years back. Once they had owned Mill Farm at the end of the village, but between the wars things had been hard for them and they had lost their own land and ended up working for other people as farm labourers and herds-men, lorry drivers and shop assistants. Yet they didn’t have about them the air of the downwardly mobile – the hopeless slope of the shoulder, or a defeated, lifeless expression. They were the opposite, Rachel thought; pleased with themselves, throwing their weight around, behaving as if they owned the place.

Marion, who according to Cathy had never married or bothered to take on any man’s name, was just like that. She was a loud, confident woman, always comfortably at ease whenever Rachel saw her chatting to people on the street or leaning on the bar in the pub. She gave the impression that being born and bred in the village put her in a position to judge everyone else. Her watermelon breasts massively rounded out the front of her T-shirt, her short plump arms jangled with bracelets, her ready laugh rippled around her. Her snouty face was mostly agreeable and good-natured, and Rachel had never witnessed one of her legendary rages, but she  could imagine how Marion could turn. She could imagine the slashing of her tongue, the shouted insults, the physical threat of her stout body and meaty arms.

Rachel had to admit that she couldn’t stand the woman, and she guessed that the feeling was mutual. She was sure that at some point Marion had cast a look in her direction and didn’t care for what she saw. Rachel knew that in Marion’s eyes she was stand-offish and snooty even, with her well-behaved sons and her rotary washing line and her nesting box on the beech tree in her garden. And there was Dave. Marion liked to run men down, taking the view that they were more trouble than they were worth, while at the same time going out of her way to receive their attention, and Rachel was certain that she would have noticed Dave. She must have seen what a good husband he was, reliable, hard-working, never loud-mouthed or loutish, or roaring home late from the pub. Marion would be jealous, thought Rachel. It was only natural that she would be.

She was thinking of Dave when she heard his van pulling up outside and then the door slam. He came round to the back door and Rachel looked up to see him pass the window in his pale blue denim workshirt, open-necked with the sleeves rolled up. She loved that  shirt and every time she ironed it she was reminded of the colour of his eyes, which had been the first thing she noticed about him. He wore his fair hair very short and his face was tanned but this evening he seemed preoccupied and weary and walked without his usual jaunty step. He’s worn out, she thought, and no wonder, with the hours he put in. It was seven forty now and he had left the house before eight o’clock that morning. It was too long a day for any man.

Further up the village street, on the same evening that Jodie Foot disappeared, Juliet Fairweather was unpacking her hire car and moving her bags into Jasmine Cottage. Of course, she had no idea that anything had happened out of the ordinary because she was a stranger, newly arrived in the village. She was vaguely aware of a group of teenagers wheeling back and forth on bicycles, and wondered how they could possibly find enough to occupy themselves in a place that was so off the beaten track it had neither pavements nor street lights.

With the front door standing open she ferried stuff between the car and the cottage until the bags of groceries, her books, her suitcase and her laptop stood in the little white-painted hall that was really hardly  more than a passage. These cottages were built for stunted medieval peasants, she thought, as she opened the door into the beamed sitting room. Looking in, she was pleasantly surprised to discover it was quite spacious and light, maybe two rooms knocked into one, with windows on both sides, straight onto the village street on one, and to the green seclusion of the rear garden on the other. It was attractively furnished in plain, bright colours, not the dreary floral chintz she might have expected, and someone had thoughtfully left a vase of yellow roses on a little cream-painted table that stood between the windows

The kitchen, she discovered, was tacked on at the back and looked perfectly adequate and well-equipped, large enough for a small round dining table and four mismatched chairs and with French windows to the garden. Well, it’s charming, she thought, her spirits lifting, and taken unseen, better than she could have hoped. Somewhere in her bag she had the email message from Dr Hector Ballantyne, the owner, explaining the idiosyncrasies of the place, but for the moment it was enough to go round the ground floor and open the windows to the lovely evening air.

Then, mounting the narrow stairs which rose steeply  from the hall, she found two bedrooms, one with a double bed, and the other with twin beds, and a small bathroom over the kitchen. No shower, she noticed, but a nice old china bath on clawed feet, and, relief, it was unstained and sparkly clean.

This was it then, she thought. This was to be her home for the next six months while Dr Ballantyne, a man she had never met, would shortly move into her two-roomed apartment in Charles Street, Greenwich Village in New York City. This arrangement was a sort of sublet which was actually forbidden in the deeds of her apartment, but since no money was involved and she had vetted him very carefully she had taken the risk. For his part, he was being equally trusting in allowing a stranger to move into this lovely cottage and even use his car which was waiting for her in the little wooden garage at the side of the house.

So here she was, looking about her and wondering what it was going to be like, this unexpected alteration in her life. It wasn’t as if there had been any dramatic event to trigger this change of location, unless she counted turning fifty and finding herself unmarried, unattached, childless, and with an empty summer ahead of her.

She had lived in America for the last five years since moving from London to work at New York University, as a professor of social and economic history. Apart from the usual pressures connected with this type of job, the lack of tenure, the pitifully low salary, the irritating departmental strictures, she enjoyed her work enormously and as far as her personal life went, liked to think that she had reached a point where she was happy and settled. She had a lot of friends, both here in England and in America, and was a fond sister to her two brothers and a dutiful daughter and niece to her ancient mother and aunt, all of whom lived in London. But if you had told her at twenty, Juliet often thought, that this was to be her future, the sum of her life, she would have been horrified. At that age, it was not what you wanted for yourself and for years and years, as a young and then a middle-aged woman, she had gone on expecting that at any moment she would meet the man who would change her life for ever, with whom she would live and mate and produce a lot of brilliant, beautiful children and with whom she would grow old.

It didn’t happen and the years went by and gradually she stopped expecting it to. She fell in love easily and had enjoyed various affairs of differing lengths and  intensity, including one that had taken up ten years of her life when she had been mistress to a married man, and she did not regret any of them, not for one moment, but none had amounted to what she had been waiting for.

Then lately, with her fiftieth birthday behind her, she had felt suddenly rootless and unsettled and wondered whether it was time for a summer’s change. She had come to the end of a very busy academic year in New York and had gained a term free of teaching in the fall. Her two graduate students were able to keep in touch with her by email and she found herself at liberty to go anywhere for a few months.

England suddenly seemed a good idea, especially as she would anyway have come over for a few weeks to see her family, and there was some research that she wanted to do in the library of a grand Dorset house whose owner had issued her an open invitation. One of his nineteenth-century ancestors, an Admiral Thomas, had been a naval reformer of some note, and she was hoping there might be enough material to consider a biography. She should get an academic paper out of him, at least.

Finding the cottage had been a piece of luck. Gavin,  her long-time ex-lover, a professor at Oxford and still a good friend, had suggested that she might consider a house-swap with a colleague who was looking for accommodation in New York for a sabbatical term. After a series of emails and the exchange of references, Juliet and Dr Hector Ballantyne had clinched the deal.

So here she was, hauling her suitcase up the narrow stairs and trying to decide which room to sleep in. The cottage was only one room wide and therefore both bedrooms shared the same view, back and front, with identical small casement windows that she had thrown open to the delicious summer evening.

It was rather a weird feeling to be poking around someone else’s home. She opened a white-painted wardrobe which had been neatly fitted under the eaves on the landing and found one half of it occupied by men’s clothes, pushed together and covered by a sheet as if to protect them from her prying. As if I’d be interested, she thought, but all the same pulled the sheet back and had a look. The shirts were OK, the expected M&S and a few more expensive, in not very thrilling colours, collar size 16. There were two tweed jackets and three or four suits of a traditional sort. Dr Ballantyne was clearly a stodgy old thing, but this was reassuring  more than anything else. It suggested that the beds wouldn’t have seen any exotic action, which was a relief. Imagine if she had found black rubber trousers and a whip collection.

She opened the drawers of a chest in one of the bedrooms and found that they had been thoughtfully emptied to take her own clothes, and were clean and lined with fresh white paper. She stopped to wonder whether fussy, careful Dr Ballantyne would find her own apartment clean enough; she hadn’t spent long scrubbing and polishing before she left. She had bundled her own stuff in boxes and shoved them into storage in the basement of the building, because at the time, rushed as she was, she had guessed that a man wouldn’t be too particular about whether the shelves were dusted and the paintwork washed.

But then, of course, Dr Ballantyne had a cleaner – a ‘help’ he called her in his emails. Her name was Rachel Turner and she lived somewhere in the village and she would come in once a week to ‘do’ for her. Juliet imagined a round, rosy-faced country woman, unlike the sullen, exhausted East European girls who were sent by the agency to bang a Hoover round the flat her mother and aunt shared in North London.

She sat on the double bed and tested it for comfort and lifted the candlewick bedspread and found it unmade, with a folded feather duvet on the top. She supposed this was the room used by Dr Ballantyne, and maybe his wife, although she hadn’t got the impression that he had one. He had never referred to sharing her own apartment with anyone, and now she came to think about it, perhaps at some time she had warned him that it was too small for two persons to live comfortably, and he had written back to say that he would be on his own. She was aware of resisting a self-imposed pressure to take the other, twin-bedded room, as if she were a guest but, sod it, she thought, he’ll be sleeping in my bed, and she liked a wide space where she could read and work and spread papers out on the unoccupied side.

There was an airing cupboard on the landing, rather empty and tidily organised, and she checked the sheets and duvet covers and pillowcases – all OK in terms of colour and design, thank goodness. She realised that it was dangerously old-maidish to care about such things, but she couldn’t bear sleeping in anything but cotton or linen sheets, and she really minded if they were in sludge colours or the hideous patterns that men seemed to veer towards choosing if left to their own devices.

She spent the next ten minutes making up the bed and enjoying the smell and smooth feel of clean linen. Then she dragged her case in from the landing and opened it on the floor. Her familiar stuff spread out and she dug out a nightdress and threw it on the pillow. She was pleased to see that on one of the bedside tables there was a small radio. Lying in bed and listening to Radio 4 was one of her chief pleasures in being back in England. That, proper tea, digestive biscuits and the sex that she occasionally indulged in with Gavin, her Oxford ex-lover, if he managed to cook up a good enough alibi to escape his gimlet-eyed wife.

Gavin was a professor of architecture, charming, good-looking and kept very much on pin-down by Sonia, his clever, plain wife; rather wisely, Juliet had to admit. In fact, given the chance, Sonia would have had him tagged with one of those electronic things worn by young offenders; strapped to his ankle, it would bleep a warning alarm if he strayed.

So here I am, she thought again, looking about her and sitting back on her heels beside the suitcase, amongst the shoes and jumbled clothes. The carpet was pale seagrass, or another of those prickly natural fibres, and extended over the whole top floor of the cottage, and  the uneven old walls were white. This gave the rooms a light, airy feeling and, now that she had the windows open, the curtains stirred slightly with the breath of a breeze. The heat that had collected up here throughout the day would soon disperse.

She felt restless and unsettled and did not want to continue unpacking, not on such a lovely evening, and she moved to the window that overlooked the little strip of garden. Immediately outside the back door was a square of paving on which there was a table and chairs and a collection of pots. Lovely, thought Juliet, imagining sitting there in the morning with a cup of coffee, or in the evening with a glass of wine. Beyond, there were three steps up to a length of lawn, with some unambitious flower beds and an apple tree at the end.

She thrust her head and shoulders out and leaned her elbows on the sill. The air smelled of hay and beyond the green crown of the apple tree she could see fields rising to meet a distant wood. A tractor and trailer burdened with huge round bales moved slowly across them. The sound of the engine drifted towards her and then she became aware of the ringing cries of sheep. Now she had identified the sound, it seemed to grow in volume until the air trembled with their voices.  Then quite suddenly she heard the sound of a woman screaming, in rage or alarm, she could not tell.

Pete Turner had seen Jodie Foot get off the bus. In fact she had got off immediately in front of him, because, as usual, he and Gary Russell had been slouching on the very back seat and he was the last one off at the stop in the village. Later on, when he was asked again and again to go over what he could remember of what was the last sighting anyone had had of Jodie, he was able to say with complete confidence that she had got off in front of him, swinging her school bag by its long strap and carrying her blazer. He could describe that she was wearing a dark school skirt and a white shirt and that she had undone her tie so that it hung loose.

Gary, a heavy lad with the height and bulk of a man and a fleshy, surly face, was not exactly a friend but the fact that they were in the same year and lived a mile or two apart and shared the same journey to and from school had thrown them together. He stayed on for one more stop, and had laughed and waved at Pete out of the window as the bus drew away towards the next village, and Jodie was there in front of him on the main  village street. She was walking slowly and so he overtook her to catch up with his brother who was with a group of younger kids further on. He thought that Jodie was probably making a telephone call from her mobile, or texting, maybe, because she was dawdling along, preoccupied with something, and that was the last he, or anyone else, saw of her.

It had been a completely normal journey home, he told everyone that evening when it was discovered that Jodie was missing. Nothing happened out of the ordinary. That was what he had told his mum and dad and what he told Jodie’s mum when she was going mad at everyone. After all, it was the truth, wasn’t it?

After tea, and of course his dad was working late so it was just the three of them, he and Jamie had gone out on their bikes and mooched around with some of the other kids. It was such a warm evening that most of them had been turned out of their bedrooms, away from their televisions and computers, to spend the end of the day out of doors. They gathered down by the old war memorial where they could sit together on the low wall and where the entrance to the farm opposite meant that the lane was wide enough to try stunts on their bikes. That’s where they were when Mrs Foot  came past in her car and yelled at them about where the bloody hell was Jodie, as if they should know. They had all looked at her and shrugged. One of the girls had said maybe she was at Karen’s house, but she wasn’t, Mrs Foot had already checked. Karen was ill with a sore throat and hadn’t been at school. So they had all just sat there and looked at one another.

He’d piped up then, about seeing Jodie get off the bus, and from then on wished he’d kept his mouth shut, because it became like he was the Jodie expert, or something. It was he who had to answer all the questions and Jodie’s mum treated him as if he should know where she was. It wasn’t as if the kids were that bothered anyway. Jodie was always doing something stupid to draw attention to herself. She was like that, so after her mum had driven off, they carried on as before, laughing, mucking about. When he and Jamie got home, it was only just getting a bit darker – after nine o’clock. His mum was in the kitchen, making the sandwiches for the next day, and his dad was through in the sitting room watching the television and drinking from a can of beer. Neither of them said anything about Jodie. They weren’t that bothered either.

‘Do you want tuna?’ his mum asked.

‘Yes,’ and ‘No,’ he and Jamie said in chorus.

His dad chipped in without looking up.

‘Did I hear “please”?’

‘Fish breath,’ he said to Jamie and they’d scuffed at each other before he went off to have a bath. He’d only just discovered the bathroom, his mum said, and it was true. Lately he loved going in there and locking the door. It was the only place in the whole house where you could do that – slide a bolt and shut the rest of them out. He liked undressing slowly, revealing his long white body which had changed so much over the last six months that he could hardly believe it belonged to him, sprouting hair and growing knobbly. His chest was white and narrow and the skin so fine looking that it clung to his ribs like a piece of wet silk. He could see every one of his ribs and if he breathed in and held his breath and tried to inflate his chest to manly proportions he looked even punier. His arms were long and thin but he was surprised at their new strength. He could tense his upper arms and watch muscles jump out like tight balls and sinews like thick ropes reached down into his bony wrists.

He liked to stand sideways in front of the bathroom mirror and tense these muscles and look at the slender  lines of his long waist and his small high buttocks, just as long as he didn’t look at his face, which always spoiled things. Over the last few months as his body had shot up, something had happened to his face. His features suddenly seemed to be those of a stranger, his eyes glowering under new heavier brows, his nose grown out of proportion, while his mouth was still pink and boyish over slabs of teeth, and the whole thing looking long and thin and surly where it had once been round and smiling. He had to shave now, every other day, and secretly at first as if it was his own dirty secret, and his skin had become full of new pits and craters and angry bumps of threatening spots which only in the privacy of the bathroom could he explore and squeeze and anoint with tea tree oil his mum kept in the cupboard.

He would lock the door and stare in the mirror at the stranger he had become and then try out different angles and expressions but he looked crap whatever he did and sometimes it made him feel unbearably sad that this was what he had become and that there was nothing he could do about it.

He would run a long bath and lie in it, his feet hooked up over the taps, his head full of the steamy  heat and close his eyes and let his thoughts drift away from his body, and on the night that Jodie Foot disappeared this is what he did as usual. He lay back and felt the hot water lapping at his sides and swaying the fronds of his pubic hair, but however hard he tried, he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

With Karen, her mate, off sick, she’d been on her own on the bus, plonking down in the girls’ usual seat in front of him and Gary. It wasn’t that they picked on her exactly but they’d made a remark or two and she’d seemed funny about it. Her face had got red. He’d watched the pink flush right across the back of her neck. She’d yelled, ‘Shut up, will yer?’ and that had egged them on, like it always did when someone got in a strop. You just got at them worse. If Karen had been there, the two of them would have giggled together and said something back and the boys wouldn’t have bothered and that would have been that, but without Karen something different had happened. Pete didn’t want to think about it as he closed his eyes and felt the warm water wetting the back of his hair, but he couldn’t shut it out, or forget that odd feeling of exhilaration as he and Gary wound Jodie up. Gary was better at it than him because he was quicker witted, sharper  tongued, and he’d got an older brother who was cool and a ‘bad boy’ and knew stuff that Pete had never heard of.

Anyway, that’s all it was, just saying stuff and watching Jodie go hot and red and then stare out of the window with her face all twisted and funny and they’d kept on a bit, and then she’d got up in a flurry and moved to sit further down the bus away from them and they’d laughed and that had been that. It had only been a bit of fun and he didn’t know why he kept thinking about it now.

He had been relieved when none of the other kids had mentioned it tonight, not even amongst themselves – perhaps they hadn’t noticed what was going on, the bus was that rowdy on the way home. The trouble was that thinking about it now made him feel miserable and sick and he wished that he could go back to when things were simple – when he was just a little kid. In a sudden movement he plunged his head and face backwards under the bath water and held his breath until his lungs were burning.

Henry Streeter was working in his allotment on the evening of Jodie’s disappearance. He’d been there since  four o’clock; later, when the police began asking questions, that fact was to become important. He’d crossed the road twice to go to his cottage, walking up the narrow gravel path that went along the side to the back and taking the key from where he hid it underneath the water butt, opening the kitchen door and going inside. Once he’d gone across to make a cup of strong tea, deep orange in colour, in the mug he’d won at the funfair in Weymouth in 1968. He drank it standing by the curtainless window in the kitchen, looking out at the small square of back yard which he had gravelled over years before. Henry didn’t see the point of flower beds and now the neatness of the area comforted him as it always did, just the clipped privet hedge which ran along one side and the shed set at the back, facing the rear of the semi-detached cottage.

The second time he crossed the road was to cut himself a square sandwich filled with a cold sausage and thick yellow mustard. He ate it at the kitchen table, off a folded newspaper, methodically and without much pleasure, tearing off the soft white bread with his strong, yellow teeth, and chewing in the same way that he dug the allotment, as if it was a job to be done properly.

Henry was still a tall man at over seventy, with a crest  of thick grey hair and a bony, stern face which appeared to have set in one expression – or rather lack of it. There was a stoniness about his features which was reflected in the austerity of the room, the grey dishcloth dried to a stiff square folded over the tap, the old-fashioned kitchen units whose Formica tops were empty of any clutter, the ugly green linoleum on the floor worn to a scuffed grey between sink and stove. At a glance it would be obvious to anyone that there was no woman in this house.

There had been Fred, though, the younger brother whom Henry had always had to keep an eye on because he wasn’t all there in the head, not the full shilling, until he had died slowly and painfully of cancer three years ago. After he had gone, buried in the graveyard in the village, the silence in the cottage had become deafening, booming in Henry’s ears like the sea, and so thick in the empty rooms that he felt the effort of moving about, as if he were wading through deep water.

It was loneliness that had settled about his shoulders like a heavy weight and which dragged at the corners of his mouth and drew the lines on his face. ‘Miserable old bugger!’ the children in the road called after him. ‘He can’t smile, his face would crack!’ It accompanied  him when he went down to the pub for a pint of an evening, so that the other drinkers, enjoying a chat and a laugh, would turn away and talk amongst themselves. Sometimes Henry wondered whether his voice would come out all right when he did open his mouth to say something. He thought that one day he might only be able to croak like the coarse-voiced rooks that gathered in the trees behind Home Farm.

He didn’t know about Jodie, even though he must have heard Marion yelling out in the road. Later on, when the police asked him, he said he supposed he’d heard her shouts but it didn’t register, and he knew it sounded daft. The police sergeant gave him a disbelieving look. The truth was that he could be out in the allotment most of the day and yet not notice the goings-on in the road, the to-ing and fro-ing, the mothers walking down to meet the school bus with their little ones in pushchairs. ‘In a world of your own, are you?’ said the policeman sarcastically, but that was about it. Every now and then one of the older villagers came by and would call across to him and exchange a few words and he would remember that all right, like Jessie Harcourt who had been at school with him and Fred when they had been evacuated to Dorset from the East  End of London in the war, or Billy Wright whose son, Kit, brought him a parcel of fish and chips of a Friday when he came to see his dad. The rest of them, he didn’t notice, the kids racing about on their bikes shouting at one another or kicking a football down the road. He knew a few of the older boys directed abuse at him but he chose to ignore it. In his day they would have had a clip round the ear if they had dared to cheek an adult, but it wasn’t so today.

He didn’t hear about Jodie until the following morning when he wheeled his bicycle out of the shed and down the path to the gate onto the road. As he was opening the gate, Billy came past with his three-legged terrier, Bingo.

‘You heard, then, Henry?’ he said as Bingo examined the gatepost.

‘Heard what?’

‘A kid’s gone missing. That fat lass of Marion’s. Been gone all night. Done a runner, so it seems.’ At that moment a police car turned into the road and drove past the two old men before pulling up outside the Foots’ house. A policeman and a policewoman got out and without looking right or left, opened the gate and went to the front door.

‘No, I haven’t heard anything,’ said Henry, pushing his bike out onto the road and lifting his leg over the crossbar. Billy Wright would have said he didn’t care either, the miserable old bugger, but he would have been wrong because as Henry cycled slowly away in the direction of the nearby, larger village where he could buy bread and a rasher or two of bacon, and the few things on his weekly shopping list, his mind was full of sudden vivid images that rushed into his head. He remembered how when they were nippers, he and Fred had run away more times than he could count, and once spent nearly a week living rough. They’d had a plan to walk back to London to look for their ma down the Roman Road in Bethnal Green where she’d gone to stay in her sister’s flat over the greengrocer’s. They’d got as far as Salisbury before they got picked up by a Home Guard patrol and brought back to the misery of the Bettses’ farm where they had been billeted.

It had been Fred who got the worst of the beatings because he was slow and got under Jack Bettses’ feet, and because he was a puny boy with a wheezing cough and large jug ears. They stuck out from his head like a pair of handles and with his hair cropped so close on account of the nits, old man Betts couldn’t resist catching  hold and pulling Fred about by them. Henry could remember those boy ears, the soft, flappy feel of them, the ping of the cartilage when you let them go, their red-rimmed look when it was cold.

He had had an easier time of it than poor Fred because he was a sturdy, tall lad and two years older. He was more useful about the farm and was a hard worker. Jack Betts left him alone but he hadn’t been able to protect his brother, and the misery of those years smote him like a blow in the chest. He could hardly cycle straight and his eyes swam with unshed tears as he turned onto the lane at the top of the road.




Chapter Two


JULIET WAS STANDING at the bedroom window holding a mug of tea when she saw the police car and then the old man wobbling past on his bicycle. It was going to be another lovely day and she had opened the window as wide as it would go. The street outside seemed remarkably quiet, even for a village. There was literally nobody about, not a soul, not even a cat or dog. She had expected that the countryside would be up and running by now, it was after eight o’clock, maybe ploughmen plodding past, or shepherds or something – anyway, at least tractors or milk lorries. It was so utterly still that it seemed quite weird, as if she had woken up in a dream village, devoid of human life.

There had been a heavy dew in the night and the leaves of the rose which climbed the front of the cottage  were glazed and silvery as if with frost and the air felt fresh and cool although the morning sun on her face and arms was already warm. Over the stone-tiled roofs of the old cottages opposite, the sun was a misty halo in a pearly blue sky and the far-off fields floated like mysterious islands on a sea of white. Juliet had promised herself that she would not endure another New York heatwave when the air was wet and thick and stifling, even at night, and just moving about was exhausting but she had almost forgotten how beautiful English summers could be.

The dawn chorus had woken her after a night of fitful sleep and, disbelieving, she had turned over in bed to consult her watch. Four thirty, and the birdsong was tumultuous. The one who had started it all – a thrush or blackbird? – first tentatively, and then gathering confidence in whole liquid phrases of notes, had swiftly been joined by others with less melodic songs and then a line of house martins began their rapid cheeping from the telephone wire outside her bedroom window.

She got up and closed the window and drew the curtains but it was impossible to sleep again. Bloody birds, she thought crossly, anticipating the day ahead spoiled by heavy-eyed tiredness. If it was going to be  like this every morning, she would go mad, but she supposed the birds were unstoppable, programmed by some mechanism in their tiny pea-sized brains to carry on like this at dawn.

There was nothing for it but to get up and go downstairs and make a cup of tea which she would bring back to bed and maybe sort through some of her papers which weighed down her briefcase.

The kitchen tiles were cold to her bare feet and the electric kettle took ages to boil while she searched through the cupboards for mugs. She found them in what she considered a peculiar place, next to the sink, not where she would have kept them at all, and they were horrid, hand-crafted in thick, lumpy clay with a nasty shit-coloured glaze. She would have to buy herself a teacup – something light and pretty in bone china, she caught herself thinking, and then had to almost laugh. God, she really was turning into an old maid. Exactly like Aunt Dorothy whose strict rules about tea-making turned the whole thing into a performance with tea caddy and caddy spoon and warmed pot and silver strainer. Never in her life had Aunt Dorothy been seduced by a tea bag.

Somewhere amongst the plastic carriers of supermarket shopping she had stopped to buy yesterday en  route from London were tea bags and coffee, and she began to unpack and put things away. The fridge was small and ancient – at least by American standards. She could have kept a corpse in the fridge in her apartment and it always rather depressed her to open it up and find it empty except for milk, a bottle of gin and a lemon. The vacant shelves seemed to reproach her, like a lifestyle coach advising that she should get out there and live in a more abundant style.

This one, circa 1960, didn’t seem to have any such high expectations. The shelves were narrow and cramped and the plastic bits were yellowing with age. The freezer compartment was so small it would only take a tray or two of ice. Still it was clean, and when she had switched it on, it rumbled into life.

She was looking forward to proper English tea, she thought, as she poured boiling water on the tea bag, and added cold milk. Why was it that it never tasted the same anywhere else in the world? She picked up the mug, collected her briefcase from the hall and mounted the steep stairs and got back into bed.

After quite a short time sipping the tea and sorting papers, she felt extraordinarily tired and leaned back on her pillows. She must have slept, not waking until half  past seven. Now, leaning out of the cottage window, she saw the first sign of life as the police car came slowly down the street. How odd, she thought. It seemed so unlikely that the police should patrol such a sleepy village where crime was surely hardly heard of. She watched until she saw it signal a left-hand turn and then disappear round a corner.

A few minutes later an elderly man on a bicycle appeared from the same turning. He came straight out with his head down, not pausing or looking right or left. He shouldn’t ride like that, thought Juliet, he’ll get knocked off. If a car had been coming the other way it could not have avoided hitting him. Ridiculously, she wondered if he was evading the police. She watched as he came down the street and passed under her window. He was wearing a country-style flat cap and thick grey hair emerged like wings from either side. From where she was standing Juliet could only glimpse his face but it was set in lines of such misery and despair that it made her draw back, a hand to her mouth, as if she had unwittingly glimpsed some deep and intimate sorrow.

When the alarm rang at its usual time, Rachel had forgotten about the disappearance of Jodie Foot. She  struggled to surface from a deep, dreamless sleep and forced herself to get straight out of bed. To lie there a few moments longer in the warm cocoon was a strong temptation that had to be resisted. As usual, Dave slept right through the insistent ring. She looked across at him as she slid her feet into the sandals she had kicked off the night before, and opened a drawer to take out clean knickers and a fresh T-shirt.

There had been a time when they had woken deliberately early to enjoy morning sex; they had turned to one another, still sleepy, but ravenous for the other’s warm and compliant body. Where had it gone to, all that urgency? Worn away, she supposed, by the baby and toddler years, the lack of sleep and then the lack of time. Nowadays the whole of life seemed to be set against the clock. Still, she went and sat on Dave’s side of the bed and reached under the duvet to take his hand.

She had always loved his hands, so square and capable looking. She loved the hard calluses on the pads of his palms, the scars on his thumbs, the places where he had nicked the skin with some tool or other. They were the hands of a proper workman, a man on whom you could rely. She remembered the soft, pappy paws of her  stepfather, resting on the cut moquette arms of his chair where he sat in the front room of the London flat in which she had grown up. She remembered how they reached for the fag packet and the lighter also resting on the arm, or flicked the television controls. What an idle sod he had been, while her poor mum had worked her guts out and hardly ever sat down.

She took one of Dave’s hands and kissed the fingers one by one. He stirred in his sleep but didn’t open his eyes. She put the hand gently on the top of her thigh, naked under the long T-shirt she wore to bed, but there was no response. She sighed. No time anyway. She picked up her clothes and went to the bathroom to get dressed, banging on the boys’ doors as she went.

It was the same old weekday routine, day in, day out. She cleaned her teeth and washed her face and slapped on skin cream and pulled her brown hair into a ponytail, all without glancing in the glass above the basin. Jeans, the clean T-shirt and she was already down the stairs, opening the windows to sniff at the freshness of the summer morning and to get the kettle on for a cup of tea.

Going to the gate to fetch the milk bottle she saw the police car. Shit, she had forgotten all about Jodie.  Perhaps, after all, her disappearance was serious. Terrifying images flashed across her mind – police cordons, search parties, frogmen diving to probe the depths of rivers and lakes. Standing at the gate, milk bottle in hand, she looked down the road at the Foots’ house and thought of the anxiety – agony, really – of not knowing where your child was and if she was safe. She couldn’t begin to imagine what it must feel like to have her missing for a whole night. How long had she been gone the last time? A couple of days at least and the police, for some reason, never engaged in a real search. They must have known from the start that a crime had not taken place, that the kid’s disappearance had another, less sinister, explanation.

Although she had no real faith in God, as she went back inside Rachel found herself asking Him to make it OK, to bring Jodie back safely.

‘There’s a police car outside the Foots’,’ she said to Dave as she put a mug of tea beside him on the bedside table.

‘What have that bloody lot been up to now?’ he said, still half asleep.

‘It must be Jodie. You know, missing. I don’t know what it means. Whether she’s back or not.’

‘She’ll be OK,’ he said, sitting up. ‘It’s not the first time, like you said last night. And, let’s face it, that sort of kid will always be trouble. There’s hundreds of girls like her, truants, runaways, get themselves into the cities and get in with a bad lot, get on drugs, go on the game.’

‘Dave!’ Rachel was shocked at how indifferent he sounded.

‘It’s true. Don’t pretend otherwise. She’s just the kind of kid you’d expect to do that sort of thing.’

‘But that’s what she is, Dave. A kid! She can’t be more than thirteen. She’s the same age as Jamie. How would we feel if it was him?’

‘That’s not very likely, is it?’ Dave leaned out of bed and drank the tea without thanking her for it. He seemed angry, or maybe indignant, as if even the suggestion was an affront.

This was Dave all over, Rachel thought as she went downstairs, banging on the boys’ doors again as she passed. He was always so confident, so sure that if you didn’t go expecting trouble, if you were smart and did things right, life would be OK. There was no reason to expect the worst, to wait for disaster to strike, as she instinctively did. He had such belief in himself that she believed in him, too, and the world seemed a less terrifying place  as a result. In the seventeen years they had been together he had never let her down and she had learned to be less apprehensive and less fearful that if she dared to be happy, the chances were it would all be taken from her.

She put plates and cereal bowls on the table and started to make toast. Jamie appeared, his face still puffy with sleep. She knew just by looking at him that he hadn’t washed. She caught his hand as he reached for the cornflake packet. It was dry and warm and sticky with grubbiness.

‘Upstairs!’ she said. ‘Wash properly. Go on! Now!’

‘Mum! I can’t! It’s not my fault,’ he complained in a whining voice. He was still a child in many ways. ‘Pete’s in the bathroom. He’ll be in there for hours. He’s got to be such a girl. He won’t let me in.’

‘Here, then,’ she said. ‘Wash here,’ and she handed him a bar of soap and the kitchen towel. She watched as he dipped the ends of his fingers under the rush of water from the tap, his head bent as if in concentration, but more in doziness, as if he could go back to sleep standing there. His thick crown of golden-brown hair stood up, unbrushed. He was aiming for the shaggy, surfer look.

He was an uncomplicated boy; a good, smiling,  contented baby, he had grown up with a sunny, loving nature and was not given to moodiness or brooding. His face was open and freckled, his eyes blue and bright with humour – an easy boy who made friends without trying and whose passage through life seemed assuredly smooth.

She didn’t worry about Jamie. It was Pete who got to her, with his awkward gangly frame and his inflamed teenage skin. Over the last few months he had grown uncommunicative and secretive – the classic teenager, Rachel supposed, although his behaviour was never openly rebellious and the reports from school were always good. It was more that he seemed to have moved away to occupy a different country of his own, somewhere secret and remote where he preferred to be left alone, and what upset her most was that she felt that he suffered there. She didn’t know what it was, a girl perhaps, unrequited love, or much wider despair at what he saw on the news about the world that he was growing into. Famine and war and poverty and injustice and the destruction of the planet were the sort of things that they seemed to discuss now that he was in the sixth form, and it was enough to depress anyone. He wouldn’t talk about what was bothering him and grew  impatient and blushed hotly when she asked him what the matter was.

‘Nothing!’ he would cry. ‘Leave me alone, Mum!’

He had become almost utterly silent around Dave who, in turn, grew impatient with Rachel when she tried to talk to him about her concern. ‘Let it go, Rachel. Leave the lad alone. Stop getting after him. He’s just growing up, that’s all. He doesn’t want his mother forever interfering.’

‘I’m not interfering. I just want to know what’s wrong. I want to know whether we can help.’

‘For God’s sake, Rachel! Leave him alone. It’s normal, isn’t it, for a teenager? Just let him be.’

This morning he came sloping downstairs, so tall and thin that his shoulders looked stooped, and moved his long hair out of his eyes with a slender, almost girlish hand as he sat down and hunched over his cereal bowl.

Passing the back of his stool, Rachel touched his head, and he brushed her away irritably as if she was an annoying fly.

‘The police are here,’ she said to both the boys. ‘There’s a patrol car at the Foots’. I don’t know whether Jodie’s’s back or not.’

‘Everyone’s been texting her,’ said Jamie, getting up  and going outside to see if the car had gone. ‘It’s still there,’ he announced as he came back. ‘Just the one, and no one in it. They must be inside, taking statements.’ His eyes grew wide. Rachel could see him forming a police drama in his mind, lifted straight from television programmes.

‘Have you had an answer?’ asked Rachel. ‘To the texts?’ It would be a relief to hear that Jodie had been in touch.

‘Nothing. Her phone’s been switched off,’ said Jamie, sitting back down and taking a second bowl of cereal. He looked up. ‘Hey, Mum! Do you think she’s been murdered?’ His tone was interested and matter of fact.

‘Don’t say that! Don’t joke about things like that. It’s horrible! Poor Marion!’

‘Poor Jodie, more like!’ He made a strangled face, eyes crossed, tongue sticking out.

‘She’ll be all right,’ said Pete, speaking for the first time. ‘Why shouldn’t she be? She’s always doing stuff like this.’ He got up impatiently and pushed his bowl away.

Jamie sniggered. ‘Look at this, Pete!’ he said, passing over his mobile telephone. ‘This text from Shane . . . “What’s the difference between Jodie Foot and a police  dog?”’ Both boys guffawed, passing the telephone between them. Rachel shook her head and turned away.
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