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      The newspaper lay in pieces around his feet. He leaned down to pick them up but instead toppled forwards, lost his step, and almost collapsed on his face, avoiding a full collision with the ground only due to one last desperate reflex that hadn’t deserted him. He jarred his wrist instead, slumped to his hands and knees, then closed his eyes, waiting for the world to go still.

      When he opened his eyes again a few seconds later, the wind had begun to disperse the damp, shredded pieces, scattering them across the cliff top. He watched a few catch in the updraft from the rocky shore below, dancing frantically like drunken butterflies, before sailing away, back over his head to snag on the bent and tangled hawthorn trees along the cliff path.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered, then tried to stand, wobbling unsteadily on his feet as he staggered to the cliff edge.

      Grey breakers crashed against the rocky shore. The cliff here was almost sheer; one more decent stride forward would be enough to end everything, the years of pain and struggle, of defying the ghosts and fighting the enemy that battled him from within.

      He lifted his left foot a couple of inches, but there his nerve failed him. He couldn’t find that last push. He was too afraid. Instead, he turned away, the wind ruffling his clothes and leaving his hair a wild mess, rushing down his collar and up his sleeves, chilling him, reminding him that he was still alive, and perhaps while he lived he still had some value. He felt the bottle in his pocket shifting about and in a sudden fit of rage pulled it free and threw it with all his might over the cliff edge. It sailed high, tumbling through the wind to land in the churning waves. The water sucked it under, then it reappeared, bobbing among the breakers. Tears filled his eyes and he knew that later he would search for it along the shore, in the hope that the last dribble of amber liquid might still be found inside.

      Then, with one last bitter look at the water, John “Slim” Hardy stuffed his hands into his pockets, feeling the last pieces of the newspaper he had not discarded under his rough fingers, turned, and headed back down the cliff path.
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      A lonely, resilient café stood at the top of the rocky beach. Slim went inside, bracing against the door as the howling wind threatened to blow it off its hinges. A balding man in a stained apron put down a book and smiled as he approached the counter.

      ‘You’re brave,’ he said. ‘Was just wondering whether to close. Don’t even get the hikers on grim September days like this. What can I get you?’

      ‘Coffee,’ Slim said. ‘Black. Brewed yesterday, if possible.’

      The man smiled. ‘I have some left from this morning if that would work. I’d have to give it a blast in the microwave.’

      ‘Perfect,’ Slim said.

      He went to a window table and sat down to watch the violent autumn storm through a window crusted with salt. After a few minutes the café owner came over with Slim’s coffee.

      ‘What brought you to Pentire Cove?’ he asked, setting down the cup and saucer. ‘Weather like this, can’t imagine there’s much fun to be had, unless it’s collecting the rubbish that washes up.’

      ‘I’ve been having a rough time of late,’ Slim said slowly, stirring the coffee with a spoon the man had left, despite ignoring the plastic sachets of sugar and sweetener in a ceramic bowl on the tabletop.

      The man watched him for a long time. ‘You know,’ he said slowly, ‘I have a number you can call. You wouldn’t be the first person who’s wandered up the cliffs round here with a story to tell. This time of year … it’s the weather that does it. Changes people’s moods.’

      Slim shook his head. ‘I’m all right now,’ he said. ‘I might not look it, but I am. By the way, you wouldn’t happen to know of anyone looking for a spare pair of hands? I’m out of work at the moment, but I’m stronger than I look, and I can fix things. I was in the Armed Forces for a while.’

      ‘Yeah?’ The man’s tone had become reverential. ‘Is that right? You see active duty?’

      ‘Iraq. First Gulf War.’

      ‘You don’t look old enough.’

      ‘Don’t I?’ Slim said, unable to resist a smile, aware the years had been hard. ‘I barely was. Eighteen years old.’

      ‘Well, you have my respect. You said you’re looking for work? You’re unemployed?’

      ‘I was self-employed … but I’m taking a break. Looking for something else for a while. I need a change of scenery.’

      ‘Well, my mate Tom runs a timber yard. You know how to operate a forklift?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’ll give you his number. I can call him myself and let him know if you like, so he knows you’re serious. Are you?’

      Slim nodded. ‘I am.’

      The man nodded. ‘What do I call you?’

      ‘My name’s John, John Hardy, but people call me … just John is fine. John.’

      ‘Well, all right, John. I’ll get you the number.’

      As the man headed back into the kitchen, Slim turned to stare out at the crashing, rolling sea, wondering how it might feel to be beneath those waves, in oblivion.

      Better than now, perhaps, but he had made his choice.

      As he lifted the coffee to take a sip, in his pocket the last scraps of the newspaper shifted.
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      ‘That’s all there is,’ Tom Castle said, nodding. ‘I need that timber on the back of the lorry and down to Brockmills by one o’clock. You can’t drive, can you?’

      ‘Not an HGV,’ Slim said.

      Tom, overweight but thick with muscle, crossed tree-trunk arms and absently scratched at a faded tattoo.

      ‘All right, I’ll handle that. Got another lot due in after lunch, so you can wait around. By the way, I’ll need your address and NI number for your pay.’

      ‘I was hoping to get cash in hand.’

      Tom frowned. ‘Like that, is it?’

      ‘Yeah. For now. I’m not in any trouble. I just need some time away from everything.’

      ‘Well, I’m going to have to cut you back a little, if you’re not paying any tax. You’re not some undercover pig, are you?’

      Slim shook his head. ‘I just want some time off the grid, that’s all.’

      Tom shrugged. ‘If that’s what you want. I’ll sort your pay every Friday after work. No advances, so don’t bother asking. Anything gets broken, you’re late, you show up drunk, I dock half a day or whatever cost I’m out. Got that?’

      Slim nodded.

      Tom took a step closer. ‘You’re not the first drifter Mick’s sent my way. The last one filled the back of a lorry with tools and ran for it. He didn’t get far. I said I didn’t want no others, but Mick had some kind of respect for you. Said you were a soldier.’

      ‘I was, a long time ago.’

      ‘You quit?’

      ‘Dishonourable discharge. I attacked a guy with a razor who I thought was sleeping with my wife.’

      Tom lifted an eyebrow. ‘Is that so?’

      Slim gave half a shrug. ‘It was the wrong guy.’

      ‘That’s too bad.’

      ‘It was a long time ago.’

      Tom gave a slow nod as he watched Slim through hard, grey eyes.

      ‘Where you staying?’

      ‘Pentire View Caravan Park.’

      ‘Trev and Wendy’s place? In September?’

      ‘They agreed an out of season rate. Mick put in a good word for me with them too. I’m paying monthly, and I can’t afford next month, so I need this job.’

      Tom stuck out a hand and gripped Slim’s with iron fingers that felt strong enough to crush concrete. ‘Well, it’s good to have you aboard, John. Welcome to the team.’

      ‘Thanks. I won’t let you down.’

      ‘Don’t. It’s not a good idea.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The caravan shook with the wind like a trawler rocking out at sea, but Slim found it somewhat comforting as he lay on a grimy mattress beneath a heap of blankets, the single radiator switched off to conserve the costs of the coin-operated electricity meter. He kept on a solitary night light at the caravan’s far end, having not realised he was afraid of the dark until it had surrounded him.

      He lay there, and stared up at the ceiling, the remnants of hastily scrubbed away mould invisible in the gloom. He listened to a storm raging outside, and he tried not to think about the girl. And when he did, he got up, took a small bottle from a bag he had left by the door, and he drank until he blacked out.
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      It hurt to wake, and it hurt not to carry on drinking, but he had been through this enough times to have created a level of control. He had nothing left, which helped, and he was miles from anywhere he could buy more, which was better. Waiting for the shaking to ease, he climbed out of bed, threw up in the sink, before forcing down as much water and dry bread as he could manage. Then he pulled on his clothes and walked the mile uphill to the timber yard.

      He was five minutes early.

      The work was hard, but he enjoyed it. The arduous nature of the menial tasks kept him focused, and he had no need to think about anything until Tom called time for lunch. When Slim sat down on a chair inside the cabin that passed for workers’ quarters, Tom asked if he had anything to eat. Slim shook his head. Tom offered him half a pasty from a paper bag.

      ‘It’ll cost you a fiver.’

      Slim just shrugged, but took the pasty anyway.

      By the time he was walking home in the fading light around seven o’clock, having volunteered to work late, he was almost too exhausted to think about anything else. His mind wanted to think about the girl, and his body craved more drink, but he had no strength left.
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      He woke the next morning with a clear head, the shakes a little less than before. As he left the caravan, he scratched a line—one—in the grime beside the door before heading up the hill.

      This time he was early by almost ten minutes.
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      By the end of the second week, Wendy Nicolson, the kindly landlady at the caravan park, had begun to take notice of his gaunt appearance, and every couple of days he found a ceramic pot of casserole outside his door with a note taped to the lid saying how long to reheat it on the caravan’s electric hob. Her compassion brought tears to Slim’s eyes. Now, with the days of hard labour behind and ahead of him, he felt his strength returning.

      Weekdays were okay, but the first weekend was hard. Slim read only when necessary and the caravan’s TV didn’t work, so his choice was to sit around with his thoughts or spend his time hiking the windswept cliffs. And there, never more than a couple of steps from oblivion, the ghosts of his past liked to dance.

      He had thrown the last scraps of the newspaper away, but its images still haunted him. The girl’s kind eyes, the unquestioning innocence, the damning headline. When he thought too long on it, it sent him spiraling down into a sodden fetal shape in the grass, battered by wind and rain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘They have damp in that caravan of yours?’ Tom said one morning.

      Slim shook his head.

      ‘Well, you’re gonna need to take something for that cough.’

      ‘It’ll pass.’

      ‘I can’t have you taking time off. You’ve done well so far. Get yourself to a doctor, or at least a chemist. You’ll find both over in Wadebridge.’

      Slim shrugged. ‘I’ll try.’
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      That night he knocked on the front door of the Nicolson house and asked if they had a bus timetable.

      The Saturday at the end of his third week, he took a bus into Wadebridge, the nearest town of any size. He bought some medicine, though in truth his cough was already starting to ease. He also bought dried milk, several bags of pasta, and a few dehydrated ready meals, the kind of food that would alleviate his need to go near civilization again for as long as possible.

      He stood for a long time in front of the booze aisle, his stomach churning, his fingers clenching and unclenching over the handle of his basket, before he forced himself to turn away.

      That Sunday, the skies were clear. He walked along the shingle beach at Pentire Cove, but while he found the smashed remnants of several bottles, he didn’t find the one he had thrown.

      In the afternoon, he stopped into the café at the top of the beach, where Mick was surprised to see him. He poured Slim a coffee so grainy and thick that it tasted like heaven, and told Slim how Tom had praised him.

      ‘He thanked me for not sending him another loser,’ he said.

      ‘He doesn’t know me too well,’ Slim replied.

      ‘Are you thinking of sticking around a while?’

      ‘I’m taking it day by day.’

      ‘You look like a man who can throw darts,’ Mick said. ‘The local league starts next month. Us at the Headland are always short a couple of players.’

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ Slim said, wondering why the world continued to pull him back when he tried so hard to reject it.

      ‘I’ve not seen you up there.’

      ‘I … try not to drink.’

      Mick nodded. ‘I wondered as much. You on a … program?’

      ‘Only my own.’

      Slim thought about the lines in the grime beside the caravan door. Twenty. It was no sort of record but it was a start. He allowed himself a brief smile.

      ‘Well, I wish you luck.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Mick stood watching him a moment longer, then gave a brief tilt of his head, a gesture that could mean anything.
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      Slim celebrated a month of lines in the dirt by doing nothing. Trelee, a little village over the hill not far from Tom’s timber yard, had a shop that opened until seven. He could buy what he needed there, to avoid a trip into Wadebridge. He still couldn’t bring himself to buy a newspaper, even though by now the girl’s story would be old news, the rest of the world moved on.
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      He was checking through his few belongings one rainy Wednesday after work, looking for the adaptor for the electric razor he hadn’t used in weeks, when he came across his old Nokia. It sat in his hand like an indestructible brick, scratched and scored, the numbers worn almost illegible. A relic from a former age. He stared at it, wondering. It had remained off for the last five weeks.

      His finger hovered over the ON switch, but in the end he couldn’t do it, and put it back at the bottom of the carrier bag.

      He was just thinking about making a coffee, having failed to find what he was looking for, when someone knocked on the caravan door.

      ‘It’s Wendy,’ came a muffled voice.

      ‘Just a minute.’

      He opened the door to find her at the bottom of the steps, looking up at him. An umbrella leaned over her shoulder, a few drops of rain splattering off the plastic surface. Under one arm she carried a ceramic bowl.

      He didn’t want to invite her in but he felt like he had no choice, what with the rain and all. He stepped back, worried about the smell of the caravan’s innards as she came up the steps, but thankfully she left the door open, allowing in a damp breeze.

      ‘It’s just a casserole, she said, setting the bowl down on the nearest countertop. The umbrella she had left half folded on the steps.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘It’s not necessary, but I appreciate it.’

      ‘It’s nothing much.’

      She shrugged, seemingly reluctant to leave. Slim wondered about her age. Maybe sixty, a little more. She was married, but had she not been, she was too old even for someone as desperate as Slim. She seemed to have another reason to linger, though, as she looked around the inside of the caravan.

      ‘Is everything working okay?’ she said at last, but Slim could tell that it was a question just to keep her in his presence until she summoned the courage to reveal what she really wanted to ask.

      ‘It’s all fine,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Are you planning to stay right over Christmas?’

      Another placeholder question. Slim just shrugged. ‘I’m not really thinking more than a month or two ahead, but most likely.’

      ‘You don’t have family to spend the season with?’

      ‘No.’ He gave another shrug to soften the answer. ‘I’m not a big one for celebrations, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Oh well.’ Wendy looked around again. ‘I suppose I should leave you to it.’

      ‘Are you all right walking back?’

      The old line of enquiry raised its ugly head. He could have said nothing, let her head out into the dark to walk the couple of hundred metres up the gravel path to her house by the park’s entrance, the same way she had walked likely hundreds of times, but he also didn’t want their brief contact to end so soon. He wanted to know the real reason she had come.

      She bowed her head a moment, looking away.

      ‘No, it’s all right.’ Yet still she didn’t move.

      Slim waited. Wendy shifted, clearing her throat, plucking up the courage to speak.

      ‘Ah … Mr. Hardy. I know who you are.’

      He hadn’t even thought to change his name. That his modicum of fame extended this far into Cornwall came as a surprise, however.

      ‘You’re Slim Hardy, the detective.’

      Slim let out a slow sigh. ‘I was. I retired after my last case.’

      ‘I heard about—’

      ‘Please.’ He put up a hand. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      ‘No. I’m sure it was … hard.’

      Hard didn’t even begin to describe it. Slim gave a slow nod. ‘Yes. That’s why … I walked away.’

      Wendy nodded. ‘Oh. Because I just wondered … I wanted to ask….’

      Here it came. Inevitable now.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I wanted to ask … if you would help me. You see, my brother … he died. Oh, it was a few years ago, but I still don’t know for sure what happened. And my poor niece, it tore her apart. If you could just help her find closure … it would mean so much. It’s just a small thing, honestly.’

      Slim sighed. And just like that, he realised you could take the man out of the detecting, but you could never take the detecting out of the man. And after narrowly failing to destroy him last time, it had come back around for one more try.

      ‘Why don’t you sit down?’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to let this casserole get cold. I’ll find a couple of bowls, and then you can tell me about it. Oh, and you’d better close the door before we both freeze to death.’
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      Beneath the chestnut tree. Slim looked down at his feet, at the mulchy remains of the leaves fallen from the grand, towering tree overhead, then up at the spread of branches, now mostly bare of leaves. He brushed a foot through the grass, looking for any missed conkers, but either local kids or—in this day and age—most likely squirrels, had been thorough.

      Just to the left of the protruding root, where the ground was slightly flatter than the rest of the park, two steps in front of a stone bench, was the exact spot where Richard Maynard, a locally employed forestry worker and resident of Number Six Pearl Lane, Trelee, had died.

      A wife, Margaret, and two daughters, Ellen and Sarah, now aged nineteen and twenty-three, had survived him.

      His body, buried under a pile of leaves, had been discovered by Ellen, at the time aged just five.

      Discovered, however, was the wrong word. According to Wendy Nicolson, Richard’s older sister, he had been playing a game of hide n’ seek with his youngest daughter, Ellen. With fallen chestnut leaves raked into large, crispy heaps, Richard had willingly lain down and allowed himself to be buried. Covered with the leaves, Ellen had waited for her father to burst out of the pile and chase her around the park.

      Instead, unknowingly laid to rest, he had died.

      Slim squatted down, running a hand through the grass. Cold, still damp from a shower earlier in the afternoon, it was still just grass. That a man had died here fourteen years ago almost to the day was impossible to tell.

      Near the entrance to the park, a streetlight flickered. On the other side, another followed suit. Slim, squatting in the spot where their twin circles of light converged, shivered.

      He hadn’t intended to come here. Walking home from work in the near dark, he hadn’t planned on a half-mile diversion into the tiny village, to stand in this very spot, in a fenced off section at the bottom of a field backing up against the village hall at the top of a gentle slope. He had listened to Wendy’s story and told her he would think about it, but now, as he rubbed a blade of grass through his fingers, he found himself equally haunted and intrigued.

      With darkness falling, he walked back up a footpath that bordered the field, exiting by a stile beside the village hall. From there he took a brief walk around Trelee’s tiny centre, past the closed general store and the Headland pub, along one row of houses and back along another, twisting through a cluster of about thirty that comprised a small estate. A short distance up the road, a parish church stood in a dip just over the hilltop, surrounded by an overgrown graveyard. Outside was a small square, large enough for half a dozen cars. By daytime, from a field gate beside the village hall, there was a pleasant view down through the valley to a triangle of sea. At night, however, beyond the circle of the street lights, there was nothing.

      One road leading off the square was Pearl Lane. Its handful of houses petered out within a few hundred yards as it angled gently uphill to a rise topped by a stand of trees, one oak far larger than the others, before dipping inland. On his way back to the square, Slim paused briefly as he passed Number Six, where Richard’s widow, Margaret, still lived. Wendy had warned him off contacting her, Margaret having apparently moved on with her life, but a second vehicle parked next to Margaret’s rusty green Metro would have dissuaded him in any case.

      A blue Ford transit van, belonging to Tom Castle, Slim’s new boss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Who was Richard Maynard?

      In order to better understand his death, Slim needed to get a grasp on the man’s life. A couple of days after visiting the park where Richard had died, Slim knocked on Wendy’s door, ostensibly to return a casserole dish, but as their conversation moved past the foul weather and any problems with the caravan, he revealed his real reason for the visit, requesting, if she had any, to see a few photos of Richard.

      Wendy gladly let him in then led him through to a small, cluttered living room where a balding unkempt man sat in a slumping armchair, wearing what appeared to be pyjamas. An innocuous quiz show was playing on the television, a large flat-screen which had probably cost more than the rest of the room’s contents combined.

      ‘This the latest stray?’ the man said to Wendy, giving Slim only a cursory glance.

      Slim said nothing. Wendy flapped a hand at the man as she knelt to rummage in a cupboard beside a threadbare beige sofa.

      ‘Be nice, Trevor. This is Slim Hardy. A famous detective.’

      ‘Less of the famous, and retired would be more appropriate,’ Slim said.

      ‘Well, whatever you are, don’t let her fill your mind with any silly suspicions,’ Trevor said, glancing at the television as though already tired of the conversation. ‘The rain and the wind fog up her mind.’

      ‘Here we are,’ Wendy said, pulling out a box and standing up. ‘Let’s go into the kitchen, shall we?’ She made her remark aimed at Trevor, who had turned back to the television and clearly had nothing further to say. Wendy squeezed past Slim and he followed her down a narrow hall into a kitchen that, while no less cluttered, was at least a little quieter.

      ‘He thinks I’m making it up,’ Wendy said, closing the kitchen door and setting the box down on the counter. ‘He believes what everyone else does, what the reports said, that it was just heart failure. I know it wasn’t. He was healthy, still young.’

      Slim said nothing. Already he was leaning towards Trevor’s side, with modern lifestyle and health issues being what they were. He smiled though as Wendy pulled handfuls of untidily stacked photographs out of the box. As she spread them out across the table, he saw they covered a variety of situations from family gatherings to holidays, birthdays, Christmases. From looking around the house Slim understood that Wendy and Trevor had two grown children, a boy and a girl. The daughter had children of her own: the number of portrait pictures of two smiling young boys in a bright blue school uniform was testament to the fact that Wendy at least was a proud grandparent.

      ‘Here we are,’ Wendy said, gathering a bundle together. ‘This is Richard with the family, six months before his death.’

      A handsome, fair-haired man smiled at the camera as he leaned over a chopping block, an axe in one hand. Kind, carefree, relaxed. Wendy pulled out more photos, of the same man with two young girls beside him, a beach in the background. One with his wife, both smiling. Another with a little girl Slim guessed was Ellen on his shoulders. Richard held up Ellen’s arms as though displaying a trophy.

      ‘You see what I’m seeing?’ Wendy asked.

      Slim nodded. ‘He looks happy.’

      Wendy nodded as though this was the expected response. ‘Then these,’ she said. ‘All taken in the last three months before he died.’

      The pictures were the same: family photos, pictures with his girls, his wife. There was one stark difference, however. In every photo Richard was unsmiling, staring intently at the camera as though waiting for the moment to be over.

      ‘You’d never have known it to talk to him,’ Wendy said. ‘He was always the same to your face, happy and good-natured, but a picture is a window into the soul, isn’t it?’

      Thinking of the slovenly Trevor, Slim suspected that far from the shuffling master of casseroles that he was familiar with, Wendy had married well below her potential.

      ‘That’s indeed what they say,’ he said.

      ‘He died with a smile on his face,’ Wendy said. ‘As though his torment was finally over.’

      ‘It’s possible he knew there was something wrong with him,’ Slim said. ‘Something he kept secret.’

      Wendy shrugged. ‘I thought that at first, too. He was always quiet, even when we were kids. But then I found this.’

      She pulled out another photograph, this one in a plastic dust jacket as though its protection was paramount. In the foreground, Richard stood with his two girls, one on either side. Behind them, a lane angled away to the left, passing by a tree and then dropping out of sight over the crest of the hill.

      ‘This is outside their house on Pearl Lane,’ Wendy said, as Slim nodded, recognising the road he had walked on during his circuits of the village. ‘Their house is behind the camera person’s shoulder.’

      ‘He looks like he does in the others,’ Slim said. ‘Like he’s unhappy.’

      ‘It’s not that,’ Wendy said. ‘Look at that big tree in the background.’ She pointed, but Slim saw it now. A shiver ran down his back.

      ‘There’s someone there,’ he said. ‘Sitting in the lower branches. Watching them.’
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      While the resolution of the photograph was too grainy to make certain, the person sitting in the tree appeared to be holding binoculars and pointing them in Richard’s direction. According to Wendy, Trevor’s response had always been ‘it’s either some kid or a bird watcher.’ After overcoming his initial shock, Slim had been inclined to agree with Trevor, but he had to admit that the photo was a little creepy. Wendy, however, felt certain that the figure had some connection to her brother’s later death.

      ‘I can’t explain it,’ she told Slim, over and over. ‘There’s just something about that person … something that’s wrong.’

      Now, as Slim stood beside the tree in question, a large oak, its lower branches convenient for climbing, he found himself leaning back towards Wendy’s estimation. There were nearby beaches and clifftop vistas, while the River Camel estuary and its wetlands were only a couple of miles to the south. With just a road and a sloping field over the hedgerow in view, the only conceivable reason to be in the tree with a pair of binoculars was to spy on someone living in one of the nearby houses.

      Wendy had promised to hunt out the photo’s negative, if she still had it. Whether it would be possible to identify the person, Slim couldn’t tell. The image was so faint that at first glance he had looked right over the mysterious watching figure, but he knew people who had skills in such things.

      He only had to switch on his phone.

      Slim waited, hands in his pockets, trying to keep them warm for the task in hand. Then, just as the sun peaked over the horizon, filling the tree’s bare branches with colour, Slim took hold of the lower branches and hauled himself up to where the figure in the photograph would have been sitting.

      A thick, curving lower bough made a decent seat, and a protruding branch at shoulder height on his left was useful for holding on. Then, with the sun behind him, making him invisible to anyone who happened to look, he gazed down Pearl Lane at the line of houses.

      Eight in total, four on either side, before the street opened out into the tiny village square and the church with its tower just visible through the surrounding trees. All spaced out with extensive gardens, some partitioned by field entrances. Of the four on the even numbered side, three had tall hedgerows, hiding all but loft skylights. The second house, set deeper down a driveway, was tucked out of sight, hidden by the third.

      The third house belonged to Margaret Maynard.

      A privet hedge, warped by the sea wind, hid the front garden, but two windows on the upper floor were visible, one facing the front and another to the side.

      Slim held on to the protruding branch and lowered himself down.

      He was officially interested. However, he was no longer working for money, and needed his new job to keep a roof over his head. Reluctantly stuffing his hands into his pockets, he began the long trudge up to Tom Castle’s timber yard.
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      Getting a bus to Truro the next Saturday morning was Slim’s greatest venture into civilization for some time. There, he headed to the coroner’s office and requested a copy of the pathologist’s report on Richard Maynard’s death.

      A brief autopsy had shown nothing suspicious, no sign of intervention. His death had been listed as heart failure / natural causes.

      Slim frowned. It wasn’t impossible, but Richard had been just forty at the time of his death. From the pictures Slim had seen, Richard looked healthy and fit. According to Wendy, he walked to work every day, enjoyed only the occasional pint, and preferred his food fresh and green. She was biased, of course, looking for reasons to doubt the official narrative, but the pictorial evidence leaned towards her side.

      He couldn’t ask questions without raising suspicion. And if he looked too hard, eventually someone would notice.

      At night, with the rain battering the windows of the caravan and the wind rocking it on its stand, the bricks placed to keep it in place grinding against each other, he lay on his bed and stared at his phone, wiling it to switch on of its own accord, to save him the trouble.

      The rain washed the grime by the door away. Slim had slipped up and started again, slipped again and started once more.

      He had three lines in a different patch of grime, beneath the window where the rain had missed, when he finally plucked up the courage to charge and turn on his phone.

      His voicemail box was full, but that wasn’t saying much. Nine missed calls. In three months, just nine. He checked the numbers: three were unrecognised, four came from his friend Kay Skelton, a forensic linguist Slim had first met during his army days. The other was from Emma’s mother.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, gritting his teeth, he couldn’t listen to the first again or it would break him, and he didn’t dare to listen to the second, in case it was worse, in case it reminded him of how he had failed.

      Careful over which message to select, he listened to the most recent message that Kay had left, just two weeks ago.

      ‘Slim, mate, come on, get in touch. I know you’re still out there because the papers would be all over it if you’d done something stupid. Just give me a call, let me know you’re okay.’

      It meant a lot to know there was one person who cared. Slim had feared none, but Kay’s message was enough to keep him from another exploratory walk on the cliffs. Emma’s mother’s message, however, would override it, even if he already knew every single syllable, burned like a cattle brand into his brain.

      With shaking fingers he called Kay’s number.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hello, Kay.’

      ‘Good god. Slim, is that you?’

      ‘It’s me.’

      ‘Where have you been? How are you? I heard what happened—’

      ‘Please. I don’t want to talk about that. I needed some time away. I’m in Cornwall. I’m doing a little research—’

      ‘You’re working on a case?’

      ‘It’s too early to say what it is.’ Slim tried to chuckle but it turned into more of a sob. ‘When you’re in the business, they find you, don’t they?’ He took a deep breath, composing himself. ‘I was keeping my head down, and I just had someone come to me. And … well, I suppose I needed it. It was that or … I don’t know.’

      ‘You know I’ll help in any way I can.’

      ‘Thanks. I’m not sure where this is going to lead, but I just wanted to say thanks. Thanks for thinking about me.’

      ‘Once brothers in arms, always brothers,’ Kay said. ‘Take care of yourself, Slim.’

      ‘And you.’

      Slim hung up. He stared at the phone for a moment longer, then switched it off.

      As soon as the screen went blank, he let out a long sigh. It was one mountain climbed. There were others, some unclimbable, but he had to start somewhere.

      The weather and the early sunsets made it feel much later than it was, but it was barely seven o’clock. A brave man could still make his way a mile uphill to the Headland pub, but Slim wasn’t feeling brave. Instead, he switched on the coffee machine he had bought in Truro and filled it with water out of a bottle. As he listened to it spit and hiss, he thought about a conversation he’d had yesterday with Wendy.
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      ‘Can you tell me what you think happened?’

      ‘I don’t know for sure—’

      ‘Not based on the evidence. Your theories. Suspicions.’

      ‘Well, Tom Castle, I know he’s always been a bit underhand, hasn’t he?’

      In the six weeks he had worked for Tom, Slim had found the man hard but fair. He took no crap but he paid what he owed, and he spoke his mind. In many ways, it was refreshing.

      ‘How long after Richard died did Tom and Margaret start seeing each other?’

      ‘Oh, it was only a few months. He didn’t move in there for a couple of years because he had his own place, but some of us thought they were carrying on right through anyway.’

      ‘While Richard was alive?’

      ‘Yes. They were childhood sweethearts, after all.’

      ‘Tom and Margaret?’

      ‘Yes. Right through secondary school. But they broke up and then Margaret got involved with Richard. There was a lot more money in our family back then, you see.’

      ‘You think Margaret was a … gold digger?’

      ‘And a half. She grew up on the council estate up over the hill. She had her looks but not much else. Her mother was a floozy, always in the pub, and her stepdad … well, some said there was funny stuff that went on inside their house, if you know what I mean.’

      Slim said nothing. Wendy was on a roll and while there wasn’t much but speculation and coffee morning gossip to go on, it helped to get a little background, even if he would need to do a lot of fact checking to pick out the scraps of truth.

      ‘Once she’d got her hands on Richard he had no hope,’ Wendy continued. ‘Like a spider, is Margaret Chamberlain. One of those black widows.’

      ‘Chamberlain? Was that her maiden name?’ Slim made a note as Wendy nodded.

      ‘She uses it again now, even though she’s technically still Maynard.’ Wendy shuddered and shook her head. ‘Anyway, about twenty years ago, a year or so before Ellen was born maybe, Tom came into some money. No one knew how much, but he was working up at the timber yard and he bought the place off his old boss. He was the talk of the village for a while, and people start seeing him and Margaret together, behind Richard’s back.’

      ‘I imagine that in a place like this, word gets around.’

      Wendy gave a sage nod. ‘Oh, yes. Everyone suspected, except poor Richard. And that’s what I think took his smile: he found out.’

      ‘And you think he somehow killed himself?’

      Wendy stared at Slim as though he were mad. ‘Oh my word no. Not for a second. He’d never have done that to his little girls. Ellen was just five at the time, Sarah nine. He adored them.’

      ‘So maybe he died of a broken heart?’ It sounded stupid to say, but he was appealing to Wendy’s sense of melodrama.

      ‘Oh no. You know what I think? It was her. Margaret. She poisoned him. After all, we all know she had the means.’
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      ‘Don, it’s me.’

      ‘Slim?’ There was a long pause, then Donald Lane, an old army friend of Slim’s who now ran an intelligence agency in London, chuckled. ‘Well, I’d say something about cats and dragging, but that would be a cliché. How are you? Are you back working on another case?’

      ‘I might be. I need a background check on a woman with the maiden name of Margaret Chamberlain. Married name Maynard, but she’s been widowed for fourteen years.’

      ‘Got it. And she offed the husband, do you think?’

      Slim chuckled at Don’s attempted joke. ‘It’s possible. I heard she works part time in a local company called Lindtek Ltd. Anything you could find out about her actual role, that would be great. Specifically whether she would have access to anything that could be used as a poison.’

      ‘Got it. I’ll be in touch in a couple of days.
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      Knowing what he did, Slim found it hard to listen to Tom Castle’s dull monologues without studying the man, letting Tom’s words drift over him like a rising wind while his eyes attempted to memorise every detail. His brows dipped in at the centre to be separated by a tiny shaved section—a woman’s touch. His eyes were grey and lacked great intelligence, his cheeks were mottled with acne scars, and a solid jaw had a thin scar on the left side that curved down towards his neck before fading out. From Slim’s experience of pub fights it looked like a bottling wound, but it had faded so much that it had to be twenty-five years old, at least.

      With his vacant eyes, hardy outdoor face and lack of any obvious humour or wit, he was unattractive to a point where Slim found it hard to believe any woman could have had a physical preference for him over Richard Maynard. However, from the neck down, Tom was solid, lean muscle, offering the kind of rough some women might covertly desire. He dressed in torn jeans, a shirt flecked with paint and lacquer stains, wore an ugly but possibly expensive signet ring on his right hand, and slicked his hair with Brylcreem. Over the smell of freshly sawn wood was an aftershave he probably bought in Tesco. As a man who had been attractive as a charity case on a couple of occasions himself, Slim could understand why a desperate woman might have taken him in.

      ‘Couple of us are going up the pub tonight,’ Tom said, almost as an aside while he packed his lunch box away. ‘Can I finally drag you out?’

      There was no way Slim could be in the presence of such men without having a drink, and once he went into that dark place, he wouldn’t be able to stop. He was intrigued enough by Wendy’s claim that he wanted to take the investigation further, and being part of Tom’s inner circle would help, but the risks … he shook his head.

      ‘Doctor told me to lay off,’ he said, trying to adopt the kind of matey register to which Tom might identify. ‘Reckons I’m a gut rot risk.’

      ‘Ah, too bad. You play snooker?’

      ‘Not well, but I know the right way round of a cue.’

      Tom’s face brightened. ‘Come up the club on Saturday. It’s underneath the hall up there. Membership’s only ten quid a year, plus coins for the light meter. We’ve got a home game against Wadebridge and a couple of the regular lads have got to work.’

      ‘I don’t know that I’m that good—’

      Tom chuckled. ‘We go for the banter. Highest break is twenty-five, me. And that’s with a fluke.’

      ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

      ‘You ought to come up.’ Tom chuckled. ‘The winter’s long this close to the sea. You can’t hide in that caravan forever. I imagine old Wendy must be driving you crazy.’

      He shrugged. ‘I rarely see her,’ he lied.

      ‘Probably just as well.’ Tom glanced up at the window as though concerned someone might be watching, then raised a finger to his ear. His signet ring glinted as he made a few revolutions with his finger, and Slim realised it was loose, ill-fitting, as though made for much bigger hands.

      ‘She’s a bit mental, that one. Reckon her mind’s gone soggy down in that valley. And Trev’s no use.’ He chuckled. ‘I’d make sure your door’s locked at night.’

      Before Slim could respond, Tom slapped his knees and stood up. ‘Right. Back to work. That timber won’t move itself. So, you’re on for the game this Saturday? I need to tell the lads in case someone else is asking about.’

      Slim gave the briefest of pauses as he considered his options. There was the possibility of being recognised, although he doubted any of the working men in these parts were big on true crime documentaries. Then there was the proximity to the booze, but he’d just have to dig deep into the reserves of his resolve. He might never get as good a chance to get into Tom Castle’s inner circle.

      ‘I’m in,’ he said.
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      Slim was staring at his phone, the rain battering the roof of the caravan like a relentless drumbeat, when it buzzed in his hand, making him cry out in surprise and drop it to the floor. Rather than a call from beyond the grave, however, as Slim scrambled to pick it up, he recognised Donald Lane’s number.

      ‘Don?’

      ‘Hey Slim. You alright? You sound a little jumpy.’

      ‘It’s just the weather,’ Slim said. ‘I don’t think it ever stops raining down here. What have you got for me?’

      ‘All right, not sure what it is, but it could be something.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘You told me Margaret Maynard works at Lindtek Ltd. Well, there wasn’t much online, but you know, I have my ways … turns out it’s a small company in the cosmetics industry, primarily involved in research. Margaret works there part time, three days a week. From what I can gather, she’s involved in testing shampoos, hair dyes, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Ethical or … animal?’

      ‘Oh, it’s ethical from what I can see. The company ended animal testing in the early nineties. Officially at least. Margaret has been there since leaving school, however, so she might have caught the tail end of it. Not that it would have any significance, unless it was to harden her character somewhat.’

      ‘I was thinking she made a strange choice of wife for a man involved in forestry.’

      ‘Ah, but those places demanded secrecy. It’s possible he never knew exactly what she did.’ Don cleared his throat. ‘However, this is a moot point. What I’m getting at is that it’s highly unlikely she had access to the kind of chemicals that could make a poison. Not in strong enough quantities, at any rate. She might have been able to cause a rash, but certainly not kill anyone.’

      ‘So it’s a dead end?’

      ‘Not entirely. I did a bit of my own research. You’re going to like this.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘You told me Richard’s autopsy report listed his death as heart failure or natural causes. I thought that was a bit brief, so I got a copy of the report and then did a little digging and … you know how it goes.’ Don chuckled as though enjoying himself. ‘The pathologist, Frank Davis, who did the report … he was in a kind of restarted career. I had a look back at his record, and found it started pretty late, in his late thirties. So I dug some more, and discovered that after qualifying as a pathologist, he dropped out after completing a residency period and became a school teacher.’

      ‘Strange change of career.’

      ‘Quite. I wondered the same thing. I dug up a few rumours, and it seems he had personal issues. Stress, depression, that kind of thing. Most likely he struggled with a high pressure job, and went for something a little less intense. He became a secondary school science teacher, but abruptly quit after just a couple of years at the age of thirty-five in 1987. His own mother died shortly afterwards, and it appears that was the catalyst for resuming his previous career. He re-qualified as a pathologist in 1992 and worked in the field until he retired in 2017.’

      Slim said nothing for a few seconds, mulling over what Don had said. He could sense Don waiting on the other end of the line though, more revelations yet unsaid.

      ‘Do you want it, Slim?’

      ‘What?’

      Don chuckled again. ‘The punchline. This is good, believe me.’

      ‘Let’s hear it.’

      So, Davis is a local boy, from Camborne, and stuck around. During his time as a science teacher, he was teaching at Wadebridge Secondary.’

      ‘Wadebridge—’

      ‘The same secondary that Margaret Chamberlain attended from 1983 until 1987, when she abruptly dropped out at the age of 15.’

      ‘She dropped out? Why?’

      The wind whistled through holes in the window sealant, and the rain continued its relentless drumbeat. Don cleared his throat.

      ‘Well, according to a couple of rumours I found … Margaret was pregnant.’
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      Slim needed more on Margaret before it was fair to consider her a suspect in her late husband’s death. The chain of assumption was easy to link together: Frank Davis, Margaret’s teacher, had got her pregnant, causing her to drop out of school, before he himself had quit the profession to avoid scandal, then later, after the cloud of suspicion had moved on, retraining as a pathologist. Then, twenty years later, Margaret had used her historical leverage over him to cover up what she had done to Richard, before bringing Tom—now living the high life with his mysteriously acquired fortune—back into her life.

      It was clean cut, but without a shred of evidence beyond hearsay and rumour. A perfect television drama, but useless in the real world.

      Wendy, the casseroles coming faster than Slim could eat them, was always ready for an update, but Slim needed more time.

      ‘The girls,’ he asked one cold evening when the rain had thankfully stayed away, but the valley had been left shrouded in a depressing curtain of mist that blurred the park’s street lights. ‘What happened to them? Would they talk to me?’

      ‘Sarah moved away,’ Wendy said with a gentle sigh. ‘She washed her hands of everything as soon as she was old enough. She moved to London, and never visits. I send her cards for her birthday and Christmas, but I never hear anything. I suppose she gets them. I don’t know.’

      ‘Could you pass me her address?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘What about the other girl?’

      Wendy sighed again, long and lonesome this time.

      ‘She’s still around,’ she said. Then, chillingly, she added, ‘What’s left of her.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘She took it hard. She was there that day, so the lack of answers hurt her the most. She never recovered. Sarah blamed her, and Margaret isn’t the most loving of people. I did my best when I could, but … it broke her.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘She lives in Wadebridge somewhere. I don’t know where. She moves around. Different men, that sort of thing. She drinks … maybe something else.’

      ‘She’s how old?’

      ‘Nineteen.’

      Slim closed his eyes. Slim had celebrated his nineteenth birthday in an Iraqi desert, not long after he had witnessed the death of a close friend from an explosive. A pair of boots in the sand, the feet still inside, the rest … gone. He still thought of those boots often, and it was difficult to say that much had improved in his life since then. Had someone taken him aside, perhaps, helped him to overcome it … instead he had followed a path that had exposed him to one trauma after another, as though leaving him in an eternal purgatory as punishment for failing to prevent something that could not have been prevented.

      ‘She’s still just a kid,’ he said.

      Wendy shook her head. ‘Not anymore, not for a long time. The child in Ellen died the same afternoon that her father did.’
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      Slim waited until after dinner before walking back up to the village and climbing the tree at the top of the hill on Pearl Lane. Clouds had covered what little moon there was and he felt confident no one would see him, even if they passed right underneath.

      As Slim watched Margaret Maynard’s house, he considered what might have changed in the fifteen years since Richard had died. The lower branches of the tree still gave a clear view of the house’s right-side upstairs window, but in the intervening years might the front hedge have grown up? Was it possible he could have seen right into the living room?

      He had thought about attempting to climb higher, but the upper branches looked unsupportive of a person’s weight. He was left ninety percent certain the watcher had spent most of his time here.

      Had it been Tom Castle, or someone else?

      Wendy claimed she was still looking for the photograph’s negative. Slim had sent a copy of the photograph itself to Kay, who had told him that without the negative—and therefore the best resolution possible—there was little that could be established. Certainly there was a person there, but the detail was insufficient even to be sure whether it was male or female.

      Slim climbed down from the tree and walked back to the little village square. The rain had stayed away but it was bitterly cold. Even with his hands stuffed into his pockets he felt every gust of wind ghosting through him. Perhaps in the summer, with the tourists and the better weather, the area came to life, but now, in late autumn, with the evenings long and the days gloomy, cold, and damp, it was unfriendly, unforgiving.

      He smiled. It had been a good choice of a place to hide.

      Now, though, he risked being exposed if he started to ask questions. He already felt like he had reached the end of his own personal journey. If he couldn’t stop here a while, there was only one more place he could go.

      Into the abyss.

      He pulled out his phone and opened it to the voicemails. The one from Emma’s mother was there. With tears in his eyes, his finger hovered over the LISTEN button, but in the end he couldn’t do it. He switched off the phone and put it back into his pocket.

      He thought about Ellen Maynard at five years old, witnessing her father’s death. She had lived with the confusion for fourteen years. Perhaps, if he could just find closure for her, he could do some right.

      He had failed to save one little girl, but perhaps he could save another.
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      The village hall looked a lot nicer by day than it had at night. The front door was unlocked so Slim went inside, finding himself in a small gym with frayed and faded badminton tram lines on the floor. On the back wall, behind a net designed to protect them, a couple of dozen faded team photographs showed county winners and runners up in badminton and skittles, and even a surf ski team. Most weren’t labeled, but those that were had faded to illegibility, the most recent date he could pick out a decade past.

      At the back of the hall a door led through into a kitchen that was functional rather than pretty, with a library through another door off to the side. Slim got a sense of déjà vu from an old case as he went into the kitchen and made himself a coffee, dropping a fifty pence piece into an honesty box. As he sat down at a little table and looked out across fields dipping into a wooded valley, he supposed that many of these rural villages were replicas of each other on the surface, the differences coming in the secrets that lay beneath.

      Not for the first time in his career, Slim wondered if he were chasing shadows. Sure, there was decades-old gossip and rumours to be unearthed, character and moralities to be questioned, no doubt lives destroyed … but was it really possible Richard Maynard had been murdered as Wendy Nicolson believed? For that simple question, there existed no answer.

      He finished his coffee and washed the cup in the little kitchen sink. He then went across the hall and into the library. There he found mostly children’s picture books, with a box of tatty and well used toys in the corner. One shelf, however, was stacked with dusty old tomes dedicated to local history.

      Just on the off chance of finding some nugget of information, Slim flicked through a couple, then went to the indexes and searched for references to Maynard, Castle, and Chamberlain.

      For the latter two there was nothing, but a family of Maynards had once owned an old mill, which in historical photos had stood across the village square from the church. It was long gone now, in its place a line of three terraced cottages, themselves old enough to appear in a couple of photos.

      Finding nothing else, Slim put the books away and went out. He walked back to the small square in front of the church, and stopped outside the three terraced cottages he had seen in the pictures. Two of them were clearly occupied, one with the curtains open to reveal a family watching television, their heads visible over the back of a sofa, the other with a fat tuxedo cat lounging on the window ledge.

      The one in the middle, however, appeared empty. It had a handwritten cardboard sign in the window, advertising it’s availability for rent, along with a phone number.

      Slim lifted an eyebrow. He knew that number. It was one of only a couple of new ones he had recently added to his Nokia’s phone book.

      It belonged to Tom Castle.
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      ‘Boys—and girl—this is John. He’s been working for me these last couple of months and reckons he knows the way round a cue ought to go.’

      ‘Better than most of us then,’ said Mick from the beach café, the only person in the group Slim recognised as he caught Slim with a knowing look.

      ‘We got Bill Trilby, Colin Spencer, Fred Albright, and you’ve met Mick, I believe. And this here is Alison Williams, our token woman, but also our ace in the pack.’

      ‘Port Isaac had no idea what was coming last week, did they?’ Fred laughed.

      ‘Give it a rest,’ Alison said, rolling her eyes. ‘We gonna have a warm up hit before the boys from Wadebridge Con Club show up or what?’

      With little further interaction besides a few jokes, Slim found himself thrown into a game of doubles, partnering Mick, who offered him the break. Slim hadn’t hit a snooker ball in anger for more than twenty years, but after arming himself with one of the grubby house cues, he found the couple of years he had lost after leaving the army and letting his drinking take over coming back to him, hours spent in smoky London snooker halls giving him the tools to at least hold his own as the game got underway.

      Among the team there were no standout players. Fred, a grizzled whitebeard of retirement age had his name on a champions’ board on the wall, but aside
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