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To one of the UK’s keenest consumers of crime fiction: my dad.










1 Alex



May, present


Black skies would have made a more fitting backdrop, some monstrous winter storm that tore the house from its foundations, but as it transpired the moment he’d been dreading for twenty-five years came on a still, gentle morning in May.


Well, not the moment exactly, but the precursor of it. The beginning of the end.


It was the weekend and he and Beth were at the kitchen table in their pyjamas, drinking coffee and scrolling through the news on their phones, when she exclaimed: ‘Yay, the council’s finally given the go-ahead for the trail! Dulcie’s literally just got the email. Isn’t that fabulous?’


‘The trail. Right.’ This was as much as he could muster before his body went into a kind of arrest, a frankly terrifying sensation, as if he might look down and see his limbs crumble to dust in front of him.


Get a grip, Alex. You knew this would happen.


Ever since that damn campaign was launched two years ago, it had only ever been a matter of time, for Beth’s compadres – Dulcie and Samira and the rest of them – were typical thirty- and forty-something Silver Vale women and mostly mums, which was to say committed to the point of psychotic.


‘Persistence beat resistance in the end then,’ he said with an approximation of good cheer.


‘Always does, Alex. Always does.’


That had been one of the slogans of the trail committee: ‘Persistence Beats Resistance’. There’d been something different to begin with – ‘Take Back the Track’, maybe – but once it became clear that the council were playing silly buggers, fighting talk prevailed and suddenly they were all Churchill.


We shall never surrender!


‘Can you let Olive out, babe,’ Beth said, and thankfully he’d recovered sufficient bodily function to get to his feet and open the door for their collie cross, who promptly pivoted and skittered straight back inside. Alex slipped her a treat before settling back in his seat. He was experiencing a weird cartoonish spasm in his jaw that he knew must be visible, but Beth was too busy thumbing through her messages to notice.


‘You know, the more I think about it, the more I think how bloody criminal it’s been to keep it blocked off all these years. Everyone knows how easy it is to climb over the barriers – it’s been way more dangerous closed than open. I mean, the kind of people who’ve been hanging out up there… Druggies, winos, all the rest of it. It’s been a security risk this whole time.’


These were comments she’d made a hundred times before and that he’d routinely nodded along with. He’d stopped short of participating in the campaign, however, intent on keeping his local profile limbo-dancer low. The last thing he wanted was for Silver Vale to come under the spotlight a second time; it would only resurrect interest in the first.


Not that he could say this to Beth.


Sometimes when he looked at her, at that enviably sharp jawline, those bright, busy eyes the exact same shade of burnt umber as her hair, he caught himself wondering how he had come to have this wife and not the one he’d once fantasized about. How he’d come to find himself here, in Silver Vale, of all places, resident now for over a decade and passing for the most part as a contented suburban husband and homeowner.


He’d never told Beth he knew the area from before. When she’d first invited him back, almost twelve years ago now, they’d only known each other a few hours and he hadn’t heard the address she’d given to the taxi driver. He wasn’t exactly paying attention to the route, either – it was late at night and tipping down with rain, and in any case they were kissing – and he’d only twigged where they were when they passed the parade of shops on Surrey Road and took an abrupt left uphill. That was what made him break away from her and peer for a street name – Exmoor Gardens – at which point his lungs tightened with a horrible asthmatic panic he hadn’t felt for years.


‘This is… This is your street?’


‘No, but we’re almost there,’ she said, mistaking his urgency for lust and clutching him again, and it was then that he glimpsed, through flyaway strands of her hair, the Stanleys’ old place. The driveway had the same layout as before, smartly landscaped now and with a huge people carrier parked where Drew’s BMW used to be. Moments later, the taxi turned right into a street of old railway cottages he’d forgotten all about – Long Lane, that was it. Beth’s place was in the middle, directly opposite the steps to the track.


The second they stumbled inside, he excused himself and went straight to her bathroom, where he vomited into the toilet bowl and sluiced his mouth with the Listerine he found in the cabinet. Amazing he’d got away with it, when you thought about it, for he must have been obviously agitated when he rejoined her, but she was giggly, boozed up, all over him.


He remembered waking up next to her in the morning with horror in his heart, and how, after dressing, he’d been irresistibly drawn to the bedroom window, which had a view across the road of steel barriers at the top of the steps, the tangled wilderness beyond.


‘Sneaking out before I can get your number?’ she drawled from the bed, and he thought, If only that were my biggest problem.


Since she asked, he had assumed it was a one-night thing, but, well, she’d insisted on pursuing him and eventually he’d thought, Let her have me if it means that much to her. (He didn’t say that in his wedding speech, of course, which had been barely a speech, in keeping with the discreet mood of the occasion; he’d kept the whole photos thing to a minimum, too.)


‘Let’s have a look,’ he said, returning to the present, and she passed him her phone, a WhatsApp thread named ‘Trailblazers’ growing in front of his eyes. Christ, how he’d preferred life before you were subjected to these streams of other people’s consciousness; he had enough on his plate wrangling his own.




Go, Team Persistence!


Full steam ahead now – pun totally intended!


Philip says the builders can start the week after next!





The week after next? Fuck.


‘Apparently a journalist from the South London News has already been in touch,’ Beth said, taking back the phone. ‘Did you read that bit?’


‘No. What for?’


‘To report on our triumph, of course. They’ll want to follow the progress of the project, you know, document the journey.’ She pulled a face. ‘I know, don’t say it, you hate that word. Everything’s a journey now, even putting out the bins.’


Alex just sipped his coffee, unable to smile at his own line.


‘It’s not like we don’t have a juicy back story, though, is it? Dulcie’s told them they should talk to Cordelia on Pleasance Road – she was here when it all happened and had a lot of contact with the police. Apparently, it was right behind her garden where the body was found.’


The coffee turned sour in his mouth. Juicy back story… when it all happened… All this time there’d been barely a murmur and now, suddenly, here it was at full tilt, sirens wailing. Who the fuck was Cordelia when she was at home? Surely she couldn’t be the old biddy they’d met that time, the one in the gardening gloves? Well, not really an old biddy, back then she’d probably only been about fifty, but to men in their twenties she’d seemed ancient. She’d be in her seventies now and he was pretty sure that in all these years of being dragged by Beth for Aperol Spritzes in neighbours’ gardens he’d never run into her. But what did that mean? He’d been lucky, that was all, and luck had a habit of running out.


‘What body?’ he said, and Beth looked at him in disbelief.


‘I told you, don’t you remember? A woman was killed on Exmoor Gardens, back in the Nineties. She lived at number fifty-four, where Tim and Frankie are? The couple with three young boys, all blond and feral, like snow wolves.’ She paused, as he’d noticed she often did when speaking of large families, as if it were necessary to mark the injustice of their postcode’s fertility lottery. How did that couple get three when they weren’t allowed even one? ‘Google it. The murder, I mean, not Tim and Frankie.’


‘I will,’ he agreed, as if he hadn’t a hundred times already. There was nothing to find, of that he was confident, not even on Wikipedia. To read reports of a local crime story that pre-dated the online news era, you had to go to the British Library and look at microfiche of the original newspaper pages. Would Beth’s reporter bother doing that?


Hopefully they’d be too young to even know what microfiche was.


Beth picked up the cafetière and drained the last inch of slurry into their cups. ‘Anyway, by the time I bought this place in ninety-nine it had all died down, otherwise I’d have made sure I got some money knocked off the asking price.’


‘Then why let a journalist stir it all up again now if there’s a risk of it affecting house prices?’


‘Oh, if anything, this will help. A cool new nature trail? Prices will go up.’ A flicker of irritation crossed her face. ‘Honestly, Alex, you’re being very weird about this. You’re not interested in the trail, you’ve made that clear from the start, but there’s no need to put a dampener on it for the rest of us.’


‘Sorry.’ She was right, his attitude was weird, even for him, and it jolted him that she’d noticed early on. He thought he’d been more careful than that. ‘I’m just, I don’t know, a bit cynical about the whole eco-community thing.’


‘You, cynical? Surely not.’ There was more than a trace of indulgence in her tone and he grinned roguishly at her, finally finding the right mode, the one he’d perfected, the one she was used to.


I could tell her now, he thought. It might be his last opportunity to reveal his connection. What was that line from the police caution? It may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something you later rely on in court…


But, God, it was far too late for that, wasn’t it? She’d only want to know why he hadn’t said anything before.


Why he’d chosen this entire time to hide in plain sight.










2 Rick



May 1995


He noticed her before she noticed him – you could even say he’d been watching her (okay, that sounded creepy). Every lunchtime that week, she’d been in Annie’s, the lobby café of their office building on Victoria Street, ordering frozen yoghurt from the new gizmo behind the counter. She’d buy nothing else, not even a drink, each time taking the little polystyrene dish to the same pedestal table and perching on a stool, lost in thought.


Rick had never tasted the stuff himself but, thanks to this sudden propensity to stalk young women, he was up to speed on its production: deposit the chosen frozen fruit into one compartment, slot a small carton of yoghurt into another, pull a lever and out it came from the nozzle in a neat soft-scoop spiral.


The girl was soft scoop too (again, yes, creepy): pale golden hair and creamy skin, wide-set eyes and small curved chin – one of those classic faces shaped like a love heart. She was petite, maybe five three, and younger than he was, which was twenty-five, almost twenty-six, and ancient enough for him to wake every morning with the urgent desire to make it happen – whatever ‘it’ was. Success, money, love, life.


By the Thursday, he thought she might have noticed him back, because her gaze rested on him for a second or two before flicking away. Then, on the Friday, he knew she’d seen him, because that was when he joined her in the queue. When everything changed.


‘What’s your poison this time?’ Annie asked her. ‘Raspberry? Banana?’


‘Blueberry,’ the girl said, with a conviction he wouldn’t have expected from the fragility of her. (Have a word with yourself, Rick, it’s only a yoghurt flavour!)


Annie spotted him lurking. ‘You going to try it as well, Rick?’


‘Maybe I will.’ He spoke to the girl directly before he could bottle it: ‘Is that good then, blueberry?’


She turned and looked at him. Her eyes were only a tone darker than her hair and very clear, kind of like, what was it? Sea glass. He wanted to ask if she was of Nordic extraction, but decided that might sound strange, like he was an anthropologist or geneticist or something. Besides, she hadn’t answered his first question yet.


‘Yeah, it’s delish. My favourite so far and I’ve tried them all.’ Her voice was low-pitched, with a cute estuary rasp.


‘Then I’ll have the same,’ he said, handing over the coins.


‘I’ve seen you around,’ she remarked, and licked the peak of the yoghurt spiral. Her upper lip was plumper than the lower, he noted.


‘I work on the fourth floor at B&F. The auditors?’ That drew a blank, justifiably. He could count on one finger the number of people who’d said, I’ve always wondered, what does an auditor actually do? ‘You’re in the building as well, are you?’ Though there was nothing to stop outsiders using Annie’s, there were better places to get lunch.


‘I’m temping at Culkins, just started a couple of weeks ago.’


Culkins was an insurance firm, no less dry a line of business than his own. ‘Which floor’s that again?’


‘Eighth. It’s horrible up there, really stuffy, and it’s not even summer yet.’ She sent a bleak glance past him to the bank of lifts. ‘I never go back up till the last minute.’


His own yoghurt now in his possession, he summoned his courage. ‘Well, I was going to walk up to the park if you fancy it? It’s the first time we’ve had sun in ages.’


Her spoon was in her mouth and there was a moment while she bit down on it that made him fear humiliation, but then she smiled and said, ‘Yeah, okay, why not.’


They emerged into the sunshine and he held her yoghurt pot for her as she fished in her bag for her sunglasses. The lenses were large and round, with two dark brown stripes across the top of the frame.


‘I got them from a charity shop for next to nothing,’ she said. ‘They’re Dior, from the Seventies. No one’s interested in the Seventies now, but I reckon they’ll come back in soon.’ He saw now that the standard requirements of secretarial uniform – knee-length skirt, blouse, heeled court shoes – had been embellished with a woven belt at her slender waist and a silver fish pendant on her breastbone. His suit and shirt were both Marks & Spencer and entirely without embellishment. His shoes could do with a shine, he noticed.


‘They look great. My name’s Rick, by the way.’


‘I know, I heard the lady say.’


There was something sweet and provincial about the way she said that – the lady – and he already knew he was going to find every one of these idiosyncrasies charming.


‘Do you have a name? Wait, don’t tell me. Give me three days to guess, like in “Rumpelstiltskin”.’


‘What’s Rumpel…?’ Her sunglasses had slipped down her nose and she pushed them up again. Her fingers were slender and prone to graceful little flutters. ‘What is it?’


‘ “Rumpelstiltskin”, you know, the fairy tale? I can’t believe you don’t know it. Which fairy tales do you know?’


‘ “Cinderella”,’ she conceded. ‘ “Snow White”. “Red Riding Hood”. All the female victims.’ She chuckled at her own comment. They were breezing along now, inches from speeding cabs, he could feel the fumes scratching his throat as he told her the story of the miller’s daughter and the imp who helped her spin straw into gold.


‘He’ll only agree to do it if he gets something in return. His approach is very transactional. Maybe it’s an imp thing.’


She giggled. ‘Oh, I think it’s a human thing, too. Marina,’ she added, as they waited for a van to pull out on Caxton Street. ‘My name, I mean.’


Marina. A name that suggested sailors doing deft things with ropes; striped tops and deck shoes; loud, confident voices. On the other hand, he had thought of sea glass, hadn’t he?


Outside the pub on Buckingham Gate, a coven had gathered, the kind of young women who both scared and fascinated Rick. Swearing and cackling and sizing up the passers-by, lining up their beers like blokes and tipping them back, their smooth throats glowing white in the sunshine. He was relieved when he and Marina passed without attracting mockery about his punching above his weight.


At the gates to St James’s Park, they tipped their pots into the bin and took the path anticlockwise around the lake. ‘Not the coolest part of town,’ he said, gesturing to the tourists with their maps spread out on the grass, the guidebooks with the classic shot of Buckingham Palace. Royal London.


‘I think it’s beautiful,’ Marina said, and she touched the leaves of the willow they were passing, as if caressing the hair of a child. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Camden.’


‘Okay. Well, that is cool.’


‘How about you?’


‘Oh, I’m miles down south.’


‘Where?’


‘Right out in the burbs.’


It wasn’t hard to guess why she kept this vague. Every young person Rick knew who lived in the sticks did so with their parents and preferred not to admit to it. In the capital, if you couldn’t afford rent, you slept on a friend’s floor or even squatted. Living at home was a soft option.


He realized the conversation had dried up. ‘Oasis or Blur?’ he asked, joking.


She shrugged. ‘I’m not that into either of them.’


‘Who d’you like then? Pulp?’


‘No, old stuff mainly. Dusty Springfield’s my favourite.’


Spellbound as he was, he couldn’t for the life of him think what the singer’s big hits were, felt the opportunity for true connection slipping through his fingers.


‘She’s amazing,’ Marina continued. ‘My dad got me into her when I was little.’


The note of grief in her tone made him blurt out, ‘He’s still alive, is he, your dad?’


‘I think so,’ she said, her expression impassive.


‘You think so?’


‘Well, I haven’t seen my parents since I was seventeen.’


‘Why not?’


She dug in her handbag for a pack of Silk Cut and a gold Zippo, which had a picture of Minnie Mouse stamped on the side. Exhaling smoke, she snapped the lighter shut. ‘Because they threw me out,’ she said.


‘Oh, Marina!’ The way he discharged her name was as if he couldn’t wait a second longer to use it. ‘That’s really sad. What happened?’


She stepped closer to him and gently bumped her shoulder against his. ‘I’m not going to tell you that. I barely know you.’


‘Sometimes that’s the best kind of person to tell.’


She drew on her cigarette, angling it upwards, dangerously close to a strand of her hair lifted by the breeze. ‘Yeah, you say that, but then they get to know you and start using it against you.’


‘Wow,’ Rick said. ‘So cynical for one so young.’ And it seemed to him it was taking shape in front of his eyes, the uncommon contradictory allure of her. The heart-stopping beauty hiding behind shades as big as safety goggles; the free spirit tussling the sad girl.


‘What about your family?’ She swerved to avoid a clutch of pigeons on the path. To their left, sunlight sparkled on the lake.


‘They’re all right. Mum, Dad, older sister. They live in Horsham, where I grew up. Just a normal family.’


‘Sounds wonderful.’


‘More like boring. They don’t understand why I want to be in London. They have no, you know, vision.’ Or too much realism – one of the two. If his father was to be believed, the capital existed for the sole purpose of chewing up and spitting out foolish young people, every single one of whom expected to be the exception to the rule. ‘You’ll learn, my dad always says. I mean, what kind of a motto is that?’


‘Maybe he’s right,’ Marina said. ‘Maybe it’s only when you’ve learned that you can survive.’


Unable to decide if this were bitter or optimistic, Rick said nothing, just gave a cautious chuckle.


They completed their leisurely circuit of the lake, looking at the geese and ducks and pelicans, and all too soon they were strolling back down Buckingham Gate and into the lobby of their building.


‘Thank you,’ he said, watching her put her sunglasses back in her bag. ‘I enjoyed that.’


‘So did I.’


‘How about a drink after work and you can fill me in on this misspent youth of yours?’


She blinked. ‘Oh, I can’t. Sorry. I’m busy.’


Of course, it was Friday. He’d only succeeded in advertising his own lack of popularity. ‘Meeting your boyfriend?’


‘Not really,’ she said, then, sweetly rueful, ‘No.’


‘Well, look, here’s my card, if you’d like to do this again next week.’


She slipped it into her bag, entirely noncommittal.


‘Do you have a card? Sorry, you said, didn’t you? You’re just a temp.’


‘Just?’ Though her tone was teasing, somehow the mood had altered between them. As she raised a hand in farewell and darted into a waiting lift, he felt a lurch of panic. Why had he not at least asked how long her contract lasted? If she even had one, for she might be being renewed on a weekly – or daily – basis. They came and went, the girls in the building.


The lift doors closed. As if to prolong his connection with her, he picked up a second frozen yoghurt before going back up to the office. He chose cranberry, which came out a jewel pink, clotted with bits of fruit. It looked a bit bodily, if he was honest, and at the team desk Jake and Si and the others gathered around making a big fuss.


‘What the hell is that red shit, Rick?’


‘Frozen yoghurt. From the new machine Annie’s got downstairs. Try it.’ He thrust the pot at Si, who reacted like a child, spitting his mouthful into his hand.


‘Ice cream gone sour. On the turn.’


‘You are such a fuckwit, Si,’ Jake said.


‘Takes one to know one, shortarse.’


Though it was only the usual trading of insults (their desk mantra: ‘Nothing personal, mate’), it occurred to Rick as the team gathered for their 2.30pm meeting, at least two of them smelling of a lunchtime pint, that a correction seemed to have taken place inside him. He looked at his colleagues slightly differently now – Si, a blond beanpole with unexpectedly dark eyebrows; Jake, no shorter than Rick, but with the solid frame of a bulldog – as if, in the course of a single lunch hour, they’d slipped a notch in importance.


After work, he stopped by Virgin Records and bought a CD of Dusty Springfield’s greatest hits. Oh, he thought, scanning the track list: ‘You Don’t Have to Say You Love Me’.


Now I remember.










3 Alex



May, present


Christ, he thought, as he left the house on the first Saturday since work had begun on the track. What a total fucking nightmare.


The workers had knocked off for the weekend, of course, but any hope that this thing was going to be low key was dispelled with a single glance, for the scene on Long Lane was like a fête. A row of trestle tables had been set up, with residents handing out leaflets and collecting donations and even serving cups of tea from one of those catering kettles, while kids skidded down the ramp the builders had installed for getting their machinery up to the site or dangled idly from the hoardings.


‘Quite a bit of kit they’ve got up there,’ Alex said to the woman with the tea urn, as if it were a casual observation and he had not arranged to work from home two mornings this week expressly to watch the arrival of said kit. (For a so-called Head of Change, his boss Janice had been surprisingly reluctant to allow the adjustment, but, hey, persistence beat resistance.) So far, he’d noted a digger, a loader and a compressor, along with tonnes of gravel, sand and wood chips. ‘I thought they were trying to keep a light touch so as not to disturb the wildlife? That’s what my wife said, anyway.’


‘She’s absolutely right, there’ll only be construction work at this end.’ The woman was half-familiar, with glossy dark hair and immaculate dental work, her floral midi dress, denim jacket and kitsch bluebird earrings the nearest the Silver Vale mums had to a uniform. ‘For most of the site, they’re just taking up what’s left of the rail tracks to make it safe, and going up and down with a strimmer, I think, to cut back any tripping hazards.’


‘So they’re not re-laying the path or anything?’ he asked.


‘Oh no, we don’t want to dig anything up that doesn’t need digging up. This is a conservation project, not a full-on redevelopment.’


The relief he felt at this almost lifted him off his feet. Turning his attention to another trestle a little way off, clumps of dirt laid out in a display, he said, very cheerfully, ‘What’s going on there then?’


‘Penny’s daughter Bronwen’s doing archaeology at UCL, have you met her? She’s showing some of the things they’ve found so far and explaining them to the kids. She’s been out investigating the path all week.’


This was rather less encouraging. Shuffling over, Alex caught the student’s eye and smiled. She was slight, thick-haired, fresh-faced, which made him feel very conscious of his own heaviness, baldness, and whatever the opposite of fresh-faced was. Jaded. Dead-eyed. ‘Investigating?’


‘Only a little surface exploration with hand tools,’ she explained. ‘We’re not using GPR or anything hardcore like that.’


‘What’s GPR?’ Alex asked.


‘Ground Penetrating Radar. You know, like they use on the detective shows? But we wouldn’t risk disturbing the wildlife, not when we know there’s unlikely to be remnants of an old industrial site or anything significant.’ She motioned to her trays. ‘Please, feel free to pick anything up.’


It was immediately clear there were only bits of old pottery and tools, the kind of thing people got excited about because they didn’t realize they were two a penny. ‘Not exactly Sutton Hoo, is it?’


The girl turned pink. ‘True, but even everyday objects have fascinating human stories behind them.’


They were joined just then by a small boy with his mother. Neither were known to Alex, though he had no doubt they’d be on Beth’s radar. ‘Have you found any dinosaur bones?’ the kid asked the student.


‘Not yet, but fingers crossed,’ she said, playing along. ‘The builders are creating a pond, you know, so they’ll probably come across the remains of birds and small mammals when they’re digging.’


‘It’s a natural cycle,’ the mother said. ‘Creatures will have died on the trail over the years and then their bodies will have helped nourish the earth.’


‘What’s nourish?’ asked the kid and the mother began to explain in that performative way parents did now, as if the point of the exercise were not to educate your child but to demonstrate to onlookers that you were educating your child better than they were theirs.


Alex ignored her. ‘Where’s the pond going to be?’ he asked the student.


‘Right here, at this end, in the original clearing.’


Excellent. He began to move away, but she called after him, ‘There’s more back here, if you’re interested.’


Thank God she did, because that was how he came to spot it, in a plastic container on the ground: the pager. It was a little dented, but clearly recognizable, with its three buttons and Zap logo, even the little hook where the cord had once been attached. As he reached out to touch it, it came back to him with a ghastly whoosh of terror, that night two and a half decades ago: the thwack of metal on bone, the agony in his knuckles and shins, and that low intermittent buzzing that his brain had been too jumbled to identify.


‘I think that was part of a stoneware bottle used by one of the original railway workers,’ said the student, thinking he was interested in the chunk of pottery lying in front of the pager. ‘The navvies drank small beer, pints and pints of it every shift, like water.’


‘Those were the days,’ he replied, passably jovial. ‘What are you going to do with it all?’


‘The plan is to do some kind of roadshow with the local primary schools, get the children to help us clean and label everything, just like on a real dig.’ She turned to look for the young boy, but he and his mother were now chatting to the glossy-haired woman, which was a shame, because Alex couldn’t possibly snaffle the pager with her focusing on him the way she was. She was almost unbearably sincere.


He imagined remarking on how bizarre it was to see it displayed in this way, a worthless bit of ephemera from a disused suburban railway track, when it was in fact a vital piece of evidence from a crime scene. ‘You’re not leaving your artefacts out here overnight, are you?’


‘No, no. They’re stored in the not at all climate-controlled stock room of my mum and dad’s garden shed.’


He added a little eye twinkle to his answering smile. ‘I don’t suppose they’ll come to much harm there.’





He mulled the situation over a beer later while Beth was upstairs having a bath. In short order, he had become the kind of man who couldn’t wait for his wife to leave the room so he could apply himself to the maintenance of a double life. Even better, she was going out, so he had hours to ponder the problem of the pager without interruption.


Did it have some sort of serial number on it? And, if so, did that mean there was a chance it could be cross-referenced against historic sales receipts or even security footage from Carphone Warehouse or whichever other retailer they’d used for their communications needs back in the mid-Nineties? Wasn’t this exactly the sort of lead they followed on Unforgotten, one of Beth’s favourite TV shows?


But no, he was fairly sure the item must have been part of a bulk order, the individual end users never recorded in any permanent way. He couldn’t let such rabbit holes distract him from the larger concern that something far more dangerous might be discovered on the track, in which case the police would requisition every bit of the student’s tat in a flash.


He tried to let the beer distract him, to focus on his non-pager thoughts. It was good, one of the new breed Beth added to their weekly Ocado order, and tasted of—


Screw the beer, what about the pager’s chip? Was it in a sealed unit, protected from the elements? Might some genius forensics whizz be able to coax it back to life?


He had to get it back, there were no two ways about it. With any luck, the student wouldn’t notice it was gone or, if she did, wouldn’t sweat its loss. Plenty more junk where that came from. He checked the time: just past six. He didn’t need to look out of the window to know she’d have packed up and gone home by now. Was she going to set up shop again tomorrow?


No matter. He couldn’t tolerate an overnight wait; he needed to do something now. Locating Beth’s phone in the kitchen, he tapped in the passcode she happily shared because that’s what trusting spouses did, and found the ‘Trailblazers’ thread in WhatsApp. He trawled through the tedious back and forth before finding the comment he was looking for:




Hi everyone! My daughter Bronwen is an archaeology student and wants to offer her services to the cause. What do we think?





No need to read all the ‘Fab idea!’ responses (not least from his own wife); the only important detail was that the author of the comment was ‘Penny at number 32’. He replaced the phone where he’d found it and cracked open a second beer. Minutes later, Beth came down, dressed in a black boilersuit with a silver midsection and perilous-looking platform ankle boots. Her hair was curled and she had something glittery on her skin. The whole look was straight out of Studio 54, but he knew better than to presume there was some sort of intentional theme.


‘You look nice,’ he said. ‘Where’re you going again?’


‘Shoreditch. Drinks with the girls from Food Focus.’


This was the charity she’d worked for before he’d known her, which meant well over ten years ago. She held on to old connections, did Beth – indiscriminate wasn’t quite the right word, open-hearted was better – whereas he could count on two fingers the people he’d actively remained close to, and she was one of them.


‘What are you going to do tonight?’ she asked.


‘Takeaway and telly, I thought.’


‘The two Ts,’ she said, with the affectionate dismay of the mother who has finally accepted that her child is not gifted and talented.


After she’d left, he remained where he was, Olive next to him, her head resting on his thigh. He cast regular glances through the window at the darkening sky and, when it was properly night, put on his trainers and strolled into the street. The neighbours on both sides had their curtains closed.


Since it was impossible to enter the track at their end, he strolled the length of Exmoor Gardens, taking a surreptitious photo of the roof of number 32 on his phone en route, to the northern entrance on Surrey Road. As he’d hoped, the original barriers had not been replaced and were easily breached.


He turned on his phone’s torch function. Eleven years he’d lived here and in all that time the old embankment had barely changed, what remained of the original chain fencing that divided it from the gardens still broken, even flattened, in places. He wondered if there were plans to repair or replace it: he’d need to be alert to news on that. As for the path itself, just as the Trailblazer had promised the work was purely cosmetic, the foliage chopped back in such a way as to give a pleasing sense of undulation, along with the sweet, ripe smell of cut vegetation.


He counted the houses up to what he calculated to be number 32 and checked that the roofline matched the one in his photo. The shed was right at the end of the garden and once he’d slipped through a broken section of the chain fencing, there was only a hip-high picket fence to navigate to reach it. The door was unlocked and he opened it silently. A bare bulb hung from the ceiling but there was no question of turning it on and alerting someone in the house. Instead, he used his phone torch, keeping the beam low.


There they were, on the floor, a set of plastic trays, including the larger one that had contained the pager. He rummaged, finding it easily and shoving it in his pocket. On Monday, he’d dispose of it in Central London on the way to work.


As he returned to the track, intending to turn right and retrace his steps, to get the hell back home before anyone spotted him, he found himself pausing. Then, as if mesmerized, he turned left, counting the houses until he was at the right place.


He settled behind a silver birch and turned off the torch.


Lit up like a drive-in cinema, the back of the Stanleys’ old house was easily identifiable over the top of a new lattice fence (the stretch of chain fencing here had been removed long ago). The ground floor was different now, having suffered the addition of one of those identikit glass-box extensions designed to combine all household functions in one: cooking, eating, TV watching, office work, supervising children. (What did these people do with their other rooms?)


The three blond children Beth had mentioned sat slouched on a sofa in front of a TV screen, while the woman he assumed was their mum stood at her kitchen island, phone in one hand, a glass of wine in the other. Sofa, screen, island and wine glass were all massive; this was oversized living at its best. Alex knew there was no possible way the mum could see him, but to be quite safe he waited till she left the room before turning his torch back on and casting its beam over the section of bank nearest her fence. It was thickly carpeted with vegetation, clearly untouched by the landscapers, with only a narrow route through the undergrowth from a corner gate; desire paths, they were called, weren’t they? Created by human feet – the kids’, he guessed. He picked his way down it and tried the gate – locked – before returning to the top and to the spot where, if memory served, the body had been found.


Don’t you remember? Beth had said, with the dismissiveness of someone for whom a quarter of a century was just as it should be, a substantial chunk of time separating them from a half-forgotten era, with no pressing need to revisit it. How he loved her for that innocence – and hated himself for putting it at risk.


The woman had reappeared in the glass room, so he shut off the torchlight once more and watched her gently dislodge the kids from the sofa. The TV screen went black – it must be their bedtime – and, soon after, the main lights dimmed to a sunset glow.


He stood there for a further silent minute, his throat sore and eyes starting to glisten, before he turned and retraced his steps home.










4 Rick



May 1995


It escalated a lot more quickly than he expected. Not escalate, that wasn’t the right word: deepen. It deepened quickly (yeah, like quicksand, his friend Eddie would say; a notorious commitment-phobe, Eddie had literally left the country to escape a girlfriend).


She rang him at his desk on the Monday at twelve thirty. All morning, as the working week at B&F got underway exactly like any other, Rick had felt a prickling excitement just to know she was in the same building as him, that he and this beautiful, bewitching girl occupied the same footprint of SW1. He’d thought about her all weekend, of course, working through a whole battery of tactics as to how he might resume relations and, typically, coming to no conclusion. And yet, when his extension let out a double ring, he had such an overwhelming certainty that it was her that he fumbled to answer it and knocked over a mugful of coffee. Its sickly aroma filled his nostrils as he said his name into the receiver.


‘This is Marina from upstairs. We met on Friday?’


He snickered silently at the inflection of doubt in her voice. Did a girl this attractive really think a man wouldn’t remember? ‘Of course. How are you? How was your weekend?’


‘Oh, fine, I suppose. I wondered if you fancied one of our walks again?’


Our walks, as if it were already an established habit! He felt his heart buck inside his chest. ‘Absolutely.’


‘Absolutely,’ Si mimicked from the next desk as Rick hung up. ‘Who is she, then? Come on, spill. Oh wait, you just did.’


‘Fuck off,’ Rick said cheerfully, and used the mopping of the coffee with paper towels to avoid further interrogation. For fear of tempting fate, he already knew he would be keeping this budding friendship from his colleagues. It was all too easy to imagine them heckling and goading, frightening her off.


This time, they skipped the frozen yoghurt – she was broke, she said, and wouldn’t let him treat her – and walked down to the river to sit on the steps of the Tate, a rather less pastoral spot than the park, what with traffic tearing along Millbank and vans clogging the bridge, horns blasting. The sun was veiled by thick yarns of cloud and a gull or two plunged heedlessly towards them, but beyond that he couldn’t register the details, had eyes only for her, like an absolute dope.


‘I was worried I’d offended you. What I said about you being just a temp?’ He thought, too late, why repeat himself then? Idiot.


Her eyes widened a fraction and he was able to assess their shade at close quarters: palest sea green, with a thread or two of gold. She seemed to have a naturally flamboyant sense of colour, her yellow blouse contrasting with her oxblood-red lipstick, bringing to mind a tropical bird. ‘No, you were right. It is “just”. For any normal person, anyway. But for me, it’s a lot. It’s hard to explain, but it really means something.’


‘What did you do before?’


‘Casual shifts in bars and clubs. I didn’t go to college, I didn’t even do A-levels, so I’m not really qualified for an office job, but a friend got me the gig at Culkins. I totally lied about my words per minute, but luckily, it turns out to be more filing than typing.’ This was said with an air of polite finality and a half-turn of her head, which gave Rick the opportunity to admire her profile, the loveliest he’d seen outside the pages of a magazine, with its high-bridged nose, that full upper lip, the fine angle of the jawline leading to a dainty earlobe.


‘Did you go to university?’ she asked.


‘Yes. King’s, here in London.’


‘Was it fun?’


He considered. You were supposed to say you’d had a ball, made friends for life, but other than the absent Eddie, he wasn’t so sure. ‘Sometimes. Maybe. I don’t know.’


‘You sound as lost as I am,’ she said, and her fingers brushed his upper arm very lightly. Even through the layers of his shirt and jacket, her touch caused a crackle of heat.


‘You’re lost? You mean because of falling out with your parents?’


‘I suppose.’ She dropped her gaze. ‘Sometimes, I actually think it’s easier to be disowned. You’re not letting anyone down but yourself, you know?’


Disowned: that was an interesting word. ‘That’s quite hardcore, Marina.’


‘If you say so, Rick.’ Sighing, she lifted her arms in the air and stretched, tipping back her head, effortlessly graceful. ‘Filing makes your shoulders so stiff.’


A group was settling next to them, bearing carrier bags from the gallery shop, and Rick saw one of the men glance at Marina, then look again, harder, longer. He wasn’t surprised, he’d done the same himself, after all; you scanned idly and every so often you paused. Marina was a pause. And yet it made her uneasy, he could tell, because she shifted slightly under the stranger’s scrutiny, angling herself away from him.


‘So where in the burbs are you based?’ he asked. ‘I don’t think you said.’


‘Silver Vale, it’s called. You’ve probably never heard of it.’


‘I don’t think I have. Hang on, is that out by Putney?’


‘Further than that. Beyond Wimbledon, almost Surrey.’


‘Bet there’s some nice country pubs down there, though.’ He saw himself stepping into the walled garden of a medieval coaching inn and scanning the tables for her, finding her in front of… what? A rhododendron bush or something. Then she was springing to her feet and he was taking her in his arms like in a movie, and they were kissing, completely oblivious to—


Stop it! Stop fantasizing about her when she’s sitting right here beside you!


Re-entering, he found she was asking him about his flat, about the famous Camden music scene, and he was telling her all about the bands he knew she didn’t like, while internally debating whether to mention having bought the Dusty Springfield CD. He decided against, in case it sounded weird and obsessive.


‘Same again tomorrow?’ she said, when they returned to the office.


‘Yeah, definitely.’


‘These are nice, these lunchtime walks,’ she said, and she touched his arm again, the pressure more significant this time. The way she was looking at him, it was… well, it was as though she was thinking how pleased she was to have met him.


More than that: to have found him.





The next day, he asked for her home number and, seeing her hesitate, gave her his instead. It was a surprise when she phoned on the Thursday evening – late-ish, just before nine – and asked if she could come over. He said yes, of course, though it entailed a speed-clean of the flat and a trip to the off licence for wine.


His flat was at the upper end of Albert Street, near the junction with Delancey Street, the second and attic floors of a narrow Victorian terrace, with outside space in the form of a flat roof reached by stepping through the kitchen window. It wasn’t the Savoy, but if he ever felt frustrated by the dodgy wiring, semi-functioning heating or curling carpets, he reminded himself that he lived smack bang in the middle of one of the trendiest parts of the city without having had a rent increase in three years.


‘The less said about flatmates the better,’ he told Marina, as they toured the place and she marvelled at the vacant second bedroom. ‘Let’s just say, when my last one moved out, I decided I deserved a sabbatical.’ A decent salary, plus a natural ability – some might call it a talent, given the cost of living in London – to save meant he had been able to gift himself a whole month of solo living.


‘Was he a nightmare then?’


‘She,’ Rick corrected.


‘Ah.’ Marina raised her chin, as if catching the scent of a rival. It was impossible to know if she’d come to seduce, not least because her choice of clothing – ankle-length skirt and high-necked shirt – was so prim as to make her office wear seem louche. On the plus side, her lipstick was pinker and glossier than the rather Gothic oxblood, and her hair had been released from its clasps, falling to her shoulders in sexy twists.


‘Yes, “Ah”. If you ever meet a girl called Vicky who says I’m the nightmare, don’t believe it.’


‘What happened?’ she asked.


‘Let’s just say we should have left things on a roommate basis,’ Rick said smoothly.


‘Understood.’ She regarded him through narrowed eyes and he wondered aloud if green-eyed women got tired of being described as feline.


‘You do say strange things,’ she said, but she was edging closer now, so she obviously didn’t mind. ‘Will you get a new flatmate soon, d’you think?’


‘I’ll have to.’ Already halfway through his month-long reprieve, he should really have got the process underway by now, but he didn’t want to think about that. He didn’t want to think about anything but her, especially now she was closing those last inches between them, tilting her head, and kissing him.





She stayed the night. It was so exactly the blend of tender and erotic he’d imagined he half-wondered if he was controlling her by telepathy – or she him. More likely the latter.


When he woke in the early morning, there was enough dawn light for him to see her dressing. As she hooked her hair behind her ears and buttoned her shirt, her expression was peaceful, almost empty. He glanced at the alarm clock: 6am. Outside, the street was silent.


‘You have to go?’


‘Sorry, I was going to leave you a note.’ She plucked the fabric of her shirt. ‘I need to go home and change for work. I wasn’t expecting to stay out.’ She perched on the edge of the bed, her bottom pressed against his legs, and swivelled towards him. ‘Happy?’


He grinned. ‘I can’t believe my luck, to be honest with you.’


Her giggle stayed with him as she left the flat and descended the stairs. She opened and closed the main door so gently he wasn’t convinced – until he went down to check – that she’d actually left.





Over the next few days, a stream of mates of mates came to view the second bedroom and, associating it now with Marina and one of the greatest moments of his life, he found fault with every one of them. It was only when Rollo, an old college friend, turned up that that Rick recognized what it was he’d been holding out for: an upgrade. Someone whose charisma would rub off on him, whose lifestyle might elevate his.


Okay, so ‘friend’ wasn’t quite the truth. Though they’d been on the same course at King’s, Rollo and his privately educated tribe had mixed separately from the herd, naturally endowed with more of everything – confidence, funds, sex, drugs – except academic application (if Rollo had attended a morning lecture even once in three years, Rick had not witnessed it). But they’d both been close to Eddie, whose independent senior school and state sixth form meant he had a foot in both camps.


When Rollo arrived for a viewing, Rick was playing early Roxy Music, telling himself it just happened to be the album he had reached for while knowing full well he wanted to impress his visitor with some declaration of cool.


‘Fantastic location,’ Rollo said, in his well-polished drawl. ‘I was just at the Underworld the other night.’ He had a classic pretty-boy look to go with the accent: silky dark hair, wide-set eyes, the gentle rosebud mouth of a Little Lord Fauntleroy, the effect roughened by careless styling and the general sense that he could do with a shower. As he strolled about, he kept up a steady stream of updates on his college circle, as if he and Rick had been much closer than they actually had. ‘You been out to see Eddie in New York yet?’


‘Not yet. You?’


‘I went over New Year. It was complete carnage. I mean, debauched.’


‘I can imagine.’


Upstairs, peering into Rick’s bedroom, with its neatly tucked navy duvet and perfectly aligned blinds at the windows, Rollo asked, ‘You going out with anyone, Rick?’


‘No,’ Rick said. ‘Yes.’


Rollo smirked. ‘Which is it?’


‘Yes. But we’ve just started, so she’s not here all the time is what I’m trying to say.’ They returned to the landing. ‘How about you?’


‘I’m seeing this girl I met through work, she’s in music PR. Lives in Ladbroke Grove, that’s where I’ve been shacked up the last few months.’ Rollo pulled a face. ‘But it was doing my head in. I need my own space.’


‘I get that. Yeah. So this is the second bedroom. As you can see, there’s only a skylight and the wardrobe’s small, but it’s pretty decent.’


‘I can always trick you into swapping.’ Rollo threw him a look of theatrical intensity. ‘Don’t worry, this isn’t a Single White Female situation. Or male, unless we’re both into cross-dressing.’


Rick laughed. The odd thing was they were kind of alike, both dark-haired and of similar height and build, but Rollo was better looking, a couple of points out of ten higher than he was. And even from a distance an individual was distinct, it was a question of bearing. Mien was the word, and Rollo’s mien involved a self-assurance that Rick’s lacked, evident in the way he now drifted back down the stairs as if he were the incumbent and Rick the grateful applicant.


In the kitchen, spying the flat roof, with its pair of wrecked old deckchairs, Rollo slid up the sash and stuck his neck out. ‘I like this.’


‘Cool, isn’t it. I usually smoke out there. I mean, it’s not officially ours, it’s undemised.’


‘Undemised,’ Rollo repeated. ‘I like the sound of that. Fancy one now?’


They stepped out onto the roof, so close to the neighbouring houses you could have batted a ball back and forth, and Rollo produced a pack of Marlboro Lights, rattling with laughter when Rick used his inhaler before lighting up. ‘No way. You’re asthmatic and you smoke? A man of dangerous contradictions.’


‘I only really need the inhaler in hay-fever season,’ Rick said.


‘So we’re not allowed to smoke inside then?’


‘In our rooms, sure, but we’re not meant to in the shared parts.’


Since they were already talking as if the room was his, Rick now offered it formally. They agreed the rent and a moving-in date and Rollo wrote him a cheque for the first month, joking about Rick banking it quickly before it could bounce. After he’d gone, Rick grabbed a beer and went back out, enjoying the soundcheck that had just started up in the pub on the corner. It was impossible not to feel a bit smug about the week’s developments: first his drop-dead-gorgeous new girlfriend – if he could be so bold as to call her that – and now his cool new flatmate. Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Dad, he thought.


A police helicopter clattered overhead, briefly obliterating the band’s guitars, and he glugged his lager with a new contentment. What a time to be alive, he thought. What a city. What a life.










5 Alex



June, present


‘I need to ask you a favour,’ said Beth. She’d come to bed pensive, even a little nervous, and Alex put down his phone, happy to close his latest, and mercifully fruitless, news search on ‘Silver Vale Trail’ and pet Olive’s ears instead.


Don’t worry, he felt like saying, I’ll agree to almost anything, and not because he was a selfless and doting spouse but because it had never seemed more likely that he’d need a favour in return. A Will you stand by me when I’m in prison kind of favour. For breaking into his neighbour’s property to steal the pager – and subsequently dropping it from one of the Waterloo footbridges into the river – had granted him only temporary respite from the ghastly new dread he’d carried in his bowels since news of the trail project had broken.


That missing section of chain fencing behind the Stanleys’ old place: what if there were plans to restore it? To strip out the undergrowth and replace the original posts with new ones driven deep into the ground?


Beth got herself settled, patting the duvet around her legs and hips the way she always did, and said, ‘You remember me talking about my friend Zara?’


‘Not sure I do,’ Alex said.


‘From Food Focus? We went out last week? I’m sure you’ve met her, maybe at my fortieth? The thing is, she needs somewhere to stay for a few weeks and I’ve offered her our spare room.’


Alex wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this. With the construction work on the track occupying the deepest reaches of his brain’s fear network, he could do without variables of any kind.


‘I know I should have asked you first,’ Beth continued, ‘but it was one of those vague, off-the-cuff things. I didn’t think she’d say yes, but she almost took my arm off. She’s just left a voicemail to check that I still mean it.’


In other words, she’d made the offer when drunk. She’d staggered in that night off her face, he recalled, completely incoherent; he envied her that simple sense of abandon, her one and only fear that someone might take her up on a proposal she’d never meant.


Beth sighed, the type of sigh that typically preceded a long exposition of a girlfriend’s calamities. ‘It turns out she’s desperate. She’s split up with this guy and he’s cut off all contact. I don’t think—’


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Yeah, no problem.’


‘Really? That’s so brilliant. I was dreading having to go back to her and say I’d changed my mind. I mean, she’s literally about to be homeless.’ She reached for her Kindle. ‘She’s a great character, I’m sure you’ll love her.’


‘I’m sure I will.’ But already his mind was returning to its central fixation. ‘Beth, I was thinking, maybe we should take advantage of the buzz around this new nature trail and get the house valued.’


He couldn’t remember when he’d last raised the idea of their moving, but he’d certainly done so several times in the early days of their relationship. Having initially moved in on a temporary basis, he’d lobbied to relocate closer to town, but finances had scuppered that: what little spare cash there was had to be set aside for the wedding. Once married and, at his new wife’s gift, legal co-owner of the cottage, he’d tried again, citing their need for more space – surely, if they were to have kids, they’d need another bedroom? But as Beth’s fertile years receded the argument had carried less and less weight: their home was, for a child-free couple, ideal.


‘Where would we go?’ Beth said.


‘I thought maybe Barnes or Putney? A flat on the river?’


‘In your dreams, babe. We’d need at least twice as much money to get even half as much space. And we have a garden here, we’d never get that in town.’


‘I can do without a garden,’ he said. ‘A balcony would be okay, a few pots.’


‘A few pots?’ She looked at him more closely. ‘What about Olive?’


‘We’d walk her along the tow path.’


You’d think he’d proposed throwing her in and leaving her to drown the way Beth reacted. ‘No way! If we were going to move, I think she’d prefer the country to some shoebox in town.’


‘Fine, somewhere further out then,’ he said, hasty to agree, almost despairing. At the change in emotional register, Olive was on her feet, licking his face, her tail whipping Beth’s face. Beth steered her aside to peer at Alex.


‘But we have friends here, a community. We might not have kids of our own, but I like having other people’s around, I like hearing them playing in their gardens. I want to be around to see them enjoy the new trail.’


Alex knew better than to press. The last thing he needed was to rake over the tragedy that was their failure to conceive, not when he remained unsure if that failure had bonded them or simply eroded what bond had originally existed. At least, for Beth, the emotions were deep and distinct: sorrow, yes, but also a determined optimism, an eagerness to be useful in other ways. For him, they were muddied – even he couldn’t distinguish the suffering from the relief – and, if he was honest, less intense.


Events (or non-events) in this department had come to a head soon after his mother died, almost five years ago and barely a year after his father’s death, and it came to light that what family wealth there was would pass directly to the grandchildren, with no provision for future additions. Though he had not given two hoots – only hoping his sister might be willing to advance funds in the event of his needing a good barrister – Beth had been devastated to be written off so conclusively. Then tests revealed that their fertility problem lay with her, not him, and she admitted defeat – declared it, actually, with the decisiveness of a general. All at once, their private loss was the community’s gain as she threw herself into local causes: sustainable fashion this, guerilla gardening that; she, Samira, Dulcie and the others were constantly cooking up something and it definitely wasn’t a delicious meal for their husbands.


No, they were activists, environmentalists. Trailblazers.


‘Okay,’ Alex said now, scratching behind his ear. ‘It’s just an idea.’


Perhaps remembering his easy acquiescence to her own favour just minutes earlier, Beth issued a sudden concession: ‘Why don’t we review the situation in a year’s time? If you still feel the same, there’d be no harm in scoping out some new areas.’


A year? Anything could happen in that time. But it was a perfectly reasonable compromise and he had no choice but to nod his assent.


As Beth settled down to read, he wondered what prevented him from telling her that if she didn’t agree to move, he’d leave on his own. Why had he always stopped short of ultimatums or anything too forceful? Was it because, deep down, he wanted to stay? Had he come to appreciate being on the spot for an early tip-off, an advantage he’d sacrificed all too readily in those preceding years of strict avoidance? If he kept a bag packed, he could leave with five minutes’ notice, whereas if they lived anywhere else… Well, even with his constant news refreshes, he’d only know the game was up when it was too late.


Yes, now, of all times, perhaps it was smarter to stay close.





What with one thing and another, he didn’t meet their house guest till the day she arrived. She was younger than them – late thirties, forty at most – and heavy-set, her short blonde hair not so much cropped as slashed, her smile unsettlingly rectangular, and it took less than five minutes to decide she was going to irritate him (life had taught him that these instincts were usually mutual). For starters, she was an over-stater, volubly expressing her gratitude even before she’d unloaded her possessions from the taxi.


‘Can I just say how completely amazing this is? You are my total hero, Beth!’ She had one of those slightly strangulated voices that sounded whiny even when not complaining. ‘There aren’t many people in the world who would do this.’ Met with Beth’s embarrassed protests, she spun to address Alex. ‘You’re a lucky man. I mean, this woman? Wow. Just wow.’


‘Yes,’ he replied agreeably. ‘She’s a lot nicer than I am – be warned.’ As the taxi disgorged bag after bag, he couldn’t avoid the suspicion that this was everything Zara owned. Okay, Beth had said she was pretty much homeless, but there was such a thing as a storage facility, wasn’t there? Or a friend’s loft? And yet, here came boxes of books and shoes and kitchen equipment, even a microwave, and, most alarmingly, a Moses basket filled with baby clothes.


Not heavy-set then, but pregnant. He was no expert, but it was somewhere in the early to mid-region. Four months, perhaps?


‘You didn’t tell me she’s preggers,’ he said to Beth in an undertone, as their guest set about installing herself in the spare room. At his feet, a year’s supply of toiletries strained the sides of a large cardboard box. They’d all be sharing a bathroom, since the cottage had only one and space was already restricted. (There was, at least, a downstairs loo.)


‘I’m sure I did,’ Beth said, frowning. ‘Olive, stop barking.’


‘She’s just confused,’ he said, sharing the dog’s disquiet. ‘I’m sure you didn’t say. Where’s the father?’
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