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PROLOGUE


The girl stands in the grey morning light, her feet perched at the crumbling cliff edge. Below her, waves smash against jagged rocks, granite shards rising like decaying teeth from the foaming sea. At her back are fear and despair, and his words, urging her on.


She tries to distract herself with the details around her. The roar of the ocean. The gusting wind ripping at the bracken. The small, white flowers growing at her feet. The loud, too-fast thump of her heart. Only it’s impossible to focus; she can’t seem to fix anything in her mind. Nothing can compete with his voice – all his ugly words bearing down on her. Do it, he says. What are you waiting for?


The ledge shifts beneath her toes. A fragment of earth crumbles and falls, vanishing into the swirling water far below. Carried on the wind, a bird cry rises high and mournful. She lifts her gaze and sees a gull turn in the sky above. Free.


Do it now. His voice is louder, closer. Goosebumps rise as if his words curl through the air and graze the back of her neck. What are you waiting for?


There is no escape. Nowhere else to go.


She closes her eyes and unfurls her arms, stretching them wide as if she too has wings to rise and join the bird hovering above. With a final breath, she launches out into the void. Fall or fly – she no longer cares.










DOMINIC


Sunday afternoon


He has no idea how long he’s been sitting there. There’s no clock in the room, just a table, three chairs and a single, narrow window set high into the wall – too high to offer anything but a glimpse of the blank grey sky outside. It could have been twenty minutes since the police ushered him in and asked him to ‘wait here, please’; it could have been far longer. Dominic knows in moments of heightened stress that seconds can feel like minutes and minutes like hours, though the vending machine cup of tea someone brought him cooled ages ago. He also knows that every time he thinks about what might be happening outside this room, he feels a painful constriction in his chest, a tight band pressing vice-like against his lungs, making breathing hard.


He would be more help out there. Not shut away in a hospital consulting room, sitting in his damp clothing, waiting to answer questions – questions he’s certain he won’t have the answers to. But the two detectives had been insistent – he was to assist with their enquiries. Almost, he thinks, as if they suspect him of something.


The door opens and Dominic springs from his chair. ‘Any news?’ he asks, his eyes darting from the lead police detective in her grey suit to her burly, blond colleague just behind.


‘Nothing yet I’m afraid, Mr Davies,’ she says. ‘Take a seat please.’


Dominic hesitates. The last thing he wants to do is sit. ‘I think I’d be more use—’


The detective raises her hand. ‘We’ve got a team scouring the site now. As soon as we know anything – anything at all – we’ll be sure to let you know. Right now, Mr Davies, we need you to take us through everything you can remember.’ She gestures towards his chair, before pulling out her own with a screech, slapping a thin, cardboard file on the table between them. The second officer takes his seat, his huge frame swamping the small plastic chair. He opens a notebook and uncaps a pen.


Dominic eyes the chair with frustration. He wants action and consequences, not talking and note-taking, but sensing the resolve rising off the female detective, he takes the seat.


Lawson, he remembers. DI Sue Lawson. She’d introduced herself earlier. Her younger colleague, the rosy-cheeked young man with the bleach-blond hair and shoulders that would be better suited to a muddy rugby shirt than a starched police uniform, is Barrett. No, Barnett. DC Barnett.


Lawson nods and Barnett starts the recording device resting on the table between them.


‘To reiterate,’ states Barnett, clearing his throat, ‘your participation in this interview is entirely voluntary. You can leave at any time, though of course,’ he adds, ‘the more information we can gather about the weekend’s events, the more successful we are likely to be with our investigation.’


‘I’ve already told you,’ says Dominic, ‘it’s not me you need to talk to. It’s that kid. He’s got something to do with it, I know it.’


Another nod from Lawson. ‘As I said, we’ll be talking to everyone involved.’


‘They’re always making excuses for him, but trust me, there’s something wrong with that boy.’


‘Mr Davies,’ DI Lawson leans forward and fixes him with her level gaze, ‘I hear your concerns. I know how worried you must be.’ Her eyes, he notices, are an intriguing colour, grey like sea pebbles, an almost perfect match for the streak running through her short, dark hair. ‘But I’m afraid we do urgently require your assistance. We’d be grateful for your full cooperation.’


There’s a part of Dominic that can’t help wondering if they are deriving some small pleasure from this. It can’t be every day they get to interview someone off the telly. This whole incident will no doubt provide a flutter of excitement at the station. Guess who we had in the chair today. God forbid this should reach the press. He should probably call Barry. Give him the heads-up in case the tabloids come sniffing for another salacious Dominic Davies story. They’d certainly raked him over the coals a few years back, around the time of his divorce. He frowns, glancing between the two detectives. ‘Do I need to call my lawyer?’


‘Would you like legal representation?’ Barnett glances up from his notepad, pen poised.


It’s like falling into one of those gritty crime dramas, Dominic thinks, the kind Tanya loves to watch on a Sunday night, curled up on the sofa in her pyjamas with a glass of wine in her hand and her phone on her lap. He’s always thought them silly – overblown and too predictable – and yet here he sits, in an airless interview room with a recording device on the table between them, blinking its red light like an evil eye. ‘No,’ he says, ‘of course I don’t need my lawyer. Let’s just get on with it.’ He folds his arms across his chest. ‘What do you want to know?’


Lawson leans back in her seat and nods again at Barnett to continue.


‘It was a reunion amongst friends? Four families meeting up for the May Day weekend?’


‘Yes.’


Barnett checks back through his notes. ‘And there were fifteen in your party?’


Dominic considers this for a moment, counting in his head. ‘Well… we were sixteen, if you include the baby.’ He reaches for the plastic cup in front of him before remembering it’s cold and undrinkable. At the sight of the brown film floating on its surface, he slides the cup away.


‘You were all invited to stay at Wildernest?’ Barnett is consulting his notes again. ‘The site belonging to Max and Annie Kingsley, located out beyond the Cape, near Morvoren Point?’


‘That’s right. I’d just wrapped filming on the latest series of the show, so it was good timing. Star Search,’ he adds. ‘You’ve probably seen it.’


Barnett nods but the female detective maintains her inscrutable stare. Dominic can’t hide his smile. He knows her type. Wants to pretend she’s above reality TV. Doesn’t like to admit she’s one of the ten million viewers tuning in religiously each week, cheering on her favourite contestants, texting her votes.


‘No matter,’ he says, with a small wave. ‘Max and Annie had invited us for the bank holiday to road-test their new “glamping” business.’ He lifts his hands and emphasizes the apostrophes. ‘You know the sort of thing. All the rage: save-the-planet, sustainable eco-tourism. Max’s dream.’


‘I understand the Kingsleys had relocated to Cornwall last year, with their son?’


He nods. ‘To tell you the truth, none of us quite believed it when they announced they were leaving London. We were supportive, of course. You have to be, don’t you? It’s not exactly the done thing to tell your friends that you think they’re making a terrible mistake.’


‘Why did you think it a mistake?’


Dominic lets out a sharp laugh. ‘They’d spent years building up their architectural firm, making it a success. Only last year they won a prestigious RIBA award for the “Grand Designs”-style makeover I commissioned from them on my pad. It was a big deal. It got a lot of press.’ He looks at the officers in turn, but Lawson still refuses to give an inch. ‘Anyway, they did a great job. Knocked out the back of the entire house and built on a huge glass extension. Very cool. Very minimal. But it wasn’t just the fact they were giving up successful careers,’ he adds. ‘They had their own place, right on Clapham Common… a good school for Kip… London at their feet, and they were throwing it all away to move to the sticks to do what?’ He throws them both an incredulous look. ‘Set up a camping business?’ Dominic shakes his head. ‘It seemed madness to me. But I suppose they had form for springing big life decisions on us all.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Well, the kid. The adoption.’


‘By “kid”, you mean their son, Kip?’


He nods, glancing from one police officer to the other, waiting for them to delve further, but Lawson, to his irritation, doesn’t bite. ‘How about you take us back to Friday. I gather you set out from Hertfordshire around lunchtime?’


‘Yes, we left Harpenden at one.’


‘We being…?’


‘My wife Tanya and my kids, Scarlet, Felix and Phoebe.’ Dominic stretches his legs out in front of him, notices the rip in his trousers and the mud-caked hems, and quickly folds them back again.


‘Everyone was happy about the trip?’


He shrugs. ‘I suppose there was some resistance, but I really don’t see how that’s relevant.’


Lawson eyes him. ‘We’re simply trying to build a clear picture of the weekend. Given the trauma you’ve all faced and the questions that still need to be answered, we need to be as thorough as possible.’


‘Personally, I thought the invitation sounded fun,’ he says, addressing Lawson, holding her gaze. ‘After the pressures of filming, I was looking forward to some downtime with old friends, a long weekend in the great outdoors. I assumed the kids would love it too, but you know how it is with teenagers these days.’ He glances between them. ‘The merest hint of a few hours without Wi-Fi and panic sets in.’


DI Lawson nods. ‘Carry on, Mr Davies. This is helpful.’


Dominic narrows his eyes. ‘You said you’re talking to everyone?’


She nods again. ‘We’ve sent an officer to the farmhouse. Family Liaison.’


‘Good,’ says Dominic. He can’t help wondering what the others will say, how their stories might intersect, how their words might corroborate or contradict. All he can hope for, he supposes, is that when all is said and done, twenty years of friendship still counts for something. ‘Good,’ he says again, raising himself in his chair, tilting his chin, flexing his hands out of the tight fists he hadn’t realized he’d formed, ‘because I’m sure you’ll find we all did things this weekend that we regret.’


DI Lawson maintains her level stare, those impenetrable grey eyes boring into him. Dominic is annoyed to find he is the first to look away.










SCARLET


Friday afternoon


If a weekend had ever been designed to ruin someone’s life, then it was surely this one. It was bad enough that she was missing Harry Taylor’s seventeenth birthday party, but squished in the back of her dad’s midlife crisis SUV, jammed in beside Phoebe’s booster seat, listening to the tinny hip hop thud emanating from Felix’s headphones, with nothing ahead of them but a snaking line of traffic and the promise of three days camping in the middle of nowhere, Scarlet felt a hot rage bubbling inside her.


School was out. She knew it without even checking the time, because her phone had begun to buzz with a near-constant stream of notifications about party arrangements, outfits and gossip, none of which Scarlet could join in with. She eyed her dad in the rear-view mirror. ‘I just don’t understand why you’re forcing me to go,’ she said, unable to contain her simmering fury a moment longer. ‘I could’ve stayed home.’


‘I’ve already told you why,’ said Dominic, meeting her gaze. ‘We’re going to support Max and Annie. They worked so hard on our wonderful renovation. It’s our turn to show up for them.’


‘But I could’ve gone to Mum’s… or Lily’s.’


‘As I think I stated last night,’ Dominic said, ‘if you’d proved yourself to be a little more trustworthy in recent weeks, Tanya and I might have considered it. But this is my weekend with you and Felix,’ he continued. ‘I see little enough of you both as it is. There will be other parties, Scarlet. Sometimes you have to put family first.’


Scarlet scowled through the back window, watching the cars in the middle lane disappear behind them as her father accelerated down the fast lane. It was so unfair. There were so many inconveniences to having divorced parents, but nothing quite as annoying as the constant juggle of weekends between her mum and dad, the back-and-forth she and Felix had endured these past seven years since Tanya had arrived on the scene, and which only seemed to grow more intolerable now that her own social life was finally getting interesting. Her dad just didn’t get it. He still thought of her as his little girl, but she wasn’t. She was sixteen, virtually an adult.


Of course there would be other parties, she wasn’t stupid, but there wouldn’t be another seventeenth for Harry Taylor, the boy who just two days ago had sent her a string of messages, asking if she’d be there. There wouldn’t be another black-tie party in a garden marquee, with uniformed waiters circulating with fancy little canapes, a smoke machine, a proper DJ and, by all accounts, enough vodka jelly shots to get the whole of Year Twelve completely off their faces.


‘It’ll be fun,’ Dominic continued. ‘There’ll be a barbecue and a campfire. Nice coastal walks. A beach. Everyone’s going. All the other kids will be there.’


Scarlet met his gaze again in the mirror. ‘That’s my point, Dad.’ She gave an exaggerated shudder. ‘I want to hang out with my friends, not a load of annoying little kids and that oddball, Kip.’


‘Scarlet, be nice.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Now you just sound like a slogan on a sexist T-shirt. Telling a girl to “be nice” totally plays into the hands of the patriarchy. You’re telling me to ignore my own feelings to please someone else. Besides,’ continued Scarlet, warming to her theme, ‘since when were you into “being nice”? You’ve built a whole career on being the brutally honest “expert”. I don’t think anyone could argue that you come across as particularly “nice” when you’re judging your contestants on Star Search.’


‘You have to admit,’ said Tanya, with a small smirk Scarlet caught in the reflection of the wing mirror, ‘she’s got a point.’


‘Thank you,’ said Scarlet, throwing her a nod of satisfaction. ‘See, Tanya gets it.’ She was surprised. She couldn’t imagine Tanya being down with her feminist ideals. Frankly, it was rare for Scarlet and Tanya to agree on anything. Scarlet liked to set herself in opposition to most things involving her stepmother, but she wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity for validation against her father.


‘That’s a TV show. A job. It’s not real life.’


‘So why’s it called “reality TV”?’


‘There’s nothing real about reality TV, darling. You’re smart enough to know that. And as for being nice, that has nothing to do with gender,’ said Dominic, adopting a patronising, world-weary tone. ‘It’s about being a decent human being. I’d say the exact same thing to Felix if he was acting like you.’


‘Tell me then,’ Scarlet continued, leaning forward in her seat, ‘since when did “everyone else is going” become a reason for us to do something? Wasn’t it you who asked me just two weeks ago when I got in trouble at school, “If everyone else jumped off a cliff, would you jump too, Scarlet?” ’ She mimics him well, slipping into his smooth, broadcaster-approved voice.


‘You’re getting too clever for your own good, young lady.’


‘She’s not that clever,’ said Felix, lifting a headphone to join the conversation. ‘If she were, she wouldn’t have been excluded for ten days for having weed in her school bag.’


Scarlet leaned across Phoebe and thumped her brother hard on the arm. ‘Shut up. What would you know?’


‘I know enough to know you don’t take drugs into school, dumbass.’


‘Settle down you two. You’ll wake Phoebe. Anyway, no one’s jumping off any cliffs. This is just a long weekend with some of our oldest friends.’


‘Newsflash Dad: all my friends are going to Harry Taylor’s birthday party.’


There was a short silence. Scarlet decided it was time to land her trump card. ‘Anyway, I’m not the only one who’s dreading it. Tanya doesn’t want to go either.’


Tanya turned in the front passenger seat to stare at her. ‘What?’ A telling pink flush bloomed on her cheeks.


Scarlet shrugged. ‘I heard you – on the phone last night.’


Tanya frowned. ‘You shouldn’t eavesdrop on other peoples’ conversations.’


‘See.’ Scarlet threw a triumphant look at her dad. ‘She’s not denying it.’


Tanya turned back to her father. ‘I didn’t say I didn’t want to go.’ She wrestled for the right words. ‘Not exactly. It’s just – it’s camping, isn’t it? Hardly the most relaxing break.’


‘It’s not camping. It’s gl-amping,’ Dominic insisted.


‘Changing two letters on a word doesn’t make sleeping outside and peeing in a stinking portaloo any more gl-amorous,’ muttered Scarlet.


‘They’re your oldest friends,’ Tanya said, after a beat. ‘I don’t have the same history with them to draw upon. All your stories about your university days, the student radio shows you did together, the parties… I suppose, sometimes, I feel like a bit of an outsider.’


‘You shouldn’t. They see how happy you make me.’ Scarlet watched as her father reached for Tanya’s hand, pulling it into his lap, the huge diamond ring on her left hand catching the sun falling through the windscreen, refracting back at her like a strobe light. ‘You had a good time at Kira’s fortieth last year, didn’t you?’


Tanya raised her eyebrows and let out a dry laugh. ‘Are we remembering the same weekend?’


Scarlet leaned forward, sensing gossip.


‘We don’t need to worry about a repeat of that,’ Dominic said. ‘Kira’s in a completely different place now. A new man. A baby. It’s all change, from what I hear. Even better, you won’t be the newcomer to the group anymore,’ he added. ‘Kira’s boyfriend should be the one feeling nervous. You’re an old timer now.’


‘Less of the old, please.’ Tanya pursed her lips, seemed about to say something else before sensing Scarlet’s craning interest from the back seat. ‘Well, we’ll see,’ was all she said.


Dominic lifted Tanya’s hand to his lips. ‘I know it’s not quite the May Day weekend you would have liked. I’ll take you somewhere more luxurious in the summer. But we’re going to have fun. I promise.’


Scarlet was about to interject with another sarcastic comment when a wall of red brake lights flared on the motorway ahead. Dominic cursed under his breath and slowed the car until it came to a halt. Phoebe stirred in her booster seat, her blue eyes opening and blinking at the sudden shock of daylight, taking in her surroundings before leaning back against the headrest of her seat.


‘Hello sleepy,’ Scarlet said.


‘Are we nearly there?’


Scarlet shook her head. ‘Not yet, but could you please have a word with Bear. He’s been snoring so loudly.’


Phoebe threw her a drowsy smile and adjusted her teddy tucked in the crook of her arm. ‘Bear doesn’t snore.’


Scarlet gave her a wink. It was hard to maintain the intensity of her fury when confronted with Phoebe’s sweet face. There were so many shitty things about having divorced parents, but one of the few good things about her dad meeting Tanya was her surprise half-sister.


Throughout Tanya’s pregnancy, Scarlet had maintained a solid level of disgust at the idea of her dad becoming a father again, but as soon as he’d dragged her to the hospital on that first reluctant visit and placed the baby in her arms, as soon as she had gazed down into Phoebe’s red, screwed-up face, seen the dimples in her cheeks and felt her tiny hand curl around her little finger, holding on as if for dear life, all her anger and protest had fallen away. Whatever feelings she had about Tanya and her parents’ messy divorce, she had come to accept her half-sister’s presence as something inevitable and welcome.


‘Wild Things?’ Phoebe asked, addressing the car.


‘Oh god, Pheebs, not again,’ protested Scarlet, and even Felix, usually so affable and laid back, let out a deep groan. They had heard the audio book countless times on car journeys, but its appeal never seemed to wane for Phoebe.


‘Sure thing, sweetie.’ Tanya fiddled with a cable, connecting her phone to the car stereo.


Scarlet fell back against the seat and scrolled through the latest messages on her phone. The last was from Lily.


OMG. You should’ve heard Caitlin in tutor group today.


Scarlet typed a quick reply. What??? Tell me.


She could see Lily was online. Scarlet waited, impatiently watching the ‘typing…’ status blink.


She told everyone she was going to get with Harry tonight.


Scarlet’s insides clenched. Caitlin was one of the prettiest girls in their year. If Scarlet wasn’t there, maybe Harry would go for Caitlin. She chewed her bottom lip as she typed her reply. No way! Bitch. She knows I like him. [image: ]


Don’t worry, I’ve got your back. I’ll stick to him like glue, remind him of you every five minutes.


[image: ]. This sucks. Wish I was there.


Me too. [image: ] I’ll send photos.


As the intro music for Phoebe’s audio book began to play through the car speakers, Scarlet threw down her phone in disgust.


‘All I’m asking,’ said Dominic, attempting a last-ditch effort to mollify his captive family, ‘is that we try to have some fun… that you’re open to new experiences and making some memories this bank holiday.’ He grinned at Scarlet in the mirror. ‘I bet you a tenner I’ll be driving you back on Monday evening kicking and screaming.’


Scarlet turned back to the window with another eyeroll and made a mental note to claim her money on the return journey home.










ANNIE


Sunday afternoon


Annie sits huddled at a long table beneath the hexagonal-shaped wooden shelter in the centre of the campsite. Her arms are wrapped around her body, but her eyes are fixed on the shifting horizon, the oppressive grey sky and the windswept green fields sliding away to meet the distant churn of the ocean. Overhead, the festoon lights and tattered bunting, decorations she had tacked to the timber struts only a few days ago, flap dismally in the breeze. The pizza oven stands redundant. The fire pit is a heap of black soggy ash. A washing bowl of dirty tin cups and plates sits abandoned to one side; one forgotten wet sock hangs off the back of a chair. Around her shoulders lies a knitted blanket that someone has retrieved from one of the nearby bell tents. A cup of tea is pushed towards her. She takes it in both hands, grateful for its warmth, then winces at her first sip, surprised by its sweetness.


‘I didn’t know if you took sugar,’ says the woman, sliding onto the bench opposite. She is young and petite, her dark, curly hair tied back in a ponytail. She wears small, round glasses, a navy rain jacket and beige cargo trousers. Everything about her radiates calm practicality. ‘I thought it might help. I’m guessing you haven’t had lunch.’


Annie shakes her head. She couldn’t have eaten, even if she’d tried. ‘Have they found anything yet?’


The police officer pushes a loose strand of hair from her face. ‘Not as far as I know.’ Seeing Annie’s shiver, she adds, ‘I think they’re almost done here. We’ll get you back up to the farmhouse as soon as we can, but perhaps we could get started?’


Annie nods. The woman had introduced herself as a Family Liaison Officer when she’d arrived earlier with the other uniformed police officers, but like so many details of the past hours, her actual name escapes her. It’s as if the storm has come along and jumbled everything, tossed it up, blown it into nonsensical order; Annie’s mind is struggling to pin all the details of the weekend back into place. Patricia, she remembers with sudden relief. That’s it. A good, no-nonsense, let’s-sort-this-out kind of name. DC Patricia Haines.


Annie knows it’s essential that they talk. She wants to help. She wants this to be over – for all of them. Most of all, she wants to get her side of the story across, before any of the others can skew the facts, turning them into something ugly and untrue.


‘As I mentioned earlier,’ says DC Haines, pulling out a notebook and pen, ‘I work in family liaison and I’m here to support all of you.’ Her voice is calm and low. Annie imagines her practising her tone in training sessions, getting it pitch-perfect. ‘I need to go through some information with you, ask you some questions. I want you to tell me anything – big or small – that you think might be helpful to us, given the current… situation. Is that okay?’


The situation.


Annie still doesn’t fully understand ‘the situation’. Do any of them? She keeps asking herself, how could one weekend spiral so dreadfully out of control? How could one small spark start this terrible blaze, threatening twenty years of friendship? Annie clears her throat. ‘Of course. Anything to help. I feel awful,’ she sighs, ‘so responsible. Max and I both do.’


She sips the tea, noticing as she does how her nails are bitten almost to the quick. Though perhaps the hit of sugar is helping, for her nerves do seem a little less jangled. She thinks of Kip back at the farmhouse, of his pale, haunted face, and feels a thread of resolve return. ‘It was just supposed to be a bit of fun,’ Annie says, lifting her gaze to meet the police officer’s. ‘We thought we’d invite them here to trial our glamping site before we officially open to the public in a few weeks.’


Haines nods encouragingly. ‘By them you mean the three other families?’


‘Yes. Jim and Suze. Kira and her new partner, Fred. Dom and Tanya. With all the kids, we were quite a gang.’


‘One of the PCs mentioned you had Dominic Davies staying this weekend.’ The woman’s tone remains neutral, but the slight lift of her eyebrows betrays her interest.


Annie nods and manages a rueful smile. ‘The one and only.’ Over the past few years, as Dominic’s notoriety had grown with his role as the acerbic judge on the UK’s latest reality TV craze, it had become impossible to ignore the ripples of curiosity their friend generated wherever they went: the elbow nudges, stares or knowing smiles. The bravest ones approached him for autographs or selfies, or to talk about the show, wanting to tell him what he’d got right or to harangue him when they thought he’d been too tough on a contestant. He was known for his ‘hard truths’, as he liked to call them, but Dictator Dom was how some of the more salacious tabloids had labelled him. Like Marmite, the public seemed to either love or hate him, but to his friends, the ones who had known him before the fame or the fortune, he’d always just be ‘Dom’.


‘How did you all meet?’


‘There were five of us at university. Dom, Jim, Kira, Max and me. We met in our first year at UCL. We’d all got roped in to helping with the student radio station at fresher’s week. As you can probably tell,’ Annie gestures self-deprecatingly at her figure, ‘I’ve never been particularly sporty, so I was looking for something creative to get involved with.’


‘Sounds fun.’


‘It was. I was general dogsbody for a while, making tea, cleaning the studio, but I worked my way up to host an afternoon folk session that absolutely no one listened to. Dom and Jim were more successful. They hosted “The Davies & Miller Show”, a subversive, late-night show that gathered a following with the post-clubbing crowd. Kira had a popular underground trance session going by our third year.’


‘What about your husband?’


‘Max was less keen on the spotlight. He helped out on the production and promotions side. By the end of our first year, despite our differences and our varied degrees, the five of us had become firm friends. We found a student house together and that was it – friends for life, I guess you could say.’ She stops, takes a breath. ‘Sorry, I’m babbling, aren’t I?’


‘You’re fine.’


‘Max says I talk a lot when I’m nervous. What was your question?’


‘I was asking how you all met. So, you and Max were a couple, even back then?’


‘Not at first. Friends, to begin with.’ She gives a small smile. ‘Max and I both studied Architecture. We hooked up towards the end of our third year and have been together ever since.’ Her smile widens. ‘We like to think we’re the glue that keeps everyone bonded. We’ve all known each other for two decades now.’


‘That’s special. Old friends.’


‘Yes. Over the years we’ve attended each other’s weddings, christened babies, climbed career ladders, consoled and cheered each other on. Like all friendships, things ebb and flow. Two years ago, Dom asked Max and I to redesign his home in Harpenden. We weren’t sure about mixing business and friendship, but Dom gave us free rein and it was a fun last project before we moved down here.’ Annie stops and considers her words. ‘If I’m honest, besides our work project for Dom, things between us all had drifted. You know how it is, busy lives and young families taking up more space… It’s hard to stay as connected.’


DC Haines nods. ‘Life happens.’


‘Exactly. That’s why Max and I thought this bank holiday would be the perfect opportunity to get everyone back together. We thought it would be fun to show them our new venture and get the kids out in the fresh air. Our last catch-up had been an adults-only affair at a swanky boutique hotel in the Cotswolds for Kira’s birthday. Dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant.’ She raises her eyebrows at the police officer.


‘Max figured we’d all got a little soft, a little too urbane since our uni days. He sensed we were all pulling in different directions, so we thought a weekend getting the old gang back together and doing something more… grounded might help. He began to refer to this weekend as the great “rewilding project”. He figured we’d all benefit from stripping things back, getting outside, reconnecting with nature – with each other. Of course,’ she adds, throwing Haines a grim look, ‘we had no idea how it would turn out.’


‘Indeed.’


‘This is just…’ Annie waves helplessly around her, feels her tired eyes burning again with the sting of tears, ‘it’s just unimaginable.’


Behind DC Haines, the flaps to one of the bell tents are drawn and a uniformed officer emerges. Annie peers at the sealed evidence bag in his hands, a mobile phone visible within. She swallows.


Haines pushes on, as if eager to distract. ‘I understand you adopted a son – Kip – around six years ago?’


Annie nods. She sees DC Haines studying her and wonders if the police officer is a mother too. She wonders if she can understand the sweet agony, the love and the terror, that comes with parenthood. Wonders if she can have any idea what caring for a kid like Kip, with his own unique set of challenges, can bring. Mothering, she’s learned, is a constant blade twisting in the heart.


‘Take your time,’ says the policewoman, reaching into her jacket pocket and pulling out a packet of tissues, offering them to her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says, lifting her glasses to dab at her tears, ‘it’s been… a lot. Is there any news yet? Anything from the hospital?’


DC Haines shakes her head. ‘We’ve got an experienced team out searching the cliffs. Everything that can be done is being done.’ She seems to think for a moment. ‘Why don’t we focus on the weekend? Take me back to Friday. Everyone arrived in the afternoon, and that first night, everything went smoothly – as planned?’


Annie frowns. ‘I suppose so. We had a barbecue and a few drinks, lit a bonfire. The kids were playing games. It was pretty idyllic.’


The police officer waits a beat. ‘Nothing… untoward happened that first night?’


Annie glances across at the abandoned fire pit, the remains of the bonfire now a heap of wet ash. One of the log seats has toppled onto its side. A sack of kindling spills across the grass. Someone has already told her. She can hear it in the woman’s voice.


‘Kip didn’t mean anything by it,’ she says. ‘It was an accident. An accident that got blown out of all proportion. The grown-ups had been drinking – some of us more than others,’ she adds pointedly, ‘and I’m sure that played a part.’


‘Had Mr Davies been drinking?’


She nods. ‘If you ask me,’ she says, fixing her gaze on DC Haines, ‘it was Dom’s reaction that was most worrying. He’d been acting a little off since his arrival. He seemed tense, you know? I assumed it was his work.’


The policewoman doesn’t say anything.


Annie bites her lip and shrugs. ‘All I’m saying is perhaps, if Dom had held his temper in check, things might have gone down differently. But Dom’s… well… Dom. He can be the proverbial bull in a china shop.’


‘Mrs Kingsley, I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that time really is of the essence. I have to speak to everyone involved, so if there’s something you want to tell me about Friday night – anything at all – now is the time.’


Annie sighs. All she wants to do is race back to the farmhouse and gather her boy into her arms and whisk him away somewhere safe, away from all the suspicion and trauma, but to do so would only invoke more misunderstanding and vitriol. She knows she is Kip’s best hope now.


Sensing Annie’s defences crumbling, DC Haines pushes again. ‘Go on,’ she says, her face neutral. ‘I’m listening.’










MAX


Friday afternoon


Max stood beside Annie near the communal wooden shelter, eyeing the huge pile of dry firewood teetering in front of them.


‘Is it big enough?’ she asked.


Max laughed. ‘It’s huge! They’ll see the flames over in St Ives.’


‘I think it should be bigger. It needs to last the whole evening,’ Annie said, staring doubtfully at the bonfire.


‘Any more wood and it’ll burn all weekend. We’re supposed to be an eco-friendly operation, remember?’


As they surveyed the pile, Josh emerged from the off-road buggy and dragged the last branches from the back of the trailer. ‘Nice work,’ called Max. ‘Thanks mate.’ He turned back to Annie and pulled her closer. ‘What’s going on? You don’t seem yourself. I thought you’d be more excited to see everyone.’


She shrugged. ‘I am excited. I just want everything to be perfect.’


‘It is – it will be – and if it isn’t, it doesn’t matter. They’re our friends. They’re not going to judge us.’


Annie threw him her best don’t-be-so-naive look. ‘Of course they’re going to judge us. You saw their faces at Kira’s fortieth last year, when we told them we were moving down here.’


Max shook his head. ‘That was just… surprise. They were pleased for us.’


He turned to his wife and tilted her face gently towards him. Behind her familiar red-framed glasses he could see the doubt in her hazel eyes. ‘Look around,’ he urged. ‘Look at what we’ve built.’ He nodded at the six bell tents standing pristine-white in the May sunshine, the gentle slope of the wildflower meadow running down to meet the rocky headland and the sea beyond. In the centre of the space stood the wooden shelter, a communal meeting and dining area that he’d built with Josh from old shipping timbers. It cast a dark shadow, beneath which stood a well-stocked camp kitchen and a long, rustic wooden table and benches, as well as a large brick barbecue just waiting to be lit. A little further away he saw the wood-fired hot tub they’d imported from Sweden and an attractive, solar-powered shower block with a sedum roof set into the brow of the hill.


He couldn’t help a surge of pride when he took in all they had accomplished in such a short space of time, and not without its complications. Planning permissions. Drainage. Business permits. Difficult neighbours. Family issues.


Max’s gaze fell on Kip, sitting on a striped deckchair over near one of the tents. He watched the boy sort through a pile of slender sticks, selecting some, rejecting others, careful, methodical. ‘We’re in the right place for us, and for Kip. He’s doing so much better here, don’t you think?’


Annie pursed her lips but didn’t answer.


‘As soon as everyone arrives,’ Max continued, ‘they’ll see what we’ve built and understand exactly what we’ve done and why we’ve done it. How could they not?’


Annie glanced up at the blue sky, cotton clouds racing each other on the far horizon, the breeze tugging at the bunting. ‘Do you think the weather will hold?’


Max shrugged. ‘I caught the tail end of the forecast. It could be a little mixed tomorrow, but it’s nothing we can’t handle. I’ve asked Josh to stick around and help out, if we need him. I thought an extra pair of hands might be useful.’


Annie threw him a relieved smile. ‘Thank goodness for Josh.’ She squinted across at the tents. ‘What is Kip up to? Is that… a knife?’


‘My penknife. I showed him how to use it.’


‘Max!’


‘He’s twelve, love, certainly old enough to manage a penknife. This is why we came, remember? To give him a different kind of life, away from the city. We wanted him to experience more freedom.’


Annie shrugged. ‘I didn’t mean knives! It was bad enough when you let him drive the buggy.’


‘Stop worrying. This weekend will be good for him – good for all of us.’


‘And what about our friendly neighbour?’


Max winced. ‘Kellow will come round. We couldn’t have known how that journalist would spin her article. Or how he’d react.’


‘ “Grand designs, glamping and glamorous celebrities heading for Morvoren Point.” ’ Annie grimaced. ‘We should’ve guessed what she was up to when she kept steering the interview back to Dom’s Harpenden project. It’s obvious now that she was more interested in writing about him than our rewilding plans.’


‘You can’t say she hadn’t done her research,’ Max shrugged. ‘I thought it would be a good way to introduce ourselves to the local community, a little early publicity for the business. I didn’t see the harm.’


Annie rolled her eyes. ‘Only she made it sound like we’d be hosting wild Great Gatsby-style parties for the rich and famous every weekend.’ Annie twisted the cuff on her linen shirt. ‘No wonder Kellow’s nose is out of joint.’


‘It’s not as if I haven’t tried to walk him through the plans. He won’t listen.’ Seeing her worried frown, he pulled her towards him. ‘There’s nothing he can do, Annie. It’s with the council now. And what we get up to on our land this weekend is none of his business.’ He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. ‘Relax, Annie. This is everything we dreamed of. Remember? It’s time to enjoy it.’


It was frustrating to witness her anxiety. He wanted to remind her of all those nights they’d lain awake in their London house, listening to neighbours and sirens, worrying about Kip’s struggles at school, about their demanding clients, the plans and permits, the escalating building costs. He wanted to remind her of the awful, creeping exhaustion that had begun to suffocate them both, the dawning realization that their life in London – the one they had worked so hard to create – was no longer what they wanted.


Did she not remember as vividly as he did that early summer night last year, when they had walked back across Clapham Common after a gruelling face-to-face with the staff at Kip’s school, the two of them still shaken and bristling from the suspicion and fear they’d seen in the teachers’ eyes, the damning assessment they’d been offered of their son’s “problems”. Did she not remember how he had stopped right there in the middle of the park and said, ‘What are we doing, Annie?’ And seeing her confusion, he’d added, ‘I don’t mean this,’ he’d said, gesturing to the path ahead of them. ‘I mean what are we doing? With our lives. Our jobs. Our son.’


Annie had turned to him. The faltering evening light falling through the trees had cast a long shadow, making her usually open and easy-to-read face strangely inscrutable. ‘I don’t follow.’


‘Look at us. We’re putting all our energy into lavish building projects for our clients. The rest of our time goes on Kip, trying to help him navigate his issues and get him through a one-size-fits-all school system that doesn’t seem to give a stuff about him. Don’t you ever wonder why we’re fighting so hard? I’m exhausted, Annie. Disillusioned. I just want to… I don’t know… take a step back… breathe… look at the ocean… put my hands in the earth and reconnect with what’s important – with you – with Kip.’


‘We could take a holiday?’ she’d suggested. ‘Go away this summer. Somewhere nice?’


But Max shook his head. ‘That’s not what I mean. I don’t want a quick fix. A band-aid. I don’t want the best, most wholesome moment of my week to be the ten minutes I spend queuing up for organic veggies and artisan coffee at an overpriced farmer’s market. I want the real thing. I want to change things. I want to get out of the city. I want to feel creative again. When was the last time you picked up one of your paintbrushes, Annie, and just painted something for the hell of it? When was the last time I forgot about client deadlines and let myself feel truly inspired? I’m sick of it, love. I want a different life.’


That had been the start of it. The planning, the research, the endless online searches for a plot of land that might offer them everything they dreamed of. Then had come the courting of buyers for their architectural firm, the estate agents trawling through their stylish terrace murmuring enthusiastically about the extended designer kitchen, the south-facing garden and the wonderful light, until everything had been sorted, the contracts signed, the ‘SOLD’ sign erected outside the house, the boxes packed and it was entirely and thrillingly far too late to back out. They were leaving their old lives to set up something new in the wilds of north Cornwall.


Max knew they had found the perfect spot as soon as they’d viewed it: Morvoren Farm, a shabby stone farmhouse with eight acres of wild Cornish land sloping away to meet the rugged coastline. The farm hadn’t been worked in decades, and situated on a remote northern peninsula, surrounded by nothing but rolling fields, sky and ocean, with their only neighbour an old Cornish dairy farmer located a couple of miles away, it offered the perfect escape.


‘What does Morvoren mean?’ she’d asked the agent, the sun glancing off his shiny blue suit as they’d stood at the peeling front door looking out towards the headland.


‘It’s Cornish for “sea maiden”.’


‘Sea maiden? You mean… “mermaid”?’


He’d nodded. ‘There’s a rich history of mermaid legends around these parts. Old wives’ tales of beautiful maidens luring sailors and fishermen to their deaths. Back in the day, there was a spate of tragedies amongst the workers in the old tin mines, which only added to the folklore. More recently, a sad case with a kid out on the cliffs. The peninsula has long been associated with mermaid sightings and unexplained deaths. Stuff like that keeps the mythology alive. Keeps people talking. Keeps the tourists visiting.’ The agent had grinned, as if he’d just realized that dwelling on the dark folk tales of the place might not be the greatest sales pitch. ‘Of course, all this talk of mermaid sightings would have absolutely nothing to do with the seal colony off the coast here. They inhabit a small, rocky island offshore. It’s part of a protected marine reserve.’


Annie bent to touch a cluster of white flowers growing at the doorstep. ‘These are pretty.’


‘Don’t pick them,’ warned the agent. ‘It’s sea campion. Also known as dead man’s bells round here. They say it brings death, if you pick it.’ He’d drawn a finger across his throat and pulled a gruesome face, before grinning broadly at them both. ‘Let’s get you inside before I put you off completely.’


‘We’ll run it as an eco-friendly smallholding all year round,’ Max had said, plotting with Annie on the drive home. ‘Organic. Sustainable. We’ll only have to open the glamping business for six months of the year. The rest of the time will be ours. Coastal walks. Wild swimming. The farmhouse we’ll get to, in time. I’d like to keep bees and goats. You can paint. Perhaps we turn one of the barns into an artist’s space? We could run workshops and retreats, invite some of our creative contacts down from London. Think of the opportunities, what we could fuel? We’d be pretty self-sufficient within a couple of years.’


‘But it’s so much land. How would we manage?’


‘That’s the beauty of it. We’ll rewild what we don’t need – return it to its original, ecological state. Let nature take its course. It’s a proper wilderness out there, Annie. Somewhere we can create a home – a safe place for Kip. A place to nest.’


‘That’s what we should call it,’ said Annie, a small smile playing across her face. ‘Wildernest.’


It had been hard work. Far more than they’d anticipated; a minefield of logistics to navigate – both practical and financial – and months of physical labour to prepare the glamping site. They’d found that local builders and contractors were hard to source, but when Max had come across a local lad, Josh Penrose, out on the headland one day and fallen into conversation with him, he’d sensed the young man’s interest in their project and his hardworking spirit and offered him a job there and then. Together they’d battled the last of the work; everything from digging out a septic tank to laying the tent slabs. He’d been a godsend; Max didn’t think they’d have been anywhere near ready to host their friends for a trial weekend without him.


Standing in the meadow, Annie pressed herself into his warm chest. He felt her take a long, steadying breath. He knew her. You couldn’t be married to someone for sixteen years, go through all the challenges they had, and not know how her mind worked. He knew she’d be thinking of the extra towels she’d been fussing over that morning, mentally reminding herself to check that there was enough of the local handmade soap in the shower block. She’d be wondering if her directions had been clear enough, and where they had put the matches for the bonfire. She’d be thinking that maybe it would be wise to take Kip aside for one final, bolstering pep talk before the other kids arrived. He knew her thoughtful, busy mind – and he loved her for it. He gave her a squeeze and murmured into the top of her head, ‘It’s going to be a perfect weekend, you’ll see.’


As he held her close, the low hum of an engine carried towards them over the rise of the meadow. ‘Too late to back out now,’ he murmured, lifting one arm from her shoulder to wave at the battered combi van bouncing down the hillside towards them, three tangle-haired blonde children hanging out of the back windows. ‘The Millers are here.’










JIM


Sunday afternoon


It’s not easy to operate the vending machine. Jim wouldn’t have bothered with the effort for a packet of crisps, but he missed lunch and the painkillers he’s been given are doing strange things to his head, making him woozy and faint. Once he’s grappled with the awkward spring-loaded flap at the bottom of the machine, and wrangled the crisp packet apart using his teeth and his one good hand, he tries Suze’s number on his mobile in another feat of dexterity. He hopes to hear her warm, reassuring voice, but the line cuts straight to voicemail. Of course. No signal back at the glamping site. How could he have forgotten?


He slumps onto one of the plastic chairs in the hospital waiting room and shoves crisps into his mouth. Suze wouldn’t approve. High in salt and artificial flavourings. But this is his thing. He eats when he’s stressed, anything he can put in his mouth, and usually the worse for him the better. Living through this hellish weekend has demanded all the junk food he can inhale, before he can get back to the others and hug the ones he loves.


‘Mr Miller?’ The receptionist waves at him. ‘They’re ready for you.’


He is shown into a small office. Jim is surprised at how basic and dreary it is. There’s nothing slick or hi-tech about this operation. It’s just him, two police officers, some missing ceiling tiles and an ancient-looking tape recorder whirring on the table.


They don’t waste any time. They introduce themselves as Lawson and Barnett and tell him they’re conducting a first round of interviews as part of their enquiry. The female detective in the grey suit eyes his sling. ‘Looks nasty. You okay?’


He nods. ‘Waiting for an X-ray.’


‘How did you hurt yourself?’


‘I slipped.’ He hesitates. ‘It was pretty treacherous out on the headland last night.’


She holds his eye and Jim tries hard to maintain his level stare but fails.


‘Okay, we’ll come to that in a bit. How about you start by telling us about the mood of the group when you first arrived? Any notable issues? Tension? Red flags?’


Jim frowns. He wasn’t expecting this. ‘The mood of the group? We’d just arrived in paradise. The mood was good.’ He notices crisp crumbs on his T-shirt and brushes them away. Is he misremembering anything? It’s important to get the details right. There’s a lot at stake.


‘We were the first to arrive,’ he tells them. ‘I was surprised. It was a long drive from Brighton. Max had warned us they were way out in the sticks, but the unsealed track went on for so long and was so hazardous in places that I remember Suze and I started to worry that the old van wouldn’t make it. We passed the farmhouse first, and then a little further on we saw Annie’s hand-painted sign for ‘Wildernest’, so we knew we were in the right place.’


He smiles at the police officers. They stare back. The woman gives him a nod to continue and so he thinks a little harder, tries to draw the memory of their arrival more clearly in his mind.


He’d barely had time to pull on the handbrake before the kids had flung open the doors and bolted, desperate to escape the confines of the van. The three of them raced across the meadow, streaks of rainbow-coloured clothes, trainers thudding across the grass, their blonde hair bouncing wildly as they ran towards a cluster of circular tents standing dazzling white in the afternoon sun, waving at Max and Annie, who stood waiting beside a large, hexagonal-shaped wooden shelter.


Suze was next, swishing across the grass towards Annie, her hemp dungarees catching on the long grass, silver nose-stud glinting in the sun, the stack of wooden bangles jangling on her wrist. Jim stood watching her as he stretched his arms above his head to release the tension of the drive.


‘My god, Annie. This place!’ Suze called, her arms opening to meet Annie’s embrace. ‘It’s too much.’


‘Welcome to Wildernest.’


A hint of the sea carried towards him on the breeze as he joined the others, slapping Max on the shoulder before pulling him into a manly hug. ‘Good to see you, buddy. I see you’ve gone for full assimilation with the grizzled seadog look,’ he added, gesturing at Max’s new, bushy, salt-and-pepper beard.


‘It suits you,’ said Suze, rubbing it affectionately with her hands before kissing him effusively on both cheeks.


‘I see you’re still wearing that shirt,’ Max parried, tugging at the faded hem of Jim’s Beastie Boys T-shirt.


‘He’ll be buried in that T-shirt,’ said Suze. ‘And those awful shorts.’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jim wear anything but baggy shorts,’ added Annie, laughing.


‘That’s not true. If you remember, I pushed the boat out and wore jeans to your wedding.’


Annie smiled as Jim kissed her on the cheek, before he turned and breathed deeply, gazing around at the peninsula to where the headland slid away to meet the distant sea. The landscape was a riot of jewelled blues and greens, bursts of yellow, white and pink wildflowers dotting the coastal fringe. ‘I can’t think why you wanted to give up commuter trains, traffic jams and city smog for this hell-hole,’ Jim joked. After the endless stretch of motorway and the cramped van, the space, the colour and the fresh mineral tang in the air was intoxicating. He lifted his trucker’s cap and ran his hands through his damp hair. ‘It feels like we’ve arrived at the very edge of the world.’


Suze threw her arms wide. ‘This place has a great energy, guys, I can feel it. It’s positively humming with good vibes. And that wooden shelter, lovely. Did you build it, Max?’


He nodded. ‘It’s where we can gather – to cook, eat, socialise, huddle.’ He adds ruefully, ‘If the weather turns on us.’


‘I love it! I can feel a sunrise yoga session tomorrow morning right here, if anyone’s up for it?’


Jim nudged his wife. ‘Sunrise? Bit optimistic. You know what we’re like when we get together.’


Their three kids were already scouting the campsite. Willow, River and Juniper called out in excitement as they discovered the hot tub, the fire pit and the stash of outdoor games. ‘There’s an archery set!’ River called. ‘I’m definitely having a go.’


‘What on earth are you feeding them?’ marvelled Annie, watching the children roam.


‘What aren’t we feeding them?’ Suze replied. ‘It’s like a plague of locusts sweeping through the kitchen each day. River’s almost as tall as Jim.’


‘Mate, that’s not your cue to dust off the short-arse jokes!’ Jim warns Max. ‘I get enough of that at home.’


‘And can you believe Juniper will be ten this summer?’ Suze threw a mournful glance at her youngest. ‘My baby… double digits!’


Willow, a freckle-faced, long-limbed fourteen-year-old in a yellow sundress and striped leggings with a wild cloud of blonde curls echoing her mother’s, appeared at Suze’s side and threw a companionable arm around her mother’s shoulders. She grinned at Annie, silver train-track braces glinting in the sun. ‘Where’s Kip?’


‘He’s right over—’ Annie pointed towards the row of striped deckchairs, then frowned. ‘Oh. He was there just a moment ago.’ She glanced at Max.


‘We’ll find him,’ said Max. ‘He won’t have gone far. Probably just feeling shy. How about we give you a quick tour of the tents in the meantime?’


They followed Annie down to the nearest of the six bell tents and waited as she unzipped the canvas door, releasing the heady scent of warm, trampled grass, before she stood back with a nervous smile, allowing them to enter. ‘Each tent is similar inside, just a few differences,’ she called, ‘but as you’re first, you can choose which one you want. We thought some of the teenagers might like to share?’
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