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Tuesday morning


The day the Holdens disappeared


The wind sounded like the dead had risen, climbing out of their graves and drumming their bones against the roof.


Julianne Hillier stood on her doorstep and watched the lighthouse beacon dance across the churn of the waves before it swept skywards and was lost to the breaking day.


A curlew dipped its beak at the shoreline, its cry obscured by the push and pull of the tide. A milky sun was burning its way through clouds that raced the advancing light. The beach huts – painted in tasteful hues of Salt Spray and Grey Mist and Hidden Pearl – stood on a spit of sand that overlooked the bay, end-of-season samphire growing from the mudflats.


Even in late autumn, Midtown-on-Sea was the kind of place estate agents called paradise.


Julianne locked the front door behind her and jogged, as she did every Tuesday morning, down Seaview Avenue and left into Marine Parade, where the Holden family lived.


Julianne and Piper Holden had run together every week since their daughters – now in their fifth year of secondary school – were babies. Their feet had pounded against the pavements of some of Midtown’s most exclusive streets, through births and deaths, high days and heartbreaks. These runs had become important to both women, the ritual only interrupted for three reasons: during family holidays; when pneumonia had confined Piper to bed for two weeks; and on the death of Julianne’s parents fourteen years ago.


Her mother had been killed by her father’s falling chainsaw when he had lost his footing on a ladder while pruning a tree. This shocking accident – and his catastrophic heart attack a few minutes later – triggered a malaise in Julianne that caused her to sit perfectly still for eight days until Piper took control, caring for her children, encouraging her to wash and dress and eat something warm. Julianne owed a great debt to Piper. Their friendship – forged in the fires of early motherhood – was unbreakable after that.


Even the fallen branches and punched-out garden fences, the aftermath of last night’s storm, would not stop Julianne today. She’d promised Piper she would call for her, come what may, and Julianne did not break her promises.


Despite the enviable location and size of her own home, Julianne often mused that if she could choose any house in this upmarket enclave of beachside properties, it would be Piper’s.


The Holden house was an airy art deco wonder, inspired by the prow of an ocean liner. It was double-fronted with two sets of curved bay windows painted white and edged in a glossy black. These windows, lit by the brilliance of vintage chandeliers, bracketed wide stone steps that led up to a front door which opened onto a vast hallway. A spiral staircase twisted upwards to a spacious second floor with six large bedrooms. The two bedrooms at the front of the house – including Piper’s opulent master suite – had their own balconies which overlooked the sea. Following the curve of the bay windows and enclosed by safety railings, they were reminiscent of a ship’s deck.


When the Holdens had left behind their modest semi-detached in one of Midtown’s less salubrious neighbourhoods and moved here ten years ago, they had filled the garden with palm trees and threaded lights along hidden pathways that wound through the extensive grounds. They’d soon become known for their annual summer party, peopled by well-heeled guests and befitting of a family who glittered with money and success.


A gust of wind whipped Julianne’s hair – dark auburn save for the Mallen streak that blazed down from her crown and ran through her left eyebrow – and carried with it a taste of the coast. She upped her pace and less than a minute later found herself outside Seawings.


Piper usually opened the door as soon as Julianne appeared, tossing a cheery goodbye behind her. The children were old enough to walk themselves to school now, the women no longer bound by the strictures of the school run.


Julianne stretched her leg, an old calf injury niggling at her. A woman walked past, her heels clicking against the pavement on her way to the train station. On a strip of grass that ran across the top of the cliff, a grey-haired man in a cap and scarf threw a ball for his spaniel. Adam Moran, a teacher at the children’s school. He saw Julianne watching and waved. She waved back.


Gray Holden’s Range Rover was parked on the driveway and the downstairs lights were on. He had an office in town and often drove to work. Seeing his car jolted her, even though he worked from home now and again and its presence was not unexpected. Julianne lingered, uncertain how much longer to wait, but the wind was getting stronger and, after a moment’s hesitation, she ran lightly up the steps.


Piper did not answer the first or second ring of the doorbell.


Julianne swivelled on her trainers and scanned the horizon. In the brightening day, the lighthouse beam was no longer visible and the sky was mapped with clouds. The teacher was still throwing the ball for his dog but she saw him glance again in her direction. She wondered whether to wave for a second time but decided it was overkill. He’d acknowledged her already. Once was enough.


With no letter box to lift and shout through – the Holdens had a free-standing mailbox at the edge of their property – Julianne turned back to the door and rapped on the polished wood until her knuckles smarted. But no one – not Piper or Gray or their two children – came to see who it was.


Julianne felt for the mobile tucked in her running belt and called her friend’s landline. From inside the house, she heard the phone ringing a dozen times, shrill, sharp. She hung up and the ringing stopped.


Standing on her tiptoes, she peered through the sitting room window but it was empty. The lights are on but no one’s home. A laugh spilled from her, a high, elastic sound, and then a woman’s voice, accented and warm, surprised her, making her jump.


‘Ćao, Julianne. Do you need help?’


It was Mila Lovri, Piper’s cleaner, her slim body bundled up in a faux fur jacket, an oversized black patent leather handbag hanging from her arm. Market-chic. Piper called her a ‘housekeeper’ but Julianne dismissed that as an affectation, although she kept that thought to herself.


‘I’m supposed to go running with Piper but no one’s answering the door.’


Mila clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes in the manner of an impatient teenager. ‘It’ll be the radio,’ she said confidently. ‘Riva likes it loud.’


Julianne was certain that Piper’s fifteen-year-old daughter would have her headphones jammed into her ears, streaming music from her phone rather than listening to the radio, but felt churlish to mention it.


The cleaner rummaged in her bag and held up a key, her chipped red nail varnish bright against the dull skies. ‘Follow me, moj prijatelj. Let’s see what’s keeping them so busy this morning.’


The house had the feel of the breakfast rush about it. Julianne could smell fresh coffee and burnt toast. An unzipped rucksack was waiting by the front door next to a pair of black school shoes, laces untied. Mila placed her own bag on the hallway floor and hung up her coat. ‘Hello,’ she called, ‘Dòbro jȕtro.’ Her Serbian accent, the rising note at the end of her sentence, made her greeting sound like a song. ‘It’s Mila.’


Julianne followed the cleaner into the kitchen. Mila maintained a steady stream of conversation, interspersed with the occasional phrase Julianne didn’t understand, but it died away when she opened the door and saw the empty room. She clicked her tongue again. ‘They’ll be late for school.’


A china mug rested on the table. Julianne stepped forward and cupped her hand around it. Not warm, exactly, but not cold. ‘They must be upstairs,’ said Mila, pulling her apron over her head and tying up its strings. She pointed to the ceiling. ‘I go up and hurry them along.’


She didn’t know how to answer that. During their morning runs, Piper had often complained that Mila embraced her duties a little too enthusiastically at times. ‘We pay her to keep the place clean and tidy,’ she’d said on one memorable occasion when Mila, concerned that Mr Holden would be late for work, had walked into her employers’ bedroom without knocking and caught them in flagrante. ‘If Gray needs an alarm clock, he’s perfectly capable of setting one.’


Julianne wondered if Piper would have been so disapproving if Mila had been less attractive and not quite as young.


She glanced around the kitchen. A half-eaten bowl of cornflakes stood on the table, spoon lolling against the rim, three pearls of spilt milk resting on the wooden grain.


From the radio on the windowsill, the breakfast show chirped its way through an interview with an actor promoting his latest film, an update about traffic on the M25 and the gale-force winds that were pummelling most of the country.


The ceiling light was bright, a talisman against the autumnal murk of morning. A knife, covered in butter and toast crumbs, lay next to an open jar of strawberry jam. A French textbook, a scribbled list of verbs; a script of The Crucible, its pages splayed apart.


On the worktop by the bread bin, three mobile phones were charging next to a set of car keys and a wallet. A handbag sat on the chair. By the vegetable rack a second school bag was slumped, books spilling from it, a handwritten history essay on ‘The Decline of the British Empire’ in a plastic wallet. Wet washing sat in the machine. The detritus of a broken glass filled the dustpan. The clock on the wall read 7.56 a.m.


A snapshot of family life, ordinary and reassuring. Except the Holden family was not there.


‘They’re not upstairs,’ said Mila, slipping back into the kitchen, a frown creasing her usually smooth forehead. ‘But Mr Holden’s car is still on the driveway. It’s most unusual.’ Then a smile transformed her face. ‘The pool. Of course.’ And she was off again, through the back door and down the garden to the pool house.


Piper and the children wouldn’t be in the pool. It didn’t make sense, not at this time of the morning, but Julianne understood that Mila was grasping at straws, no matter how flimsy.


She sat down at the kitchen table. There was no doubt about it, this behaviour was out of character. Piper was a precise, organized woman who paid her bills on time, cooked meals from scratch, and whose nails and hair were always immaculate. She wouldn’t cancel their run without warning. Julianne typed out a message on her mobile. Where are you?


One of the phones on the worktop vibrated with an incoming message.


Julianne stood again, unable to be still. She wandered into the entrance hall and listened to the house she knew almost as well as her own. Apart from the murmur of the radio and the sough of the wind, it was silent.


Several rooms adjoined the cavernous hallway and most of their doors were closed, apart from what Piper referred to, somewhat grandiloquently, as the drawing room.


Julianne was struck by a stirring of disquietude. This room was only used when the Holdens were entertaining guests, particularly Gray’s clients. Piper always kept the door closed. But it was ajar, a glimpse of thick curtains, polished parquet and luxurious sofas covered in striped silk. She loitered, and then, making a decision, closed her fingers around the brass door handle and went in.


Although there were many to choose from, this was Julianne’s favourite room in Seawings. A large airy space. Perfectly proportioned. Tastefully decorated. Piper had a weekly delivery of fresh flowers and a large vase of autumn blooms, flashes of burnt orange and fire-engine red, dominated the mantelpiece, their edges beginning to brown and curl.


Behind her, she heard the vague sound of Mila closing the back door and then the younger woman’s voice filled the hallway.


‘The pool house is locked,’ she said, ‘but they can’t have gone out. They haven’t taken their keys or their phones.’ She didn’t say it but her subtext was clear: This is strange behaviour. Something is very wrong.


Julianne sensed movement behind her and Mila appeared in the drawing room. The look of concern on the cleaner’s face had been replaced by something darker. In the hollows of her face, fear had made itself at home.


The women stood side by side in the still and greying morning, both lost in thought. As Mila traced a finger across a small table, automatically checking for non-existent dust, her gaze swept the room, settling on the icicle chandelier that had once belonged to a famous London hotel. A strangled sound, a cross between a gasp and a cry of pain, made Julianne jump.


Mila dragged a footstool across the parquet and reached for the crystals, her face crumpled in shock. ‘I dusted it last week,’ she said. ‘But look at it now.’ Her hands were trembling and the cut-glass pendants made a tiny clinking sound as they knocked together. ‘Look.’


Fear, a slippery coil of it, tightened in Julianne’s stomach. She forced herself to look upwards.


The Holdens had bought the original art deco light fitting from a specialist dealer when the hotel had closed down a couple of years ago. With dozens of antique icicle droplets, it had cost tens of thousands of pounds.


Piper was always complaining that the bottom tier of the chandelier hung too low, especially as she was so tall. But Julianne wasn’t thinking about that now.


All she could see was the fine mist of blood that coated the delicate pendalogues.
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Tuesday morning


The day the Holdens disappeared


The young man slung his rucksack over his shoulder, picked up his holdall with one hand and a small leather-handled wooden chest with the other, and stepped off the train. Even here, inside the station, he caught the taste of brine and stilled, scenting the air like a wolf.


He slid his ticket into the barrier and meandered into the early morning mist, its briskness welcome after the stuffiness of the carriage. It was a while since he’d been this close to the sea – not since the death of his mother Gloria – and already he felt the pull of it.


Not wanting to squander his money on a taxi – he still had a good chunk of the £100,000 reward left but that was not for luxuries – he climbed the steep cliff stairs until his legs began to ache, and followed the rough gravel path that cut above the bay.


The wind pulled at his hair but he barely noticed it. He was intent on the square red-brick building that stood on a distant promontory, edging the salt marshes. He walked on and on, mind empty, relishing the unkind bite of the weather and the way it sharpened his senses.


A froth of gulls – twenty or thirty of them – circled in formation on thermals overhead. Above him, the sky had faded into the nothingness he remembered from the seascape of his childhood. But the house in front of him was nothing like the run-down flat he’d grown up in.


It stood on the cliff’s edge, a dwelling with large windows that looked out across the waves. Rising from its castellations was a third storey, encased in tilted glass and a peaked cap of a roof. A radio antenna pointed skywards. The coastguard’s lookout, a former wireless station that had intercepted German transmissions in the First World War. Two hundred metres away, the lighthouse rose in proud companionship.


A rusted anchor was propped against the front wall and the key was tucked beneath it, exactly as the landlady had promised. He’d taken the converted tower on a short let, wanting to find his feet in this place before putting down roots. But the taste of salt on his lips and the rough hand of the wind told him he was home.


The kitchen was austere but practical, the sitting room comfortable but cold. He switched on the kettle and carried his bags upstairs. Time for a five-minute shower. He didn’t want to be late on his first day.


He pulled the letter from his coat pocket and re-read it for the twentieth time, his eyes alighting on the insignia in the top right-hand corner, confirming his six-month attachment. Three years after entering Essex Police’s fast-track programme, eight years after plunging a knife into the hollows of a serial killer’s spine, and nine years after watching his father’s body disappear beneath the dirty churn of the Thames Estuary, he’d landed on his feet, a coveted position in Midtown-on-Sea’s Major Crime Unit.


Detective Constable Saul Anguish.


It had a pleasing ring about it.
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Tuesday morning


The day the Holdens disappeared


Tea, scalding and sweet, for the shock.


Julianne knew her way around Piper’s kitchen better than Mila did. As the cleaner seemed incapable of action, she poured a slug of cooking brandy into a steaming mug, pushed it towards her, turned off the radio and dialled the police.


Mila lapsed into silence, broken by the occasional mutter of words which Julianne didn’t understand but suspected were Serbian expletives. When she’d finished on the telephone, she crouched down and clasped the woman’s trembling hands in her own.


‘The police will find them.’


Mila lifted her tear-streaked face to Julianne, her expression like a stunned animal. ‘But what if something has happened?’ Her voice shrank. ‘Here, in England, they are my family.’


A part of Julianne wanted to shake some sense into the young woman, who was now tearing cellophane from a cigarette packet, despite Piper’s strict policy of no smoking in the house. Of course something had happened. A family didn’t just disappear, mid-breakfast, phones still plugged into chargers, school bag by the front door.


But she forced herself to keep the lid on her own fear, which was threatening to bubble over. Two panicked women would help no one.


A thought struck her and she abruptly left the kitchen, half running down the hallway, through the front door and outside, down the steps, not to Gray’s car on the driveway, but around the corner to the property’s triple garage.


The doors were open, in preparation for the mobile car valeting service that visited fortnightly, but their other cars – a top-of-the-range Lexus RX, a BMW and a vintage Jaguar – were parked side by side, shiny jewels in the morning grey.


If the Holdens had left by choice, they’d have taken a car, wouldn’t they?


Mila was wearing rubber gloves and brandishing disinfectant spray when Julianne walked back into the kitchen. Her defensive half-shrug made her look too young. ‘I’m paid to clean.’


Julianne rested a hand on Mila’s arm. She was still trembling – shock, Julianne supposed, and she guided the woman back to the table. A wisp of smoke rose from one of Piper’s prized olive bowls, a second cigarette already lit and resting next to a small pyramid of ash.


‘I don’t think cleaning is a good idea. The police might need to take fingerprints or something.’


Mila took another drag on her cigarette, a rubber-gloved hand rising to her lips. ‘But I need money for food. Who is going to pay me?’


‘Let’s worry about that later, shall we?’ said Julianne with the air of one who didn’t need to concern herself over such things. After a moment’s hesitation, she retrieved a £20 note she kept folded inside her running belt for emergencies. ‘Take this. But it’s best we don’t touch anything for now.’


The women settled into silence again. Neither knew what to say to the other, their shared concern over the Holdens not enough to bridge their differences. Julianne wanted to tell Mila to stop smoking, that Piper would hate it if she knew, but she lacked the appetite for confrontation.


‘I wonder how long the police will be?’ she said, trying to lighten the awkwardness between them.


‘Why? You have somewhere more important to be?’ Judging by the edge to her tone, Mila was not afraid to articulate her disapproval.


Her over-confidence irritated Julianne. Piper had complained before that Mila was too sure of herself. Now she could understand why. ‘As a matter of fact, I do. I’m supposed to be at a funeral in a couple of hours.’


The cleaner’s demeanour visibly altered. ‘Oh, bože. I am sorry to hear that.’ She peeled off her gloves, her bright blue eyes settling on Julianne. ‘It was someone you loved?’


Julianne lowered her gaze, not able to find the words to explain.


‘I am sorry,’ said Mila again, with the stilted formality of one who’d learned almost all her English from black-and-white films of the 1940s. She crossed herself and patted Julianne’s hand. Her skin was cool and dry.


As they waited for the police to arrive, each lost to her thoughts, Julianne struggled to ignore the tightening band across her chest, a straitjacket of anxiety. The spray of blood on the chandelier had disturbed her more than she was letting on.


An urge to be sick – to physically expel the sense of foreboding from her body – gripped her until she half rose from the chair, certain she was about to lose control of herself. Several deep breaths later, the sensation had passed, and she watched the hands crawl around the clock, counting the minutes until the authorities knocked on the door.


She didn’t tell Mila what Piper Holden had whispered down the telephone last night, that frantic call, mouth close to the receiver, the pull of fear tugging at her words.


‘I’m frightened, Julianne. Gray said he’s going to kill me.’
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Thursday afternoon


Five days before the Holdens disappeared


Piper Holden snipped off the thread and admired her handiwork. Her fingers ached – five hundred sequins was a lot to sew by hand – but the dress looked stunning. She could have bought something similar in any one of Midtown’s designer boutiques, but Riva had particular ideas about colour and cut, and if there was one thing Piper excelled at, it was making clothes.


She slipped the finished dress carefully onto a padded hanger, silver sequins flickering in the lamplight like fish scales. Her daughter – blessed with the fresh complexion and angular limbs of youth – would cause accidents in that dress. Men had been looking at her with hunger in their eyes since she was twelve.


Piper tidied up her box of cotton reels, needles and buttons. Seawings was quiet this afternoon. Riva and her brother Artie were staying late at school for rehearsals and rugby practice, and Gray was still at the office, putting the finishing touches to a deal he was insistent he had to pull off.


She rose from the chaise longue – a French antique shipped in by Gray and upholstered in pale pink silk for her forty-third birthday – and contemplated the decanter of sherry she’d refilled in preparation for the weekend. A mental headshake. No, too early. She wasn’t an alcoholic, for heaven’s sake.


The place was spotless. Mila may be over-familiar at times but she did a wonderful job of keeping their home clean and tidy. So what if she was young and beautiful? So what if she made Piper feel like a spare part? Gray frequently entertained clients at Seawings – keen to show off the abundant fruits of his labour – and with only a few hours’ notice, it was important their house always looked its best.


Piper’s manicured fingers drifted across the laptop Artie had left on the coffee table. She opened up the slim metallic lid and logged on to one of her favourite sites – a high-end brand famous across the world for its luxury clothing, perfumes and jewellery.


The watch she coveted – black ceramic and steel, and set with fifty-two brilliant-cut diamonds – cost £8,800. Gray had always said she could spend what she liked and although it had taken her years to feel comfortable with his generosity – the lean years of her childhood had instilled in her a sense of frugality – she’d grown used to it. But even she hesitated at this extravagance. Christmas was only a few weeks away. Gray would buy it for her then if she asked.


She gazed at the image and held out her wrist, admiring the elegant nub of bone, imagining the glossy strap encircling it. They were attending a black-tie event at the children’s private school in two weeks’ time to mark its centenary year, two tickets already bought and paid for. A perfect accessory to the scarlet sheath she was planning to wear. With a decisive nod of her head, she reached for the telephone receiver and punched in a number.


The saleswoman was well spoken and charming. Piper was a returning customer and although the glee in the woman’s voice at the prospect of a decent-sized commission was masked, she could not conceal it completely.


‘Usual credit card, Mrs Holden?’


‘Please.’


A pause for the transaction to go through. Music. Puccini’s ‘O mio babbino caro’. She examined her nails. One of them had chipped and would need to be redone. She ought to get a hair appointment in the diary too. Her grey roots were pushing through her blonde bob faster than she’d like. The music stopped. A whisper of sharply held breath and then a cooler, more impersonal tone.


‘I’m afraid your card has been declined.’


Piper sat upright in the chair, the receiver tucked beneath her chin. A vision of her mother, face blanched a shade paler than the flour coating her hands, popped into her memory. Even twenty-eight years later, she could still see the finely ground dust drifting through the air and settling on the hall carpet as her mother wiped her palms on her apron and took the phone from Piper while the head of the clinic – Is Mrs Marisa Sharp in? It’s urgent – broke the news that her youngest daughter, Piper’s sister Clodagh, had been found dead in her bed. In all the years that followed, Piper had never heard a scream like it, that note of anguish plucked from a shadowy hiding place, distilling the sensation of grief into the purest of sounds. The knee-weakening shock of it all.


The saleswoman cleared her throat. Piper remembered herself and gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘That must be a mistake.’


A brief silence followed in which Piper sensed her dubiety.


‘Please don’t worry, Mrs Holden,’ said the saleswoman eventually, her words polished with professionalism. Then, still hopeful: ‘Do you wish to continue this transaction with another card?’


Piper’s cheeks were warm, heart racing. ‘Let me get to the bottom of this and then I’ll be in touch. I’m so sorry for wasting your time.’


In the study, Piper rifled through the drawer containing bank statements. Gray had wanted to go paperless but she liked the heft of pages in her hand, even if it didn’t exactly help the planet.


She ran her finger down last month’s transactions on their joint credit card, but there was nothing untoward or unexpected, nothing to suggest they’d tipped over their limit or had got into difficulties. The bill had been paid on time, as it was every month. Apart from their mortgage, Piper had never been in debt. She saw it as a weakness. In her eyes, money was the route to security. And security meant never having to depend on anyone else. Her mother had not taught her much but she had shown her the error in doing that. That last week with Clodagh. Skin and bone. Cold even in the fierceness of high summer, the sips of water, the downy hair on her arms and cheeks. Marisa Sharp begging the bank to extend her overdraft, knowing it wouldn’t cover the thousands they’d need to pay for private medical care but focused only on getting her daughter in front of a specialist as soon as possible, worrying about the details later. The empty cupboards. The bedsheets worn thin in places. The too-small shoes and free school meals. Piper had promised herself a life as far away from that as possible. And she had succeeded. With flying colours.


But still she felt the need to be certain – a compulsion to officialize it – so she returned to the sitting room and picked up the telephone again, her hand tightening around the receiver until her knuckles became whitened rocks.


This call is being recorded for training and quality purposes. Why did automated voices sound so bored? She pressed a series of buttons until she was put through to a human instead of a computer.


The man listened to her rushed explanation. Can’t remember my online banking passwords. (A light laugh.) My husband deals with all that and he’s stuck in an important meeting that can’t be interrupted. Could you be a sweetheart and possibly check the most up-to-date transactions for this card and the rest of our joint accounts? (A well-timed pause.) I’d be so grateful.


His fingers made a tapping sound against his keyboard, then silence, the all-consuming kind that comes from being muted. Piper sat very still, waiting. She mentally logged the time: 4.54 p.m. At last, the catch of his breath against the mouth of the receiver, that background chorus of call centre voices.


The Man on the End of the Phone cleared his throat, and when he spoke again, he was hesitant, almost apologetic. ‘I’m very sorry, Mrs Holden, but I’ve checked and rechecked, and I don’t think it’s a mistake.’


Piper sucked in air. ‘What do you mean?’


‘There was a period of unusual activity on one of your accounts several months ago – a series of regular large withdrawals – but I can’t see anything untoward since then. Until now.’


‘And what’s happened now?’


‘It’s clear you have no idea, so I’m sorry to be the one to break it to you, but every one of your accounts has been emptied and closed.’
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Tuesday morning


The day the Holdens disappeared


Saul followed the cliff path into town. The trees swayed in the wind, last night’s storm still making its presence felt. His lungs filled with sea air. For a moment, he was drowning in the past, the coastal brine rinsing the grime of the city from his nostrils and the dark fault-lines from his heart.


The police station was on the main drag into Midtown-on-Sea, sandwiched between a row of exclusive restaurants on one side and a run of expensive boutiques on the other. The pavement was full of women with smart prams and matching nappy bags, striped scarves and thick, stylish coats, reeking of money. A shining bubble of affluence, a world away from the grim reaches of his childhood.


His mother had worn handmade skirts and cheap T-shirts from the market. Gloria: meaning immortal glory. He hoped she’d found it somewhere between the rubbish sacks slumped outside the pub, disguising the shape of her body as the end-of-March snow had fallen, and the treacherous vomit had filled her lungs and choked her.


Her sobriety had been short-lived. Money – Saul’s reward money, to be accurate – had meant she’d graduated from separating the alcohol in bottles of mouthwash and hand sanitizer to buying vodka from the off-licence. He’d wanted her to eat nutritious meals, to afford the electricity bill without having to choose between rent or heat, to not barter the secret parts of herself in exchange for dirty notes, touched by lustful fingers. But while she had sometimes attempted to do what he’d asked of her, she’d been unable to resist the siren song of liquid oblivion.


‘I don’t want it, Saul.’ She’d pushed the bank book across the table, the blurred edges of Saturday afternoon darkening her kitchen as rain streamed down the windows and the sea was a coloured-in storm, but he’d paid money into her account every month anyway. Much later, on that vicious April night, while Saul had been on secondment to the traffic division, a fatherly colleague had broken the news of her death to him. The officer had tracked him down to the scene of an RTA where a young driver had wrapped his car round a tree. As sleet was stippling Saul’s face, the spring flowers pushing through a bloodied patch of frozen earth, he’d remembered that book. He’d found it a comfort to discover she’d used small amounts of his money here and there while at the same time blaming himself for facilitating her addiction.


Her death – officially recorded as arterial hypoxemia caused by pulmonary aspiration of vomit – was the end of everything. She was the only person who knew the truth about his father. He had no brothers or sisters. No relationship with a woman that had lasted more than a few weeks. He didn’t know how to let them in and lost interest when they began to ask intimate questions about his past, pushing against a door he didn’t want to open. In the end, he would close and lock it, shutting them out without a backward glance. He would not have called it loneliness exactly. But without his mother to anchor him, his place in the world felt insubstantial. As the sole surviving member of his family, he was adrift, alone – and that feeling had carried him along the estuary to Midtown-on-Sea.


Saul was due to report to Detective Inspector Angus O’Neill at 10.30 a.m. sharp. The word sharp had been typed in bold in the email and underlined. He tried, without success, not to hate him. He wanted this job more than anything he’d wanted for a long time. Expectations would have to be met, simple as that.


But first, coffee.


The shop was too warm and too busy, the queue snaking almost to the door. He was tempted to leave but he craved the caffeine hit. Saul glanced at the clock on the wall. Twenty minutes to go. Just enough time.


When he was third from the front, the rich smell of coffee beans intensifying with every step, a man with rimless glasses, a forgettable face and carrying a takeaway cardboard cup bumped shoulders with him. The lid was not properly secured and hot liquid spilled over the man’s smart jacket.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ he said, glaring at Saul.


The fine hairs at the back of Saul’s neck lifted along with his temper. ‘You should look where you’re going. Could have caused a nasty accident.’


The man took a step towards Saul, staring at him in a way that was designed to intimidate. He was not particularly tall but he carried himself with a hardened ranginess more powerful than height or bulk. But it didn’t bother Saul. He squared up to the stranger, shoulders back, palms facing skywards, fingers curving into a ‘Come on, then’ gesture. The atmosphere bristled with aggression, although not another word had been spoken.


The man held his gaze for a couple of seconds before shaking his head, as if convincing himself not to squander any more of his time on a waste of space like Saul. But Saul recognized that expression, even if the man didn’t know it himself: surrender.


The police station was the kind of Tuesday-morning quiet only affluent suburbs at the edge of the Essex coast understood. Saul waited for the desk sergeant to sign him in.


‘What kind of a name is Anguish?’ the officer asked with a smirk. ‘Oh, wait. You’re the kid who nailed that psycho.’


Saul refused to bite. He leaned forward and made a show of reading the sergeant’s name badge. ‘Everhard.’ He raised an eyebrow. The sergeant coloured and shut up.


For all his determination to become a detective, Saul was not comfortable in police stations. He’d had more experience than most.


At the age of eleven, he was caught stealing a can of Shandy Bass, and the corner shop owner had dragged him all the way to Elm Road by his ear. The officer manning the desk had threatened arrest to ‘teach him a lesson’ and given him a stern talking to, but there had been no formal punishment. The council mowers had been trimming the cliff gardens that afternoon and a drunk had vomited in the stairwell. Even now, the smell of freshly cut grass and the scent of pine disinfectant and parmesan could throw him back to that memory.


When he was fifteen, he’d accompanied his mother to file a missing person’s report following the disappearance of his father, even though they’d both known he was lost to the dark embrace of the estuary.


The last statement he’d given – eight years ago now, when he was sixteen – had forensically detailed his courage in plunging a knife into a serial killer’s back and saving the lives of two young children. Not the whole story, though. He would hold that secret to himself until he was cold in the ground.


As far as the police, the newspapers, the wider community were concerned, Saul Anguish was a hero. Some days, he even believed it himself.


The desk sergeant was talking to someone. Detective Inspector Angus O’Neill. Saul heard his name mentioned and smoothed down his trousers. No jeans, his line manager had said. He turned, a quarter-smile of greeting lighting his face.


The man from the coffee shop stared back.
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Tuesday morning


The day the Holdens disappeared


‘I’m sorry,’ said Julianne, glancing at the clock. ‘I can’t stay any longer. I need to go home.’


The young cleaner looked aghast. ‘Jebiga. You can’t leave me on my own. There’s’ – she gave a weak shudder – ‘blood.’


Julianne crouched and retied the lace of her left trainer. ‘The police will be here soon. I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise.’


Before Mila had a chance to protest further, Julianne had shut the door behind her and was running down the wide steps of Seawings and back to her own house, feet slamming against the pavement, sloughing off Mila’s bleak proclamations like dead skin.


She breathed in the sea air, shivered in the wind. A headache throbbed between her eyes. Where are they? What if Piper or the children are hurt? What’s happened to Gray? Her stomach twisted at the unanswered questions.


It was one thing for an adult to vanish – people walked away from their lives all the time – but for a wealthy family to disappear, leaving their cars and phones and wallets behind them? That hinted at something much darker. As for the blood, she couldn’t bear to think of what it might mean.


Her own house was silent when she let herself in.


‘It’s only me.’ Julianne waited a beat for an answer that didn’t come. ‘You won’t believe what’s happened.’ The words tumbled from her, impossible to contain. ‘The Holdens – all four of them – are missing.’


Her voice echoed around the walls. The children would be at school, but she’d thought Quiller might pop home to check how things were after last night’s phone call. His appointment would be over by now and he knew she might need support.


But there was no answering hello, no request for coffee or a shoulder massage, or that familiar creak as he rose from the chair in his light-filled office overlooking the bay to hug her too tightly, fingers pinching her skin.


She had stayed at Seawings longer than she’d planned to and now she would have to hurry. She stripped off her running clothes and stepped into the rainforest shower Quiller had spent hours choosing online. Interior design interested her too, but she was realistic enough to know that her husband always had the last word. Even if she didn’t like it, he would overrule her because, as he often reminded her, he was the one who earned all the money. On the rare occasion she brought home a scented candle or pretty cushion that had caught her eye, he would demand receipts and click his tongue at the exorbitant price. Even the food shopping was an ordeal of its own. If she hadn’t filled her trolley with three-for-two offers and kept within a strictly allocated budget, there would be a post-mortem. On one occasion, he’d stopped her from going out with her friends, confiscating the credit card he permitted her to use on trips to the supermarket. ‘If you can’t budget properly, Julianne, I’m afraid you can’t afford to have a meal out.’


But this didn’t stop him from spending money. They had plenty of it, after all. And he would gift her nice things – clothes and jewellery, mostly – and pay for haircuts and beauty treatments to maintain appearances. It was just that he liked to be the one in charge of their bank accounts and decide how it was spent.


Julianne dried herself off and dressed with care. A tailored suit – classic, not showy. Black sheer tights. A platinum watch and a silver locket at her throat. Heeled boots, but not too high. A soft grey leather clutch bag.


She called a taxi – she would need a glass of wine at the wake and anyway, what choice did she have? – and while she waited for it to arrive, she cast an appraising eye over her reflection.


Her hair was in a sleek bun at the nape of her neck, accentuating the flash of her Mallen streak. A suggestion of eyeshadow, a light sweep of blusher and lipstick, nothing gaudy or bold. She drew the tip of her manicured forefinger beneath her eye to remove a smudge of mascara and checked her teeth. Julianne stared at the mirror and an attractive woman, expensive and groomed, stared back.


A text informed her that her taxi was waiting outside. She would pay with the cash she’d taken out of Quiller’s wallet last night. With a last check of her bag – comb, tissues, keys – she was gone.




The church and cemetery were stitched into the cliffs, overlooking the bay. Quiller said it was ironic the dead occupied Midtown’s most sought-after location when they were not able to appreciate its multi-million-pound view. But Quiller was an estate agent. That was the way his mind worked: it was all about the money. As someone whose parents were buried here, Julianne disapproved of his ethos. The curve of the sandy beach and wide mouth of the sea, the wind’s kick and the fluctuations of light, were a balm to those tethered to this graveyard by the death of their loved ones. Mourners, whether coping with the open sore of fresh grief or the scars of older losses, deserved to find comfort in the majesty of the seascape.


St Mary’s Church was the sort of place one might find on a film set. It was a white clapboard building – an odd choice, given the relentless buffeting of the elements – with a grey spire and a cemetery enclosed by a white picket fence. It was surrounded by long grasses which bowed when the wind raced through them. The air often tasted of salt. Seabirds wheeled across a sky which changed its clothes by the hour. A place of peace in a world that had all but forgotten how to respect death.


Seventy or so people were clustered on the porch at the front of the church, the queue inching its way inside. They had the look of blackbirds about them, hushed and fluttering in their funereal clothes.


As Julianne walked along the path towards the building, the cortège pulled up by the gate and she quickened her pace until she became part of the crowd, turning in silence to watch the family arrive.


A woman wearing pearl earrings and a navy raincoat leaned into Julianne. ‘Awful, isn’t it?’ She squeezed her arm. ‘How did you know her? Are you one of the mothers from school?’


‘No.’ Julianne offered a faint smile. ‘We were friends a long time ago.’ She was prevented from answering more fully by an usher, who held out an Order of Service and directed her to a pew.


The church was cold and perfumed with flowers. The vicar cleared his throat and asked the congregation to rise.


Music. The slow procession of a father and his two young sons walking behind a coffin with polished handles and bedecked with lilies. Julianne traced the smiling face of a woman, freckles sprinkled across her nose and sun-bleached hair. In Loving Memory of Anoushka Thornton, 14 July 1979–27 October 2021. From somewhere in front of her, Julianne caught the sound of muffled sobbing. She reached into her bag for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes.


After the service, a flautist played the coffin to the graveside. Mourners clustered around the freshly turned earth, no longer fluttering blackbirds but ants in a colony, purposeful, each with their role to perform. Julianne stood near the back, the wind snatching strands of hair from her bun. Anoushka’s husband, known to his friends as Thorne, bent and whispered something to the coffin as it was lowered into the ground. Her sons – Seb and Thomas – tossed handwritten letters and a sprig of lily of the valley after their mother.


After her stellar fifteen-year career at Barclays, Anoushka was ready for a different type of challenge. She moved back to Midtown, where she’d attended Southcliffe High School for Girls as a teenager, and devoted her life to her family.


Julianne had paid careful attention to the eulogy. The words played on a loop in her memory. Southcliffe. Barclays. Devoted to family.


As the vicar committed Anoushka Thornton’s body to the dirt, her younger son let out a thin wail. His father put an arm around him. The boy’s cry reminded Julianne of a sandpiper chick, calling for its mother, and it made her think of Riva and Artie Holden, missing from their home for several hours now. For the first time since arriving at the church, emotion swelled her throat.


The pub was thick with laughter and whisky fumes by the time Julianne arrived, even though it was not yet lunchtime.


Men in dark suits stood unmoving as rocks while their wives eddied around them, checking on the Thornton boys and removing cling-film from plates of sandwiches. The conversation was louder now, broken by the occasional huff of laughter, an inevitable lightening of the funeral tension that Julianne had witnessed before. One or two of those men in dark suits followed Julianne with their eyes as she made her way to the bar. Julianne ignored them. She was used to it.


‘Can I get you a drink?’ He was tall – six foot two, at least – with tired eyes and a salt-and-pepper quiff, and he was leaning against the wooden counter, sipping a pint of Guinness.


‘Your speech was beautiful,’ she said.


He smiled at her but there was no joy in it. ‘My sister was beautiful. We’re going to miss her horribly.’ He put down his glass and gestured to the bartender. ‘My friend here would like a . . .?’ He turned to her with a question mark in his eyes.


Julianne ordered a vodka and soda with fresh lime. She waited for the man – his name was Ben – to fill the silence and he obliged. He studied her face, an expression of interest on his own.


‘How did you know Anoushka?’


She swallowed a large mouthful of her drink, bubbles tickling her nose. She had expected this question but it didn’t stop her from stumbling over the answer.


‘From school. A long time ago. I saw the Death Notice in the newspaper and I wanted to come and pay my respects.’


‘That’s lovely. So you were at Southcliffe too?’


Julianne nodded and his face brightened, a glimpse of sun in the rain. He laid his hand on her arm. ‘There’s a whole gang of her old school friends here. Would you like me to take you over to them?’


‘Thank you, but I doubt they’d remember me. I was only there for a year but Anoushka was very kind to me.’


His eyes filled. ‘She always was.’ He released a shaky breath. ‘Why don’t you come and say hello to Thorne instead? I know he’d love to meet you.’


Five minutes later, Julianne was being introduced to Anoushka’s husband. He was inspecting a card attached to one of the floral displays the funeral directors had brought with them from the church. Thorne’s eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot but he cut a striking figure in his immaculate white shirt and black silk tie.


‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ said Julianne, extending her hand to shake his. He ignored it. Too late, she smelled the wall of alcohol on his breath and realized he was several miles down the road to drunkenness. To cover her embarrassment, she cast around for a distraction. Behind him, amongst the photographs that charted Anoushka’s life, she noticed a bouquet of ivory roses and vivid lilacs in the shape of a teardrop. ‘What stunning flowers.’


Thorne swayed, draining his goblet of red wine. His fist was curled around its stem and Julianne wondered whether the fury of his grief might break it. He waved the card at her, his words rough and slurred, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying.


‘Let’s get you some coffee,’ said Ben, trying to ease the empty glass from his grip. ‘And what about a sandwich? When did you last eat something?’


Thorne shook off his brother-in-law. ‘Not hungry.’ He turned the card over and over in his hand.


The wine had loosened his boundaries, liquefied them. He waved the card again, his unfocused gaze roaming around the room, his words tinged with suspicion. ‘Who sent these?’


Julianne glanced at Ben, who looked as uncomfortable as she felt. A stab of compassion for Thorne surprised her. The widower was unsteady on his feet, lurching to his left. She wanted to slip away but she was trapped, a deer frozen in front of an incoming car. He repeated the question, and his voice, rising, inflected with confusion and an undercurrent of anger, turned heads in their direction. One of his sons – the older boy – put down his cake, a wariness in his eyes.


‘Listen to this,’ said Thorne, holding the card in the air with an exaggerated flourish. Julianne could see ‘Masterson’s’, the name of the local florist’s, printed on the back. ‘Darling Anoushka, my heart will never stop looking for you, with all my love. Unsigned. Three kisses.’ He spat out the last two words, as if they tasted of something spoiled and rancid.


‘Come on, buddy,’ said Ben, more firmly this time.


But Thorne wrenched his arm free, turning the force of his ire on his brother-in-law. ‘What do you know about it? Who was she fucking behind my back?’


‘Hey,’ said Ben, cold and sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. ‘That’s my sister you’re talking about.’


Julianne felt the air thicken between the men, a bolus of anxiety forming in her stomach. Thorne was still swaying, Ben observing him with a hardness in his expression. Thorne took a step towards his wife’s brother and Julianne noticed Ben’s fists were clenched. She glanced around, seeking help, but most had returned to their conversations and the function room was filling with the smell of hot food, and no one was looking in their direction except Thorne’s eldest son.


In desperation, she scanned the mourners for his mother or sister, an aunt or a cousin. Any female relative would be better placed than she was to cool the tension with a compress of empathy and understanding, but the women were gathered together in tight knots, tending to children released from the formality of church or passing around plates of honey-glazed cocktail sausages and slabs of sponge cake.


Julianne hadn’t met either of the men until ten minutes ago but now she found herself stepping between these strangers, calming the heat of their anger with her body and her voice.


‘Come on,’ she said, a softness to her. ‘You’re both on the same side.’ She was standing face to face with Thorne, so close she could feel his hectic breath against her skin. Ben was somewhere behind her, but she focused her attention on the widower, waiting for him to gather himself. ‘What about that coffee?’ she said. He dipped his head a quarter of an inch and followed her to the rows of ugly cups squatting in their saucers, and a stainless steel urn.


She lingered nearby as he sipped his hot drink – but not too close. That was not her place. Friends and family whirled up and away again in a never-ending parade of platitudes. She drank her vodka – the ice had melted and watered it down – and watched him from her chair. As the coffee worked its way through his system, Thorne began to sober up. He was polite but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. Not for the first time, Julianne understood a funeral was the darker sister to a wedding. The same guests, the same sense of ritual and formality, except only one half of the couple was in attendance, clothed in black, not ivory or white, looking to the past, not the future.


An hour passed. Then another forty minutes. The crowd began to thin. Those who had come for the free drinks and buffet – acquaintances and distant colleagues, not those entwined with the family through the deep roots of loyalty that come from years of friendship – slipped away.


Julianne’s gaze flicked to the clock on the wall. Time to leave. She had drunk too much and chatted to a few guests, but now she needed to return to Seawings, to see if there was any news on Piper and her family. She glanced around, wanting to say goodbye to Thorne. If she didn’t act now, there might not be another chance.


He was standing by the flowers again, shoulders slumped like a collapsed puppet. A woman touched him on the shoulder and then disappeared to the bar. Julianne seized her moment. On his cheek, a shaving cut had scabbed over but she could see its bloody crust.


‘It was good to meet you. I just wish it wasn’t under such dreadful circumstances.’


‘Sorry about earlier.’ His apology was gruff, a hint of embarrassment. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


‘Don’t apologize,’ said Julianne. ‘It’s completely understandable.’


‘I’m not being an idiot, am I?’ His eyes, red-streaked with grief and seeking reassurance, found hers. As a neutral party, she supposed she was easier to talk to than his family. ‘I just want to know who sent them.’


‘Most of us would feel the same way. It’s a very human response.’


The woman at the bar mimed drinking from a glass. ‘That’s my cousin. She’s getting me a drink.’ The ghost of a smile. ‘A soft one. I think she’s asking if you’d like one.’


‘Thank you, but I’d better not. I’ve got to head off now.’ The colour of the day had changed and she could tell by the grey light filtering through the windows that the temperature had dropped. She buttoned up her coat and felt in her pocket for her gloves.


‘I don’t think I’m ever going to find out.’ His eyes filled again.


Julianne wasn’t sure whether she ought to get involved. David Thornton was in a great deal of distress, that much was clear. She wondered what Piper would do in her position. To speak up now felt too forward, over-familiar even. But she had no idea if they would meet again, and from what she’d witnessed so far, he was a widower stumbling through a maze of grief. The public-spirited response would be to offer to help in any way she could.
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