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Prologue


Whinfell, Cumbria, October 2018


‘I can’t do it.’ Natasha’s grip tightened around the cable, knuckles blanched white as she tried not to look down.


The walkway swayed slightly as Hels jumped off and onto the platform at the other end. She had practically skipped her way across, more like a Disney squirrel from Snow White than a trainee dentist from Somerset. She whirled back to find Natasha frozen mid-step between the two wooden stepping stones. Her expression of free-spirited delight turned into surprise, then cackling mischief. ‘Oh, don’t tell me you’re stuck!’ she laughed, clapping her hands. ‘That’s too funny!’ She reached for her phone and took a few pictures of Natasha’s rigid stance.


Natasha looked at her in panic. She would have said she was rooted to the spot if only it weren’t so blindingly obvious that she wasn’t rooted to anything whatsoever. She was thirty feet above the ground with just a cable to keep her safe. ‘I can’t do it,’ she said again, trying to project her voice.


‘Hon, if you can walk, drunk, over cobblestones in your vintage Jimmy Choos, then you sure as hell can walk this. Eyes up, chop-chop. You’re holding everyone up.’


Natasha looked back down trepidatiously at her own feet, trying to focus on her trainers and not the gaping chasm beneath them. She willed her legs to walk but, as if prodded by the devil’s imp, her gaze went straight to the drop. The pine-cone-speckled ground seemed to rise up and then fall again. With a whimper, she dropped into a straddled half crouch – ungainly, undignified, uncomfortable. Her thigh muscles began to burn.


The aerial walkway swayed again as Sara, behind her, took another step closer. They were supposed to keep three stepping stones clear of the person in front at all times, that was what the guy who’d harnessed them up had said. Was she the only one who’d been listening? Had the rest all been distracted by Hels’s dirty dancing behind his back?


‘Come on, Nats!’ Sara called from behind her. ‘Get a shift on. It’s chilly when you stop.’


‘I . . . I . . .’ Natasha hesitated, trying to stand tall again, but her body felt set in concrete. ‘I’m really stuck.’


‘Natser,’ Hels called again. ‘Just think of the margaritas we’ll have after this. Mmmm.’


That was easy for her to say, from the safety of the solid platform encircling the tree trunk. Natasha eyed it desperately. There were thirteen steps between there and where she had stopped. Why had she stopped? If she had just kept on moving, she’d be there already and everything would be fine. The problems always started when her brain engaged.


Voices began to heckle and shout from further back in the line: What’s the problem? Get a move on! She was creating a log jam. The cable system meant no one could overtake on the walkways, and she could only be unclipped at one of the platforms. For as long as she was stuck, they were too.


‘I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,’ she whispered, knowing no one could hear. She dropped her head, realizing she was shaking. She couldn’t go back but nor could she go forward. She was suspended in mid-air, just waiting to fall.


‘Hey!’


The shout intruded past the fog that had descended upon her. She looked down to see the instructor who had buckled them up and given them their safety briefing – taking the premixed passionfruit martini can from Hels’s hands – staring up at her. His hands were on his hips. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Can’t you get her to shift on?’ someone shouted further back.


She shook her head. ‘I can’t. I can’t move.’ She couldn’t even project her voice.


‘She’s been like that for five minutes now!’ someone else pitched in.


The man blinked for a moment, taking in her awkwardly crouched posture across the two stepping stones. No one would willingly hold themselves in that humiliating, frankly painful position. ‘. . . Okay. I’ll come up.’


She watched him, daring only to swivel her eyes, as he climbed the ladder to the platform on the tree ahead of her. Within moments he was standing beside Helena, who said something to him that made him nod. Natasha gasped as the walkway tautened beneath his weight as he stepped out, walking casually towards her like he was in the pub. ‘Nats, is it?’


She nodded.


‘Are you feeling okay? Are you unwell?’ he asked, stopping in front of her. Natasha, still in her half crouch, looked up at him.


‘You . . . you haven’t clipped on,’ she whispered in disbelief, gripping the cable even more tightly. He might die at any moment.


‘Oh! Shit!’ he exclaimed, looking down and seeing that he was standing there completely untethered. ‘I keep forgetting.’ He clipped the buckle on his harness to the cable. ‘Don’t tell my boss, will you?’ he grinned.


Natasha didn’t reply. His devil-may-care attitude wasn’t doing anything to make her feel better, or safer.


He crouched down in front of her, elbows resting on his splayed knees. ‘So you’re really stuck, huh?’


‘I can’t do it,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. We’ll get you back. You’re perfectly safe, I promise.’


She glanced at him and saw that his eyes were kind, that despite his infinite ease up here in the treetops, he wasn’t mocking her for her cowardice. He rose to standing again but the motion made the bridge swing and her grip tightened on the cable as she whimpered again. She felt like she was falling, like she might die, her chest felt tight, her breathing shallow.


He put a hand out to steady her, his skin warm against hers; she was gripping so tightly, she was restricting her own blood flow. ‘So Nats, my name’s Tom. I won’t let you fall, I promise. Do you trust me?’


She didn’t reply – he was a stranger! Of course she didn’t trust him! – and he gave a low laugh. ‘I’ll take that as a no, then.’


She swivelled her eyes to him again, still the only part of her that could move.


‘That’s fine. Fair enough. I can still work with your condemnation and suspicion.’


She smiled in spite of her terror.


‘Ha, good. There we go. She smiles!’ He grinned back, and even amid her rigid terror she could see he was good-looking: one of those happy-go-lucky, smiley, athletic guys who could do anything and make it look easy. ‘Okay, so then the first thing we’re going to do is try to get you to stand. No sudden movements. You’re just going to slowly straighten up.’


Stand? He might as well have said handstand. She felt the smile fade, her breathing shallow. ‘No.’ She had to stay low, hidden, small.


There was a pause and she could tell he was assessing her, that it was beginning to dawn on him this was no ordinary freeze. She was well and truly stuck fast, as though welded there.


‘Okay, then we’re going to do standing up for beginners. You keep holding onto the sides and I’m going to put my hands under your arms to help guide you up. It’ll keep you feeling stable—’


She shook her head. ‘No.’


There was another pause. If she couldn’t even stand, what hope was there for her to walk? She saw him twist round, no doubt looking for one of his colleagues, but the nearest one was several trees away and fully involved with a little boy’s birthday party. To her mortification, the children were bouncing and jumping on the walkways: no hands, no fear.


Tom turned back to her. ‘Okay, let’s try this, then. With your permission, I’m going to come in close and hold you. Then you’ll close your eyes and I’ll guide you to standing so you won’t even have to see where we are.’


‘No.’ Her voice was barely even a breath.


‘. . . Well, it’s basically that or a tranquillizer dart.’


Her head whipped up in alarm but he just gave a shrug. ‘I’m only half joking.’


She swallowed.


‘Close your eyes. Go on, just close your eyes for me. I won’t do anything. Just close your eyes and allow yourself to feel the sensation of being up here.’


‘But that’s exactly what I don’t want to feel,’ she muttered.


He grinned, like she was the one who’d told a joke now. ‘I know, but if you can “feel” the sense of space around you and also recognize that you’re not actually falling, it will help your instincts unlock. Your body may not like it up here, but your mind will be reassured you are safe. Just try it. I’m right beside you, I won’t let anything happen to you.’


Warily, she closed her eyes. It had the effect of heightening her other senses and she became acutely aware of the breeze, not just around her but below her too. She felt the twist of the cable handrail in her tightly gripped palm, the solidity of the oak stepping stone beneath her feet, the burn in her thighs. She had a sense of her own body in this space – precarious, but stable.


When she opened her eyes again, he was looking at her. ‘Okay?’


She nodded.


‘Can you stand on your own?’


Quickly she shook her head.


‘Then can I step into your space and hold you? No funny business, I assure you, but it will calm your nervous system, which, right now, is having quite the party.’


She gave a small half smile at his joke again. ‘Fine.’ Anything to get off here.


‘Good. So then I’m going to step onto the same blocks as you. The bridge will move slightly but we won’t tip or fall—’ And before she could even hesitate, he stepped onto the very blocks supporting her. The walkway shifted at the transference of weight and instinctively, as he moved into her personal space, her hands flew to him as if he were the steady object. No sooner had she released her death grip of the cable than he wrapped his arms around her and clasped her tightly to his chest. She couldn’t see over his shoulder so she was peering into the blackness of his North Face fleece, unable to see anything, but she realized she was now standing at least.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked, but she heard the question mainly as a rumble through his chest.


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Good. Now step on my feet.’


‘. . . Huh?’


‘Step on my feet.’


‘I can’t do that. I’ll crush you.’


She felt his laughter as another rumble against her ear. ‘I hardly think so,’ he chuckled. ‘Go on, step up. Don’t worry – there’s method in the madness.’


Tentatively, she placed her feet on his. This was ridiculous, but also seemingly the only alternative to a tranquillizer dart. 


‘Now hold on tight.’


‘What are you going to do?’ she asked, gripping him tightly.


‘Think of it as a dance.’


‘A dance?’ she gasped in horror.


‘Yes. We’re going to—’ He suddenly pivoted on the balls of his feet and spun them both round 180 degrees. ‘—turn.’


It was done before she could even protest. She felt his hand lift off her back and fiddle quickly with a buckle on his harness between them and she realized he was detaching and reattaching himself to the walkway, to stop the cable from twisting around them. Then he did something to her harness too.


A few moments later, his hands were on her back again. He moved so quickly, not even having to look. Fear seemed an alien concept to him. ‘Still okay?’


She could scarcely nod now. She was standing on a stranger’s toes, clasping him like a limpet, thirty feet off the ground, waiting to die.


‘Can you waltz?’ he asked, but left her no time to reply. ‘It’s really very simple. Step, step, close. Step, step, close.’ His feet moved in time with the instructions, walking her backwards, one of his hands on the cable rail, the other looped around her waist, until moments later, she felt him take a bigger step. She gave a small gasp and clung to him even more tightly.


‘You can open your eyes now,’ he said after a pause.


Huh? They had stopped moving. Tentatively, one eye opened, she drew back – but only so far. He had somehow buckled their harnesses together, linking them so that he was tugged gently by her movements. He released her again with a single flick of the clasp.


‘Terra firma, of sorts,’ he grinned as she saw that they were on the platform.


Natasha staggered backwards off his feet onto the deck. ‘Oh God, it’s over, it’s over,’ she breathed, pressing a hand to her chest as she looked down at the solid platform. Not sure she could trust herself to stand unsupported, she sank to her knees, letting her head hang. It was over.


‘I’d be weak at the knees after that display of heroism too!’ Hels laughed coquettishly. She would flirt with the postman, the postman’s dog. ‘How can she possibly thank you?’


‘No need. It’s all in a day’s work,’ Tom chuckled, unclipping his harness from the line and crouching in front of her again. ‘You okay?’ he asked, dropping his voice.


She looked up, feeling her stomach curl with mortification as she saw him properly now, without the veil of terror over her eyes. He was tall, she already knew that; brown hair, strong brows, blue eyes, yes; but there was something in his smile, the kindness in his voice, that made her want to reach her arms out and press her face into the crook of his neck again. He felt . . . familiar, somehow, as though they’d met before.


‘Thank you so much. I feel so pathetic.’


‘Don’t. It happens – a lot,’ he said. ‘We see it all the time. Don’t beat yourself up. You did good.’


She knew he was just being kind. That the toddlers were braver than her.


He must have read the scepticism on her face because he chuckled. ‘Still suspicious of me, huh?’


‘No, I . . . no.’ She shook her head wanly, wanting him to believe her, but words wouldn’t form, adrenaline rendering her dumb. She felt like her mind and body were only just coming back under her own control again. What had happened back there? She remembered how expertly he’d distracted her with jokes, how safe she’d felt the moment his arms had closed around her, the confusion that came from standing on his toes, dancing through the trees—


‘I mean it, Nats, you did good.’ His words forced her to hold his gaze and she felt a charge, as if something other than mere kindness zipped between them. He seemed to sense it too, as he frowned slightly and the look between them held for a few moments longer than was polite. His mouth opened, but there was a slight delay before the words came. ‘. . . Let’s get you standing, shall we?’


He rose to standing again, putting a hand out to her. She slipped her hand into his, feeling the size of his palm against hers, the grip of his fingers as he effortlessly pulled her back up. There was another pause.


‘So . . .’ He smiled, shaking his head slightly and breaking the eye contact. ‘Uh . . . so, I know you’ve paid for the full treetops experience and it’s completely up to you, but my advice would be to cut yourself some slack and leave it here for today. You’ve had a pretty bad shock and this is supposed to be fun – not ritual torture.’


‘Exactly. This is a hen party. The torture is supposed to come after you’re married, Nats, not before!’ Sara said, joining them as she stepped onto the platform now too and unclipped herself.


‘You’re getting married?’ Tom asked, taking a step back as he planted his hands on his hips.


‘Is it that shocking?’ Hels asked wryly, watching his reaction.


‘She just looks so . . .’ He looked back at Natasha. ‘You look so young.’


‘Yeah, well – true love doesn’t give a stuff about age,’ Hels drawled. ‘Romeo and Juliet were teenagers.’


‘I’m not a teenager,’ Natasha said quickly.


He nodded slowly. ‘. . . Well . . . congratulations.’


‘Thanks.’ She looked down at the boards again.


She could see the feet of all the people who had been stuck behind her, walking quickly past, desperate to get onto the next platform and ahead of her, lest she should try her luck again.


‘And don’t worry, I have no intention of putting myself – or anyone else – through that again,’ Natasha said, pushing her hair back. ‘I am really sorry for putting you out.’


‘You didn’t put me out.’


She looked back up to find him still watching her, but without the cheeky grin from before. The air seemed to crackle between them and in her peripheral vision, Natasha could see Hels’s mouth and eyes widen with scandalous delight, as if she could see it too. Natasha knew she wouldn’t be hearing the end of this unexpected flirtation.


‘Um, the others will be wondering where we are, I guess.’ She glanced at Sara, who was the emcee of the trip.


‘Oh, they’re fine,’ she said dismissively. ‘I texted Rach while we were waiting around and told them to meet us back at the treehouse. They finished a while ago.’


Natasha rolled her eyes, pressing her hand to her forehead in embarrassment that she’d caused all this fuss. ‘Ugh, I’m such an idiot.’


‘No, it’s actually very helpful. It gives them time to hide the stripper.’


‘What?’ Her hand dropped down again.


Hels cracked up. ‘Your face!’


‘I said no—’


‘No vegetarians, I thought it was,’ Sara finished for her, frowning thoughtfully and tapping a finger to her lip.


Natasha caught sight of Tom’s bemused expression at their jokes. His smile seemed to fade as their eyes met again. ‘Well . . . it sounds like you’ve got an interesting weekend ahead of you. I’m glad we were able to keep you alive for it.’


‘I think I’d rather have fallen,’ Natasha groaned. ‘I’d choose a night in the ITU over a stripper gyrating in my face, any day.’


‘You wouldn’t say that if it was Channing Tatum,’ Hels drawled.


‘You’re sure you’re feeling better?’ Tom asked her.


‘Yes. Just incredibly stupid.’


Tom looked at the others. ‘Is she always this hard on herself?’


‘Don’t get us started,’ Sara groaned. ‘She’s not called Little Miss Perfect by accident.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Let’s just say she has high standards.’


‘Oh?’


‘Perfect hair, perfect flat, perfect body, perfect fiancé—’


‘I’m standing right here!’ Natasha protested. ‘I can hear you!’


‘See? Perfect hearing.’


Tom grinned just as the radio on his belt clip crackled into life. ‘Duty calls,’ he sighed. ‘Back to it.’


‘Oh, but aren’t you on duty now, with us?’ Hels enquired. ‘Can’t you stay? You did just save her life!’ she said in a dramatic voice.


‘I think it would be hard to argue I was working after the conversation moved on to strippers,’ he quipped. He looked at them, his gaze finishing on Natasha again. ‘Well, it was nice meeting you all . . . Nats, enjoy your hen weekend.’


‘Thanks. For everything.’ She was aiming for levity but her voice sounded strained.


‘Anytime you want to dance in the trees . . . I’m your man,’ he shrugged, his gaze lingering for a moment longer even as he began to turn away.


‘I bet he says that to all the girls,’ Hels muttered as they watched him walk back towards the ladder, pulling his radio from his belt clip and talking into it. Was he off to save someone else now? He made it look so casual.


‘Earth to Nats.’


‘Huh?’ Natasha switched back to find Hels clicking her fingers in her face.


‘Yeah, you have a good old look, girl. You didn’t see how easily he just scooped you up out there. It was sexy as hell.’


‘If you say so. I was too busy trying not to have a heart attack,’ she muttered, trying to push away the feeling of desolation that was beginning to sweep over her. Adrenaline comedown?


Sara put a hand on her shoulder. ‘What happened, anyway? One moment you were fine, the next you were like a deer in headlights.’


Natasha shook her head, just as baffled. ‘I honestly don’t know. I was having a great time, I really was. It just came on from nowhere.’


Sara frowned, looking over at Hels.


‘Don’t ask me,’ she said, shrugging. ‘I didn’t know anything about it till I got over here and found she wasn’t behind me. One minute we were talking about her vows, the next it was brace, brace; practically blue lights.’


‘But you’re feeling okay now?’ Sara asked, looking concerned.


‘Fine. It was just a . . . freak thing.’


‘Well, I think we can safely say it raised all our heart rates,’ Hels laughed, giving her a nudge and a wink. ‘He certainly made up for the fact that we’re henning in a Center Parcs.’


Sara’s mouth opened in panic but Natasha put a calming hand on her arm. ‘I’m having a fabulous time!’


‘You’re sure?’


Natasha nodded. Poor Sara looked so terrified at the prospect of letting her down. It really ought to have been Hels – as her very oldest and best friend – organizing the weekend, but they all knew that would go rapidly off the rails. Strippers would have been the least of it.


‘Well, let’s find the others and have some lunch,’ Hels said. ‘I’m starving. Lust always gives me an appetite.’


‘But don’t you two want to complete the course?’ Natasha asked. ‘I’m perfectly happy to find a bench and wait for you to do the other aerials. I’ll feel so bad if you miss out on my account.’


‘Tash, we’re here to get you trashed, not to go bird-spotting,’ Hels drawled, pulling out her vape from her jeans pocket and sucking on it as they climbed down the ladder and back onto the pine-strewn ground.


‘You haven’t really got me a stripper, have you?’ Natasha asked as they retrieved their bikes from the racks and began cycling along the smooth roads that wound through the forest.


‘I’m afraid we can only promise no vegetarians,’ Hels shrugged, flanking her on one side, Sara on the other. Natasha felt more like a prisoner than a bride-to-be as they escorted her towards their weekend cottage, where the others would be waiting with warm wine and potentially a man in a thong. She gave a laugh, ignoring the dread still lurking in the pit of her stomach, and cycled on anyway. Moving ever onwards, towards her future.










Chapter One


Vienna, Saturday 26 November 2022


‘Which one is it?’ Natasha asked, looking up at the townhouse, desperate to get in as quickly as possible. They had been travelling for over thirteen hours now and skipped four time zones. Little wonder the toddler now sleeping in her arms had screamed for half of it.


‘Fourth floor,’ Rob replied, paying the cab driver and overtipping as usual. ‘Host’s name is Huber, should be by the buzzer.’


‘Didn’t you say the host was going to be away this weekend?’


‘Yes.’ He picked up their bags and climbed the steps to join her by the locked door. She was standing in her usual maternal stance, swaying gently, one hand on Mabel’s head as she slept upon her shoulder.


‘So then did he say he’d leave the key somewhere for us?’ she asked. ‘Another neighbour, perhaps?’


‘No, the key’s in a strongbox outside his apartment door. Don’t worry, I’ve got the code.’ He shoved a hand in his pocket to reach for his phone.


‘But no mention of how to get into the building?’


She watched the dilemma dawn over his handsome face. ‘Ahhh . . . Bugger. No. He didn’t mention that.’


‘Right.’ She gave another shiver. It was already dark, the city twinkling prettily in its early Christmas lights, and there was a cold wind. She wrapped her arms tighter around Mabel. They were still dressed in their island clothes – light cotton dresses and bare legs, with just a cardigan thrown on as a nod to their return to the European winter. They couldn’t stand out here for long. It was certainly below freezing already. ‘Well, just try one of the neighbours then. I’m sure they get it all the time.’


Rob stared at the list of names. Huber’s apartment was number eight. ‘Reckon Slesinski in number seven gets fed up with random Airbnb-ers pressing his bell?’


‘I don’t know, Rob. I just want to get our daughter into the warmth and into bed.’


He wrinkled his nose. ‘Pluta.’ Number four. ‘They’re less likely to get hit up. I’ll try them.’ He pressed the button for number four and waited.


‘Ja?’ a female voice asked after several moments.


Natasha watched as he leaned forward and spoke to the woman. He always described his German as ‘passable’, but he sounded pretty fluent to her. She could only pick up the word Huber as he conversed with the woman, even ending the conversation with a cheery laugh.


A moment later the buzzer buzzed and the heavy front door unclicked.


‘You see?’ Rob smiled, holding it open for her. ‘She was happy to help. I bet Slesinski would have hung up on us.’


‘You have absolutely no way of knowing that,’ she said wearily, stepping onto the old marble floor and waiting for him to bring in the bags. The lobby was wide and spacious, with an old green velvet chaise pressed against one wall and a long stick stand holding several umbrellas. There was a wooden cabinet with pigeonholes, some of which were empty and others completely overstuffed with letters.


They shuffled into the small lift. It was mirrored and Natasha gazed at her sleeping daughter’s reflection as they moved sedately up through the floors – flushed, chubby cheeks and a rosy pout, dark hair that naturally fell in duck curls. The poor child was completely exhausted and Natasha couldn’t bear the thought of having to get her on another plane again tomorrow. Perhaps it would have been better to push through after all and just deal with the five-hour transfer at the airport. Still, she told herself, they would all feel better after a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed.


The doors opened and Rob shuffled out backwards, pulling the bags with him and knocking his shins with the travel cot for the umpteenth time. Apartment eight was easy to find. Rob entered the code he read from his phone and retrieved the key easily. Triumphantly.


He had just slid it into the lock when someone called up – seemingly to them. Surprised, Rob walked over to the staircase and looked down. He gave a wave and immediately slipped into his passable German again, talking easily and gesticulating enthusiastically. Natasha wandered over too and saw a young woman two floors below, leaning on the handrail. She was barefoot, in workout gear with her hair pulled into a scruffy ponytail. She called something up to Natasha that she didn’t remotely understand.


‘This is the resident in number four who let us in,’ Rob explained. ‘She’s telling us to just knock if we need any information.’


‘That’s kind,’ Natasha said coolly, giving the woman a polite smile and holding her daughter a little bit tighter. ‘I’m going to put Mabel down.’


She pushed on the open door and walked into an airy apartment with high ceilings and three-quarter-height windows, gauzy curtains protecting them from the curious gazes of neighbours across the street. The rooms were narrow and furnished in the fashionable mid-century look, with brass lamps and a 1970s-style bouclé wool sofa. It wasn’t Rob’s usual kind of place – he preferred an English country house vibe – but it was only for one night, and well located for an easy return to the airport tomorrow morning.


The bedroom was navy with baroque plasterwork and a neon sign that spelled Lovers in fluorescent pink. Mabel stirred in her arms, as if disturbed by the silence. It was only just after six here but for her body clock it was gone ten – well past her bedtime, and Natasha needed her to stay asleep. If she awoke now, it could be hours before they got her off again.


The problem was, the travel cot was still out in the lobby with Rob. For a moment Natasha deliberated going back out there and telling him to come in with it, but she didn’t want to be the nagging wife; it wasn’t Rob’s fault he made friends wherever he went, he just had ‘one of those faces’. She pulled back the duvet instead and threw the top pillow onto the floor, then laid Mabel down, seeing how her little body sank into the bed’s soft embrace. Carefully, she positioned Moolah, Mabel’s beloved soft cow toy, in her arms and tucked the duvet around her. The toddler sank a stage deeper into her sleep, her thumb automatically finding her mouth in spite of their best efforts to wean her off, but Natasha didn’t have the heart to stop her now. They were all tired and there was comfort in old habits. Natasha lay on the bed beside her, gently stroking her cheek and feeling the same strong pull towards oblivion as her daughter. Jetlag was always such a bitch.


Her eyes were closing when she heard the sounds of Rob coming into the next room – drawing the curtains and switching on lights, the low mumble of chat-show hosts starting up on the TV. He wandered through a moment later with the travel cot and suitcase, pausing as he took in the sight of the two of them. He raised an eyebrow as he saw Mabel, curled up in the middle of their bed like a hibernating hedgehog and clearly not going anywhere.


Natasha gave an abashed smile. ‘I’m afraid you took too long. I needed to put her down.’


‘I was getting directions for the best bakery in town,’ he murmured, going over and staring down at their daughter before kissing her tenderly on the cheek. ‘Voted best for pastries on Tripadvisor, apparently.’


‘Oh. Well then.’


Rob Stoneleigh always liked to have the best, be it pastries, cars or shoes. ‘You’re not going to sleep already, are you?’


‘I’m so tired, Rob. I didn’t get a wink on the flight – unlike some of us.’


He held his hands up. ‘Hey, it’s not my fault if she’ll only settle on you.’


‘No.’ Natasha smiled as she looked down at their toddler again. It was exhausting, but she secretly liked that she was so irreplaceable to her daughter. So needed.


Rob watched her for a moment, before leaning over the bed and kissing her lingeringly. ‘It was a good holiday, though, wasn’t it?’ he murmured.


‘The best.’


He kissed her again. ‘You’re the best. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’ His pale grey eyes settled upon her, a flash of anxiety running behind them like a shadow.


She pressed a hand tenderly to his cheek. ‘And why would you ever need to know? I’m not going anywhere,’ she whispered. They had done a lot of talking in the past week, frank words pressing on bruised hearts, but they had come through it and were in smooth waters again.


‘Not even to the other room with me?’ His eyes had that particular gleam in them. ‘That sofa looks comfy.’ He winked, making her smile with his lack of subtlety. ‘We could make an evening of it, the last night of our holiday – I’ll go get us some wine, a takeaway . . . Viennese paradise.’


She put a hand to his cheek, stopping him before he was carried away. ‘It sounds lovely, but I’m not sure anything can compete with a fluffy pillow and eight hours’ sleep right now.’


There was a pause as he checked to see whether she was joking. ‘You do realize it’s not yet seven? If you go to sleep now, you’ll be up in the middle of the night. You know you should adapt to local time when you come off a long-haul flight.’


‘I know that, but Mabel doesn’t, and she’s going to wake me whenever she likes. Maldives time, Austrian, it won’t matter. Which is why I want to sleep while I can. I am dropping.’


The glint faded in his eyes and he pulled back off the bed, straightening up. Mabel stirred at the movements on the mattress, a tiny baby snore escaping her dribbly lips.


‘I’m sorry,’ Natasha whispered. ‘I’ll adapt tomorrow.’


‘Fine. Sure,’ he said casually, pulling his shirt over his head and tossing it on the chair. He walked across the room. ‘So shall I put this up or not?’ He indicated to the travel cot.


‘May as well leave it. She’ll be in with us for the night now, and it’ll only be one more thing to pack again in the morning.’


‘Okay.’ He hauled the suitcase onto the luggage stand and unzipped it, almost sighing out loud at the sight of the damp swim shorts and bikini from their last swim in the Indian Ocean. But it was back to reality tomorrow.


‘Can you pass my pyjamas?’


He rifled through their neatly packed dirty laundry, finding her white linen PJs with the navy piping, and tossed them over to her. Natasha undressed lying on the bed, throwing her clothes on the floor and climbing under the duvet beside her baby girl a few moments later.


Rob watched in astonishment. ‘You’re not going to brush your teeth?’


‘Nope. Not tonight.’


‘But you always brush your teeth. Even after the Parkers’ barbecue when you threw up five times and called Lauren a stuck-up cow, you still brushed your teeth.’


‘That’s how tired I am,’ she replied, closing her eyes and wishing he wouldn’t keep reminding her of that one terrible night; Lauren had sulked with her for weeks and only a spa voucher had pulled her out of it.


She heard him unzip his jeans and step out of them. ‘Well, I’m going to have a shower and change, then I’ll pop out for some food. You’re sure you don’t want anything?’


‘Positive,’ she murmured, his voice sounding distant. ‘Remember to set the alarm.’


‘Yeah. I’ll set it for eightish. That way we’ve time to get those pastries for breakfast and have a short walk. We’ll need to be out of here by ten at the absolute latest.’


‘’Kay,’ she mumbled, almost asleep already and hearing the shower go on. ‘Ten.’


‘Mumma.’


Natasha groaned, opening one eye but unable yet to lift her head. Mabel was kneeling beside her, sucking her thumb and twirling a strand of Natasha’s long blonde hair.


‘I’m hungry.’


‘Mmm?’ Natasha murmured, trying to gather consciousness. Her body felt like lead, pressed deep into the mattress. Beside her, Rob was snoring. Natasha hadn’t heard him come to bed last night. Usually he spooned her, but their little girl sleeping between them had kept his body away from hers. She was vaguely aware of having slept better because of it.


Mabel patted her cheek with sticky fingers. ‘Hungry, Mumma.’


Natasha frowned. ‘What’s that on your . . .?’ She took hold of her daughter’s little hand and inspected it. Her fingers were covered in a grainy, pale-blue goo.


Natasha was instantly awake. She sat upright. ‘Mabel, what did you do? What is this stuff?’


Mabel blinked back at her.


‘You’re not in trouble. Just show Mummy what you were doing. Were you playing?’


Mabel crawled over the bed and slid off the end of it. Natasha watched with a growing sick feeling. She must have crawled out of bed without either of them stirring. If they’d just put her in the travel cot, with its high sides . . .


Natasha threw back the duvet and followed her daughter through the sitting room into the kitchen she’d been too tired to even glance in last night. It was supposed to be a minimalist’s dream – dead matt anthracite-grey cupboards offset with a black soapstone worktop, with only an expensive coffee machine on display – but instead it was every mother’s nightmare; Mabel had opened the cupboard under the sink and emptied the contents all over the floor. Red and yellow dishwasher tabs were scattered like marbles; a bottle of washing-up liquid was on its side, green liquid oozing slowly from the uncapped nozzle; and an open box of dishwasher salt had tipped over, the spillage mixing with the washing-up liquid.


Natasha understood suddenly what her daughter had put her fingers in. In the next instant she had scooped her up and was running her hands under the tap. ‘Mabel, did you put your hands in your mouth?’


Mabel blinked back at her, looking surprised by the sudden rush to action, her mother’s switched sleepy-to-stern voice.


‘Mabel, open your mouth, let Mummy see.’ Natasha opened the little jaw and peered in. There was no froth she could see, no odour to suggest she had ingested any of it. Natasha clasped her wet fingers and pressed them to her cheek. ‘Mabel, sweetie, just tell Mummy if you put your fingers in your mouth?’


Mabel blinked.


‘Did you eat any of the things on the floor?’


‘. . . No, Mumma.’


‘You’re sure? Because it would make you feel poorly if you did. And Mummy doesn’t want you to feel poorly.’


‘I’m hungry.’


‘I know, but . . .’ She sighed. Where even was the nearest paediatric A&E department to here? This was no way to end their holiday, or start her day. ‘Rob!’


Carrying Mabel, she hurried back through to the bedroom. Rob was still spread-eagled on the bed, sleeping soundly on his back.


‘Rob!’ she barked.


He startled, almost cartoonish. ‘Huh? What’s happening? What’s wrong?’ He blinked to see his wife and daughter standing above him. He groaned, one hand automatically going to his head.


‘Mabel got into the kitchen cupboards and tipped all the cleaning products on the floor. Her hands are covered in washing-up liquid and dishwasher salt and I can’t tell whether she’s ingested any!’


There was a perplexed pause as Rob tried to process this deluge of information. He gave another groan. He looked pale beneath his tan.


She frowned. ‘How much did you have to drink last night?’


He ignored the question, beginning to rally. ‘If she’d swallowed any salt, she’d be throwing up, surely?’ he queried, propping himself up on his elbows. Natasha’s eyes fell to the dip that ran between his defined abs. His hair was sticking up and he had the dopey look of the newly woken, but he still looked better than most men on their A game. ‘Has she been sick?’


‘No. But she’s hungry. I’m worried she might have put some of it in her mouth.’


He wrinkled his nose. ‘Well, if she did, I’m sure she’d have spat it out again immediately. Imagine what that would taste like. You wouldn’t be able to swallow it down.’


‘Never underestimate what a toddler will put in their mouth,’ she said, hoisting Mabel up her hip again and stroking the child’s cheek, assessing her again for signs of poisoning. ‘You don’t think we should take her to A&E, just to be sure?’


‘Nats, we wouldn’t be in any doubt if she’d swallowed dishwasher salt. If she had, she’d be running a rinse cycle by now.’ He laughed gently at his own joke.


‘That’s not funny!’ she chided, even though he had a point.


‘Besides, we have a plane to catch. Let’s just get home and we’ll ring 111 if she displays any symptoms. What time is it?’ He reached for his watch, flashing another impressive scene of suntanned latissimus dorsi and transverse abdominis muscles. Was it any wonder Mabel had been a honeymoon baby?


She watched as his entire body flinched and for a moment, she too froze as if in unified recognition of an impending disaster. Rob looked back at her with wide eyes. ‘Tasha! It’s five to eleven!’


What? She took a step back. It couldn’t be. The room was still dim. She ran over to the curtains and pulled them back, looking out. It was snowing, low grey skies filtering out any brightness, lights glowing from the rooms across the street.


‘Fuck! That means our car’s been and gone!’ he said, throwing his phone back down and leaping out of bed.


‘But how can we have overslept? Didn’t you set the alarm?’ Natasha asked as he stepped into his jeans and put on last night’s shirt that he had pulled off over his head. It was still buttoned up and in under a minute, he was in his shoes, ready to go. Meanwhile, she was still holding the baby. In her pyjamas.


‘I thought I did,’ he said, scratching his head. ‘My phone must have been on silent or something. Look, I’ll go down and try to catch a cab off the street. You get dressed and I’ll see you both down there.’


‘But—’


He zipped up the suitcase and picked up the still-packed travel cot. ‘I’ll take these with me.’


‘But our clothes.’


‘Just put on what you had on yesterday and carry your PJs. We can stuff them in our hand luggage.’ He ran from the room before she could get another word out. He hadn’t even seen the state of the kitchen! They couldn’t possibly leave it like that. On the other hand, if they wanted to make their flight . . .


‘Oh my God,’ Natasha cried, putting Mabel down on the bed and picking her clothes up off the floor. She pulled them on without any of her husband’s fluency or ease, her knickers inside out and her dress incorrectly buttoned.


‘Why are you sad, Mumma?’ Mabel asked as Natasha sat on the edge of the bed and untied the laces on her plimsolls. They had been so easy to slip off last night but needed Houdini to undo them now.


Natasha gave a fraught rictus smile. ‘Mummy’s not sad. I’m just a bit rushed, darling. We’ve got to hurry or the plane will go without us.’


‘I’m hungry.’


‘I know, sweetie. And we’ll get you something at the airport, I promise.’


‘Hungry now.’


‘I know, baby. But we’ll have to wait just a few more minutes, okay?’ Her mind frantically rifled through what snacks she might have in her handbag – a Babybel? Box of raisins? Some sesame snaps?


She whisked Mabel off the bed and ran through with her to the bathroom, plonking her on the toilet. ‘Now do a wee-wee as quick as you can, darling. Quick as you can. We won’t be able to stop in the car.’


‘But I don’t need to.’ Mabel’s voice was beginning to slide into a wail as her parents’ stress took its toll.


‘No? Did you go already?’


Natasha couldn’t see how. There was no step for her to use and no potty. That didn’t bode well . . . ‘Mabel? Tell Mummy where you went.’


Mabel’s bottom lip wobbled.


‘No, don’t cry. Mummy’s not cross, darling. I just need to know if I need to clean anything up before we go.’ They couldn’t leave the apartment like this, they just couldn’t.


She lifted Mabel off the toilet and sat on it herself. She could see Rob’s toiletry bag on the counter, his razor, toothbrush and toothpaste beside it. She flushed, washed her hands and stuffed everything into the bag.


‘Okay,’ she said, hoisting Mabel back onto her hip and running back to the bedroom. She threw the washbag onto her pyjamas on the bed. ‘Now where did you do a wee-wee, darling, hmm?’ she asked in her best sing-song, not-stressed-at-all, happy-go-lucky voice. They went into the sitting room and this time Natasha saw immediately the small shining puddle near the curtains. Perilously near the curtains.


‘Oh! Right. Righty-ho,’ she said, putting Mabel back down and running to the kitchen in search of a mop, trying not to go flying on the slick on the floor. ‘Where’s the freaking mop?’ she asked as she heard her mobile begin to ring in the bedroom. Rob, she knew. He must have a cab. ‘Shit. Shit. Shit.’ She looked around, then grabbed the wad of kitchen roll and ran through with it, mopping the puddle as best she could, drawing the curtains back to keep the urine from seeping into them.


Mabel was crying now.


‘It’s okay, darling,’ Natasha said as sanely as she could. ‘It’s all done now. All done.’ She ran back to the kitchen and threw the used towels in the bin. She righted the box of dishwasher salt and the washing-up liquid and put them back in the cupboard. She grabbed a few handfuls of dishwasher pods and threw those in too, but that was all she could manage. Her phone was ringing back to back, a clear sign Rob was stressed downstairs.


Scooping up Mabel, the pyjamas and washbag, she hit ‘answer’ on her phone as she flung open the front door and headed for the lifts. ‘Yes, yes, I’m coming! I’m going as fast as I can, Rob!’ she cried as he warned her their plane would be leaving without them.


The lift doors closed at the same time as the apartment door swung shut. Natasha clasped Mabel’s head and began shushing her as they travelled down through the floors. It wasn’t the chic city-break finish they’d envisaged for their trip, but she wouldn’t let it detract from what had been a dream holiday. Everything had been perfect. Just perfect.










Chapter Two


Four hours later


Duffy stood on the street and looked up, the whirling snow blowing into his eyes and sticking to his lashes. The building was a pale mustard and gave the impression of having been watered down by over a century of rains. Half capitals ran between the tall windows, the steeply pitched roof hiding attic rooms. It felt both grand and aged, like an old general still wearing his medals.


This had to be the one. He checked the email on his phone again. There’s a bus stop opposite – he turned and saw it, an old lady sitting on the bench in the shelter with her shopping trolley beside her, seemingly oblivious to the cold. A parking bay for bikes immediately outside.


This was it. He went up the steps and referred back to the email. Directions, done. Instructions for getting in . . . There was a code for a security box to get the apartment key but – he looked around at the plain old walls – there was no keypad here. And the owner, Otto Huber, was out of town for the weekend.


He stared at the list of names beside the buzzers. Perhaps the neighbour at number seven – Slesinski – would let him in? He went to press it, just as the front door suddenly opened and a pretty young woman in leggings and boots stepped out. She had dark hair and startlingly light hazel eyes, a smattering of freckles on her nose. The unexpectedness of her beauty made him feel like he’d been punched in the guts.


‘Danke,’ he said in his patchy German, walking over as she held the door open for him. She gave a slow smile and he realized he was staring.


‘Huber?’ she asked, looking him up and down.


Did he look like a tourist in his jeans and down jacket? ‘Ja.’


‘Fourth floor,’ she replied in flawless English.


‘Danke.’


‘You’re very welcome.’ She made as if to move off but then turned back to him. ‘. . . Your first time in Vienna?’


He gave up the pretence of having any further German. ‘Actually, yes.’


‘How long are you here for?’


‘Just tonight. I fly out again tomorrow.’


‘Hmm. What a shame,’ she said evenly, tipping her head to the side. ‘Vienna has so much more to offer than can be seen in one night.’


Was she flirting with him? ‘Well, if I could stay longer, I would.’ For sure.


‘But you can’t.’ She gave a small shrug of her eyebrows, as if she’d heard that line before. There was an air of suggestion in all her words, knowingness in her eyes.


‘Do you live here?’ he asked, looking for ways to engage her, now it was apparent she wasn’t in any rush to escape.


‘Apartment four,’ she shrugged.


She could have just said ‘yes’ and he felt a smile climb into his eyes. ‘You must be tired of all these people coming and going from the fourth floor?’


‘Usually. Not always.’ She held his gaze, seeming to know the spell her beauty cast. She gave a secretive smile as she began to turn away. ‘Mind the cat. He scratches.’


Duffy tried to think of something else to say to keep her talking but it had been an age since he’d flirted with anyone and his mind blanked as she walked off. Where would she be going on a Sunday afternoon? To the gym? The supermarket? Would she be back shortly?


He watched her for a few moments, feeling a small bolt of victory as she turned back once, with an enigmatic smile. He stepped into the lobby, vaguely forming an impression of faded grandeur – shabby antiques sitting uncomfortably with the functional furniture needed to run a building with multiple occupants. There was a lift but he unthinkingly took the stairs, his mind still on the beautiful neighbour as he went two steps at a time.


Now inside, he retrieved the key easily and let himself into the apartment, padding through as silently as a cat. There was a strong smell of cleaning products and he regarded the highly stylized decor with bemusement. It looked to him like a Doris Day film set.


He shrugged the rucksack off his back and set it down as he wandered through the rooms. The bedroom was navy blue with a neon light that was supposed to be arty but just seemed clichéd. He peered through to the bathroom – marble-effect tiles, walk-in shower, no bath – but it was big and clean with thick towels. The kitchen, on the other side of the sitting room, was one of those that had everything hidden and made making a meal feel like navigating an escape room. He opened the nearest cupboard and found an ironing board and mop. There was a coffee machine on the counter but no kettle; clearly Mr Huber wasn’t a tea drinker. No toaster either, that he could see. Which was a shame as he’d brought a small jar of Marmite with him, especially. His only creature comfort from home.


His phone rang in his jacket pocket.


‘So are you in?’ the lightly accented voice in his ear immediately asked, no introductory preamble.


‘Yeah, I’m in,’ he replied, a small smile on his lips as he wandered back through to the living room.


‘And?’


‘And I’m living every 1950s American suburban housewife’s dream,’ he said, brushing a hand against a marabou-feathered lampshade. The brass base was fashioned as flamingo legs.


‘Switch to video,’ the woman commanded. ‘I want to see.’


He obeyed, scanning the room with his camera to give her a panoramic view. There was a loud tut. ‘Ugh, it’s beautiful. Even better than the pictures.’


‘It’s wasted on me, you know that. I told you a studio would do me fine.’ He went and stood by the window, looking down onto the street below. It was snowing heavily, the old lady still waiting for the bus, a teenager in a North Face puffer and beanie walking past, head nodding to the sounds from his airpods. No sign of the woman from number four coming back, though. ‘I’m only here for one night, remember.’


‘Which was why I thought it would be nice for you to have a last night of comfort and luxury,’ she protested.


He turned back into the room. Even just by sitting in it, he would make the place look untidy. He did it anyway. Propping the phone against a ceramic pineapple vase on the coffee table, he bent down to unlace his boots and shrugged off his featherweight down jacket, lying on the sofa with a heavy sigh. ‘Anya, it was very nice of you to reserve this for me. And I do appreciate the sentiment,’ he said politely, looking back at the frustrated blonde on his screen.


The unspoken ‘but’ hovered as her sigh whistled into the room. ‘No wonder we broke up.’


‘It’s true. You deserve a man who can tell his Pratesi from his . . . pappardelle.’ He gave a bemused frown. Did that work?


‘The very fact you even know Pratesi tells me you’re not as clueless as you’d like everyone to believe.’


‘No comment. Besides, if I hadn’t been so infuriating, you wouldn’t have dumped me, you’d never have cried into your Jägerbomb and met Henrik, moved back here, started living happily ever after . . . and I wouldn’t be talking to you right now from this beautiful apartment.’


‘I want you to live happily ever after too, Duff.’


He lay back on the sofa and stared up at the ceiling rose. ‘I know.’ He flashed her a smile. ‘And I intend to, don’t worry.’


But she did look worried. ‘I hope so.’


She always worried about him and he turned away again; she scrutinized him like a mother. ‘Have you put on weight?’ she asked, peering closer to the screen.


‘Been trying to. Can you tell?’


‘A little.’ There was a pause. ‘I’m so sorry we’re not there. I can’t believe the timing of it all.’


‘It can’t be helped. How is she?’


‘Oh fine. The fall wasn’t as bad as we first feared but Henrik was so worried.’


‘Of course. Listen, she’s his mum. It’s the right thing to do.’


‘But now I’ll miss you.’


‘We’ll always have Paris. I mean, WhatsApp,’ he crooned, giving a lazy laugh.


‘I just wish I could see you in person before you go. We’ll be back tomorrow afternoon. Can you really not stay an extra night?’


‘Nope. I’d miss my connection at the other end.’


His gaze roamed the room, taking in the smaller details now: the Bose speakers in the ceiling, the Diptyque candle on the coffee table, the oversized photography books that were supposed to betray an aesthetic sensibility. His eyes caught on a small bulge pushing from behind the curtain.


‘Well, will you promise to stay in better contact? Send me emails any chance you get. Let me know how you’re getting on. You know how I worry when you go quiet.’


His gaze went back to the mystery item behind the curtain. Curiosity got the better of him and he wandered over. ‘. . . Huh? Oh yeah, of course. Where technology allows.’ He pushed the curtain back to reveal a small black and white stuffed toy.


‘Good. That’s something,’ Anya said, sounding placated.


He picked it up, unable to ascertain what it was supposed to be. ‘. . . But don’t panic if I do go quiet for a while, okay?’ He turned it over. Was it a cow?


He felt a jolt of recognition, something distant within him unlocking as he held the toy in his palm. Emotions trickled over him like a sweat.


‘Define “a while”.’


It was another moment before he registered the question. He looked back at her distractedly, trying to keep his mind on the conversation. ‘Oh . . . um, a few weeks or so. I’ll be in and out of range so don’t freak out.’


‘You still want me to send you the Chelsea results?’


He was still looking at the toy. It was so familiar, so very nearly what he remembered. ‘Yeah,’ he mumbled distractedly. ‘Although if we lose to Liverpool, don’t bother. Spare me the pain.’


‘And did you call your father yet?’


He looked back reflexively at the screen. There was a voice in the background. ‘Is that Henrik?’ he asked hopefully.


‘Don’t change the subject. Did you call him?’


He sighed. ‘No, not yet.’


‘But you’re leaving tomorrow!’


‘I know. I’ll call him at the airport.’


‘That’s too late.’


‘Nonsense. I’ll be stuck there for hours. It’ll give me something to do.’


‘Promise me you’ll call him.’


‘Ugh—’


‘Promise me,’ she said firmly.


He rolled his eyes. ‘Fine. I promise.’


She didn’t reply and when he finally looked back at her, the worry was written all over her.


‘You call him if you’re so concerned,’ he shrugged. ‘He always liked you more than me anyway.’


‘That’s not true and you know it,’ she said in a quiet voice.


Henrik called her again. It was her turn to roll her eyes.


‘Sounds pressing.’


‘Yeah. I’d better go.’ He saw her catch her breath as their eyes met. ‘Listen, Duff—’


‘I know.’


‘But—’


‘I know. Don’t worry, I will. I’ve got a lucky mascot now, look.’ He held up the toy cow.


‘What is that?’ she laughed. She leaned forward, her face almost pressed to the screen from trying to see better. ‘It looks like a cleaning cloth!’


‘Thank you! I’ll have you know this is . . . this is very nearly Moodle.’


‘Very nearly Moodle?’ she repeated slowly.


‘Yeah.’


‘Duffy, I have no idea what that means.’


He laughed. ‘It was Lottie’s childhood toy. She took it everywhere with her. And I mean everywhere!’


‘And what did you have? An imaginary friend?’ she laughed.


He laughed too, then shrugged. ‘I had her, I guess.’


‘Where did you get it?’


‘Right here. I just saw it poking out from behind the curtain.’ He looked back at her. ‘Serendipitous, don’t you think?’


‘Not really,’ she demurred with a look of distaste. ‘I’d say there must be a child out there looking for it but from the state of the thing, it looks more like a dog’s toy.’


Was it? It was certainly worn, the pile almost rubbed bare in places. He held it gently in his hand, realizing he didn’t care either way. It was so close to being the toy of his childhood memories, forever in his sister’s hand as they had walked to school or the playground, always sharing a pillow with her . . . What were the chances of finding it, here of all places? A city he had had no reason to visit after Anya’s mother-in-law’s fall and which he was only in now because logistics were in place. It felt auspicious, like some kind of sign. ‘He can be my talisman.’ He flashed her a grin but it only seemed to make her sad.


‘I love you, you know that, right?’ she asked.


‘I do. And I love you too.’


She arched an eyebrow. ‘More than you love Margot Robbie?’


‘No, don’t be ridiculous.’


She laughed and he smiled at the familiar sound, knowing there was fear that lay beneath it. ‘I’ll email when I get there, okay?’


‘Okay.’ Her eyes were shining with unshed tears. She was trying so hard to be stoic. ‘Bye, you.’


‘Bye, Anya.’ He pressed disconnect and quickly squeezed his own eyes shut too. ‘. . . Bye.’


The rest of his one day in Vienna passed slowly. Unremarkably. He wasn’t interested in sightseeing or shopping and it was all he could do to stop himself from watching the clock. This was just a stopover, he reminded himself, a necessary holding station while he waited for all the different elements of his forthcoming adventure to align. He tried to make the most of the luxuries and rituals he would be leaving behind – he showered, consciously enjoying the feel of hot running water; he made coffee with frothy milk – not because he liked it but just because he could. He ordered a chicken arrabbiata from Uber Eats and ate it at the table, feeling the weight of the stainless steel cutlery in his hand. He knew the coming months would bring countless meals in the backs of trucks or perched on his lap; he knew he would go weeks at a time without being able to bathe; he knew he would only drink from rivers and that any booze the locals gave him would make him either pass out or hallucinate. And when he lay on top of the bed, he spread out like a starfish, feeling his skin brush over the silky cotton and knowing that such extravagantly open movement would be impossible in a sleeping bag.


He stared at the Lovers sign that glowed on the wall opposite. It seemed to mock him, a taunt of the one thing he did not have on his last night in civilization; the thing that mattered most of all – someone to wrap himself around, to lose himself in.


The memory of the flirtation on the steps earlier buzzed more loudly. It had been in the back of his brain all afternoon, an itch he couldn’t quite scratch. He jumped off the bed and went over to the window, watching snowflakes whirl past the glass. Several inches had fallen since he’d arrived. It was quarter to ten, the evening already dying. He should have another shower, he told himself. Go to sleep. Watch a film in bed. His bag was already packed by the bedroom door. He had just one sleep, one phone call and one flight to get through and he would be on his way.


That was what he should do. And besides, hook-ups weren’t usually his thing. But what about any of this was usual?


He stood motionless for several moments, then walked through the apartment, swiping the key from the console table and letting the door swing shut behind him. He jogged down the two flights of stairs and stopped at the brass number 4 on the door. He knocked before he could stop himself and she opened almost immediately, as if she’d been waiting on the other side.


She saw his bare feet on the carpet and a light came into her eyes, as if the fact that he hadn’t even stopped to put on shoes betrayed his crisis of the soul. ‘What is your name?’ she asked, looking back up at him.


‘Duffy.’


She looked at him more closely. ‘You have sad eyes, Duffy.’ She stepped forward and pressed a hand to his cheek, boldly intimate.


He didn’t stir, though he was as much taken aback by her words as her actions. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked instead.


‘Klara.’ She stared at him, so sure of herself, of him. Had he done exactly what she’d expected? She gave another of her enigmatic smiles. ‘You’re late,’ she added, as if in reply, stepping back to let him in. ‘I had almost given up on you.’










Chapter Three


Frome, Somerset, Monday 28 November


Hels’s black Audi was already parked on the drive by the time Natasha drove through the gates, Hels herself sitting on the front step with what was left of a smoothie in her hands. Beside her was a large knotted freezer bag with Mabel’s goldfish in it.


‘Sorry,’ Natasha panted, jumping down onto the gravel and hurrying over, car lights flashing as she pressed lock, the gate whirring shut. ‘It’s been a morning.’


‘It’s been a week! Look at that tan!’ Hels said admiringly, standing up and giving her a hug.


‘Ha! Don’t. Paradise is already beginning to feel like a distant memory.’ She sighed as she slid the key into the lock and opened the front door. ‘Mabel’s lost Moolah and when I say she’s inconsolable . . .’ She rolled her eyes. ‘She screamed for the whole flight home, refused to eat and as for sleeping . . . We’ve had maybe two hours of shut-eye? So we all overslept this morning because we’re still jetlagged to hell, putting Rob in a furious mood because he was supposed to leave early for some important meeting—’


‘Course he was. Important man,’ Hels shrugged.


‘Then Mabel wouldn’t let me leave at nursery drop-off. The teacher had to distract her with feeding the chickens.’


Hels snorted. ‘And people ask me why I don’t have kids.’ She saw Natasha’s expression. ‘Although obviously I adore my goddaughter. But perhaps you should have some vodka with your coffee? I’m stressed just listening to that and I’m about to perform a root canal.’ She looked about her. ‘Where’s Bella?’


‘Still at Hattie Pinkham’s.’ Their beloved golden retriever was being looked after by a widowed lady in the village who spoiled her with constant treats. Natasha knew even without seeing Bella that she would need to put her on a diet immediately.


‘Hmm. It feels odd not being attacked by a cold wet nose and a strong case of halitosis on arrival.’


Natasha laughed as she shrugged off her coat and threw it over the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. ‘How long have you got?’


‘My first patient’s at ten, so . . .’ Hels whistled as she checked the time. ‘Twenty minutes? Twenty-five if the gossip’s particularly juicy.’


Natasha grinned. ‘What gossip? It was a family holiday!’


‘Uh-uh-uh. You distinctly said to me this trip was make or break for you guys.’ Hels followed Natasha into the kitchen. It was an impressive space – pale cappuccino Shaker cabinets, white Silestone worktops and a slate floor. One whole wall was given over to French windows that opened onto the terrace and the rectangular lawn with long views over the rolling fields beyond. Sometimes horses were grazed there but more often it was sheep, bundling about in the distance like blown balls of cotton wool. If Rob worked every hour he could, it certainly wasn’t for nothing. There were definite rewards.


‘So?’ Hels prodded her with a bony finger as Natasha reached for the cups. ‘Which was it?’


Natasha couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. ‘Make, of course.’


‘Of course! Never doubted it!’ Hels said, throwing her arms in the air in solidarity.


‘It was wonderful,’ Natasha sighed. ‘Finally, some time to ourselves – that was all we really needed, you know. And Mabel absolutely loved it.’ She stood at the boiling tap and made their drinks.


‘Well, you’re certainly looking better – and I don’t just mean on account of the tan. You’re bright-eyed and bushy-tailed again.’


Natasha threw her a nervous glance. ‘You will just forget the things I said before, won’t you? I should never have said them.’


Hels pulled an imaginary zip over her mouth. They knew all – or almost all – of each other’s secrets; Natasha had kept only one from her in seventeen years. ‘I don’t listen to half of what you say anyway.’


Natasha chuckled softly. ‘Good. I had just let everything get on top of me. Honestly, I look back now and . . .’ She shuddered as she remembered her tears and the slammed doors in the weeks before they’d gone. ‘I think I was becoming paranoid. Any woman that looked at him, I just assumed the worst – and that’s not me! I’ve never been the jealous type!’


‘Ha, the other way round, if anything. So, how did he talk you off the ceiling, then?’


‘He gave me his phone and told me to go through it.’


Hels gave a shocked laugh. ‘Wow! Okay! Brave man.’


Natasha nodded. ‘He’s got absolutely nothing to hide. I feel so stupid now, of course.’ She handed Hels her coffee with a pained look.


‘Listen, the hours he works, anyone would get suspicious from time to time. I get it,’ Hels shrugged. ‘And don’t underplay how tough it’s been on you both with you-know-what. There’s been some days I’ve seen more vitality in my washcloth than in you. You’ve had a shitty run of it. Cut yourself some slack . . . I take it there were plenty of baby-making opportunities out there?’ Hels gave her a cheeky wink.


‘Yes. But even if I’m pregnant right now, this very minute, there’ll still be a four-year gap between Mabel and the baby.’


‘Oh my God, stop trying to micro-manage Mother Nature! Mabes will be a most excellent big sister whether it’s a four-year gap or fourteen.’


‘Fourteen?’ Natasha winced.


‘I know. Let’s hope it’s not that for all our sakes,’ Hels agreed.


Natasha went through to the pantry and came back a moment later with the biscuit tin. ‘Choccy digestive?’


‘I shouldn’t.’


‘No, neither should I,’ Natasha said with a shrug, reaching in for one anyway. Hels copied her, before jumping off the counter and following her over to the soft linen check chairs by the French doors.


‘So,’ Hels said, settling into the cushions and looking back at her intently. ‘Do you think you are preggers?’


Natasha held up her crossed fingers and raised her face heavenwards, as if asking for a blessing. ‘Honestly, if it hasn’t worked in those conditions, I don’t know when it would. We were both really relaxed, really rested . . .’


‘Then I’ll drink to that,’ Hels said with a wink, toasting her with her mug of coffee.


Natasha toasted too. ‘And if we’re not, then Rob’s agreed we can see a specialist in the new year, so that’s progress too.’


‘Good. About time. Although you doubtless won’t need it now.’ Hels ate her biscuit in two bites. ‘Most importantly, did you see any sharks?’ she asked, spraying crumbs.


Natasha smiled. Sharks were far more interesting than babies to her friend. ‘Dozens. But they were all the little reef ones.’


‘Manage to talk Rob into trying scuba?’


‘No, he still didn’t fancy it,’ she sighed. It had been her only disappointment out there. Having qualified as a diver in her late teens, she had really hoped to introduce him to the sport so they could explore the coral reefs together; but he wouldn’t be budged.


‘Shame!’


‘I know, but we did do some snorkelling safaris. There was a good creche, so Mabel was happy to be in there for a bit while we went out on the dive boats. Other than that it was mainly swimming, making sandcastles and a lot of sleeping. Well, a lot of sex and then sleeping.’


‘Ugh, stop, it’s nauseating. Snorkel safaris. Sex. Baby sharks.’ Hels batted her hand. ‘You know too much happiness makes me nervous.’


Natasha grinned. ‘Did I miss anything here?’


‘Here? In roaring Frome? Oh yes, it was kicking in your absence.’


‘Did you see that new vet again?’ Hels, perennially and determinedly single, had gone on her second date with the new partner at the veterinary practice the night Natasha had left.


A coy smile climbed upon Hels’s mouth. ‘Might’ve done.’


‘I want details.’


‘We went riding.’


Natasha shot her a bemused look. ‘That’s very wholesome of you. But you don’t ride.’


‘Tell me about it! For three days afterwards, I was walking into clinic like John Wayne! My nurse got a nasty paper cut from laughing so hard.’


Natasha laughed. Hels already cut an imposing enough figure, at five foot ten with a curly auburn mop of hair and bright green eyes. ‘You must like him, if you’re prepared to do that to yourself.’


‘He’s nice,’ she shrugged non-committally.


‘Nice?’ Natasha scoffed. ‘Oof, damnation by faint praise!’


‘He’s suspiciously nice. I’m just waiting for his freakery to come out.’


‘He’s a vet. How freaky can he be?’


Hels rolled her eyes. ‘You sound like a Jewish mother about doctors.’


‘Well, we’ve got to find you a good man. Remind me of his name again?’


‘Dave. David Trenchard. He even sounds like he should be a vet, doesn’t he?’ she asked, eyes narrowed as if looking for ammunition against him.


‘Are you going to see him again?’


‘Again?’ Hels chuckled. ‘You’ve been gone a whole week, my dear. A lot can happen in that time.’


‘How much a lot?’


‘Well, he’s already texted me twice this morning. From my own bed.’


‘Ooh! You really do like him! So how many times have you seen him then?’ And when Hels didn’t immediately reply, she answered for her. ‘Every day? You’ve seen him every day since we went?’


Hels shrugged carelessly, but her leg was jigging nervously as she saw the excitement on Natasha’s face.


‘You know we’ll have to meet this one then. You can’t keep him hidden away like all the rest and just use him for sex!’


‘He’s hardly hidden away. His practice is half a mile from here.’


‘Yes, but he’s a big animal vet. I’m hardly likely to have to call on his services for Bella. Or Goldie.’


‘Ah, yes . . . about that.’ Hels shifted position and gave an apologetic grimace. ‘I meant to tell you . . .’


‘Oh no,’ Natasha groaned, looking over at the bagged goldfish on the counter. ‘That’s not Goldie?’


‘I think my radiators were too hot.’


‘You boiled him?’ Natasha almost threw coffee over herself.


‘No! The tank wasn’t actually on the radiator, dummy, but I think I overestimated the cooling effect of the windows and underestimated the heat of my radiators. The water was distinctly tepid when I found him floating upside down.’


‘Tepid.’


Their eyes met across the upholstered ottoman. ‘Nats, Mabel’s three, the fish is orange. If I couldn’t tell them apart, I doubt she will.’


‘You killed her pet. You are an abysmal godmother,’ Natasha tutted.


‘Ach, it’s just this sweet, cuddly bit where I’m terrible. Just you wait till she’s a teenager, then I’ll earn my crown. There’s nothing she can do that I didn’t do first. I’ll be a step ahead at every turn.’


‘You always were.’ The two women had been friends since middle school, when Hels had joined midway through year five and Natasha had been charged with looking after her. It hadn’t been ‘like at first sight’. Natasha was form captain and Hels had wasted no time in telling her that she’d been expelled from her previous school for ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ – throwing paint in the art room, disconnecting the microphone in morning assembly, sticking a banana in the headmaster’s car exhaust, among other terrors which no one had ever thought to trace back to her parents’ current and nasty divorce.


Natasha had been both aghast and awed at the sheer daring of this tall, lanky creature with spiky hair (no one else was using product aged nine) – her instinct was to steer well clear and watch on from a distance, but she was a dutiful girl. As an only child she was her parents’ pride and joy, and if something was asked of her, she would do it. Brilliantly. So she had obediently showed the new girl every classroom, identified the strict teachers and warned her of their pet hates – no dotting an ‘i’ with a heart for Mrs Holmes-Neeld; no writing in the second person for Mr Wilkins – and sat with her at lunch, advising her to always dodge the macaroni cheese; all while Hels had glowered back at her with angry eyes and a sneer on her lips. They each implicitly understood they would never cross paths again once the day was through. There had been less than an hour till the school bell when the two boys who ruled the playground with Chinese burns had followed them into the girls’ bathroom and demanded Hels show them her knickers. She had shown them a Kuchiki-taoshi – or single-leg takedown – instead. It turned out she had a judo green belt, not to mention one of her father’s darts in her blazer pocket. Natasha had never seen anything more dazzling in her life and the door hadn’t even swung shut behind the scarpering boys before friendship had broken out.


Natasha’s gaze caught on the large kitchen clock. ‘Oh, it’s quarter to ten.’


‘Bugger, must dash then.’ Hels downed the rest of her coffee and sprang up. ‘By the way, we’ve got dinner at Lauren’s on Friday night.’


‘Right.’ Natasha was used to having her social diary organized by her best friend.


‘Rob’ll be around, won’t he?’


‘Yes, he’ll be back by then.’


‘Where is he this week?’


‘Leeds. Some pharmaceutical company, I think.’ Rob owned an IT consultancy which, as well as providing standard on-site training, infrastructure support and data protection solutions, specialized particularly in cloud backup and disaster recovery.


‘Ah, the glamour!’


‘And will you be bringing Dave?’ Natasha asked, following her into the hall as Hels shrugged on her coat.


‘I’ve not decided yet.’


‘Oh, do! Otherwise I’ll have to buy a donkey just to have an excuse to meet him.’


‘Why a donkey?’ Hels spluttered.


‘I love donkeys!’


‘They’re grumpy, like me.’


‘Poor Dave. I feel I need to meet him just so I can give him some sort of user’s manual for operating you.’


‘Oh, he can operate me just fine,’ Hels chuckled, her voice laden with innuendo. She hugged Natasha hard. ‘Anyway I’m glad you’re back and looking perky again. Call me if you want me to drink some of your wine after work. You know I don’t like thinking of you here alone all day.’


‘I’m fine. Between Mabel and Bella, I won’t get a minute to myself.’


Hels looked unconvinced. ‘Uh-huh. So what are you going to do today while I’m happily performing ritual torture?’


‘Collect Bella from Hattie’s, finish that charcoal of Sue Chelford’s Weimaraner and then collect Mabes at twelve. But before any of that, I need to see if Rob’s got hold of the Airbnb host in Vienna. The cleaners must have found Moolah after we left.’


‘You’re certain it was left there?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘What if they threw it?’


Natasha’s blood chilled at the very thought. ‘They wouldn’t throw a child’s toy . . . Surely?’ she asked weakly.


Hels’s pause made it clear she would have thrown it. ‘Well, you went back to them quickly, right?’


‘Yes. When we got home yesterday, but the guy’s been out of town for the weekend. We didn’t hear back.’


‘It’ll be fine. And if it’s not, just trawl the internet for another. There’s nothing you can’t get nowadays.’


‘Hmm, I hope you’re right.’


‘Good luck, babe. Me? I’d rather pull teeth.’


Natasha laughed. ‘You’re not funny, you know.’


‘So you’re always telling me,’ Hels grinned back as she sauntered to her gleaming car. She gave a wink and reversed, sending a spray of gravel into the hydrangea beds, and slipped through the gates that opened and closed automatically with a low whirr. Natasha waved till she was out of sight before stepping back inside the beautiful house Rob had worked so hard to give her. She leaned against the door for a moment and tried to see it through fresh eyes.


It had been her wedding present from him, and everyone always admired it when they visited. It somehow commanded admiration, like a salon blow-dry. It sat proudly in its four-acre plot, atop a hill and set back from one of the roads that led into the village. In theory she could cycle there; she had said she would when he’d first carried her over the threshold; she’d had fantasies of cycling in for leafy-topped carrots and fresh eggs. But then she’d had Mabel almost immediately, and it was far too dangerous to put her on a bike seat when the cars roared past at sixty miles per hour.


The house itself was a new build, only fifteen years old, and built in mellow Cotswold limestone with green oak beams strapping the walls and ceilings inside. The colour palette they had used was all bluey-greens – ‘England in the drizzle’, Rob had said as they stood in the queue at the Farrow & Ball shop. There were some fruit trees and a swing set for Mabel in the garden. The lawn at the back gently sloped towards the horizon and at night, the lights from the local towns glittered in the distance, like bygone campfires of other tribes. It was all wonderful . . . and yet she never felt quite satisfied with it. Somehow the shelves were always a bit too bare or there were never quite enough paintings on the walls; the blinds were wrong or a room needed repainting. She couldn’t ever pinpoint exactly what it was that stopped her from really loving their home. Rob would roll his eyes and gently deplore her profligacy, all while indulging it. He called it her nest and loved how she fussed, mistaking her dissatisfaction for perfectionism.


She made herself a herbal tea and took it through to her studio. Her artist’s easel was bare, the commissions she was working on kept safe in large leather portfolios in drawers. Switching on the laptop and allowing it several minutes to download all her emails, she checked her phone for WhatsApps.


She had several – one from Hels telling her she was freezing her tits off on the step; one from Sara reminding her about book club tomorrow and asking where the bikini was from in her last Insta post; one from Rob. She clicked on it and her heart gave a small leap as she saw it was a forwarded message.


Hey Robert, I am happy you and your family enjoyed the apartment this weekend. I have asked the cleaners about the toy but they have not found no cow. They will let me know if it turns up. In meanwhiles, please leave a review and I hope you will come back again to beautiful Vienna. Many regards, Otto.


Oh God. Oh God . . . She felt her stomach lurch as Moolah’s status switched from missing to lost. She had been clinging to the belief that it would have been found there; she remembered positioning the toy cow in Mabel’s arms in the bed. She’d gone over and over it in her head and that was definitely the last time Natasha recalled seeing it. She hadn’t allowed herself to believe the toy was anything other than mislaid. This wasn’t like when it went missing in the house – even that could involve hours of searching behind the sofas, in the garden, the prams, the car. But to have lost it somewhere between Vienna and Somerset . . . that was really . . . that was properly . . . gone.


Oh God. She rubbed her hands down her face. How would she tell Mabel?


Immediately she tabbed onto Google and began to search. She tried myriad search threads – toy cow; cloth cow; baby cow toy; black and white cow toy – but eBay had nothing. Facebook marketplace, nothing. Etsy, Gumtree, Preloved – nothing. There were plenty of toy cows to be had, just not their cow. Not Moolah. If Natasha could only remember the brand, that would be something. She could see, in her mind’s eye, the label on the side that she had never thought to read. Why hadn’t she read it?


Were there any photos, she wondered, showing it? She could zoom in . . .


Forty minutes later, she gave up again. In every photo she could find that had Moolah in it, the label was crumpled or covered by a baby’s hand.


She stared at her now-cold tea that she’d forgotten to drink. She had bought Moolah in a supermarket in France, she remembered it clearly; Rob had thought it was ridiculous to buy Mabel yet another soft toy, but there was just something about it Natasha had been drawn to. What was the name of the supermarket? Perhaps if they had a website, they might list the toys they carried. She’d bought Moolah three years ago, but even if they didn’t have the actual toy, they might have the brand and then she could contact their head office . . .? She wouldn’t be the first desperate mother, surely, to contact them in desperate need of a beloved toy replacement.


She tried to remember every French supermarket she’d ever seen. There was Monoprix, Intermarché, Géant, Carrefour, Hyper U . . . oh God, who else?


Twenty minutes later, she was looking at a particularly good Reblochon when the phone rang.


‘Yes?’ she murmured.


‘Nats? It’s Lauren.’


‘Lauren, hi.’ Natasha tried to inject some cheer into her voice.


‘I was just checking you’re back. I’m about to order the cheesecake for Friday and I want to be sure of numbers.’


‘Well, we’re both around and I can bring a very nice Reblochon if you like,’ Natasha said, rubbing her face in her spare hand. This quest was hopeless. Moolah was gone. Her child would never sleep again.


‘Ooh, now there’s a thought! Could y—?’


‘No. Ignore me. I was just getting lost in French supermarket websites.’


There was an astonished silence. ‘French supermarkets? But what’s wrong with Waitrose?’


‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’ She gave a sigh, realizing she would have to explain. ‘It’s just that Mabel’s lost her cow toy, you know, Moolah?’


Lauren gasped like someone was pointing a gun at her. She had twin girls, just under two. She knew exactly how calamitous this loss really was. ‘Oh Natty, no!’


‘Yeah, I’m afraid so. I bought it in France, in a supermarket, when she was a few months old and it’s been her treasure ever since. She can’t sleep without it, it has to sit at the table with her when she eats. You can imagine.’
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