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The separating years approached them both, like a station down the line, all gain for her and all loss for him.

Graham Greene, Our Man in Havana
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The house was at the edge of the village, the last in a row of stubby stone-built cottages backing onto fields which led down to the sea. Elder pulled the front door firmly closed, edged his coat collar up against the wind and, with a last look at his watch, set out on the path that would take him across open country to the headland. Up ahead, the sky was slowly darkening, scudded with cloud. The ground became increasingly stony and uneven underfoot, the fields giving way to granite cliffs. Rabbits ran, startled, helter skelter as he passed. A little way out, a small fishing boat wavered on the tide. Gulls wheeled overhead.

At the headland, he stopped and turned, looking back. Above the village, the road on which she would come curved steeply between the high moor and the fields beneath, a scrimmage of rock and stone, rough bushes of heather and gorse. The lights of cars, soft, as in a mist.

How long since he’d seen her? Katherine. His daughter. A degree ceremony that had turned sour when, misjudging the moment, he’d been unable to find the right words. Since then there’d been phone calls, his mostly, and mostly filled with protracted silences, terse answers, laboured sighs. His occasional emails went largely unacknowledged, as did his even more occasional texts. What did he expect? Twenty-three, rising twenty-four, she had a life of her own.

Then, out of the blue: ‘I thought I might come down for a bit. If it’s okay. Just – you know – a few days. A bit of a break, that’s all.’

‘Yes, yes, of course, but …’

‘And no questions, Dad, okay? Interrogation. Or I’m on the first train back home.’

He’d realised, after she’d rung off, he no longer knew for certain where her home was.

When he’d said he’d drive in and meet her at the station, she’d said there was no need, she’d catch the bus. Lengthening his stride, he was in time to see its headlights as it rounded the hill; time to see her step down and walk towards him – ankle boots, padded jacket, jeans, rucksack on her back – uncertainty flickering in her eyes even as she summoned up a smile.

‘Kate … It’s good to see you.’

When she reached out her hands towards his, he struggled not to stare at the bandages on her wrists.

At the cottage he pulled open the door and stepped aside and, ducking her head, she walked in past him, shrugging off her rucksack and jacket almost in one.

‘Just dump stuff anywhere for now. You can take it upstairs later.’

Katherine stooped to unlace her boots and handed them over for him to set alongside his own, beneath the barometer in the hall.

‘Tea? Coffee? There’s juice if you’d rather. Orange or …’

‘Tea’s fine. But first I need to pee.’

He pointed her through the kitchen to the bathroom, filled the kettle at the tap and set it to boil. Did she look any different? Her face, certainly; thinner, cheekbones more prominent, almost gaunt. And she’d lost weight. At least, so he thought. It wasn’t easy to tell. Tall like her mother, she’d always been slender, long-limbed and slim. Distance, that’s what you should be concentrating on, the coach at her athletic club used to say. The five thousand, maybe even the ten. You’ve got the build for it, not this four-hundred lark.

She hadn’t listened to him either.

‘I thought we’d get something out tonight,’ Elder said. ‘’Stead of eating here. If that’s all right.’

The living room was small: a single easy chair, coffee table, TV, two-seater settee. Katherine held her mug in both hands, dark lines around her eyes. Outside it was all but black, the evening closing steadily in.

‘That’s fine. Just let me crash for an hour first. It’s been a long day.’

‘As long as you’re sure.’

‘Dad, I said it’s fine, okay?’

Fine. Not so many years ago it would have been accompanied by a rolling of the eyes.

The pub was further along the coast, sprawling, low-ceilinged, the car park all but full. Elder found them a table in a side room, hunched up against the wall.

‘Music night,’ he explained, nodding in the direction of the doors leading to the lounge bar. ‘Gets busy. We could go in later, have a listen.’

‘What kind of music?’

‘Jazz, I think.’

‘You don’t even like jazz.’

Elder shrugged and opened the menu. Hake; corn-fed chicken breast; goat’s cheese tart; scampi; rump of beef.

‘You still veggie?’

Katherine answered him by ordering the beef. Wearing the same skinny jeans she’d travelled in, she’d changed into a red turtleneck top with long sleeves, the bandages only showing when she moved her hands towards her plate. He still hadn’t asked.

‘So where exactly are you living now?’

‘Dalston.’

Elder nodded. East London. He had been stationed near there for a while in his early days in the Met. Stoke Newington, Borough of Hackney. He imagined it had changed a great deal.

‘So, what? You’re in a flat?’

‘Flat share, yes. Ex-council. Nice. Not one of those tower blocks.’

‘You should let me have your address.’

‘Don’t suppose I’ll be there that long.’

Whenever the doors to the main bar opened, music drifted out. Trumpet and saxophone. Applause. A woman’s voice.

‘Still working in the same place?’ Elder asked.

‘Sports centre?’

‘Yes.’

Katherine shook her head. ‘Got laid off. Ages ago now.’

‘I didn’t know.’

She shrugged, looked down at her plate.

‘You’re managing okay, though? Rent and that?’

‘S’okay. Mum helps out occasionally.’

‘She does?’

‘She didn’t tell you?’

‘No.’

If she’d asked him, he couldn’t have told her the last time he and Joanne had spoken. Around the time of Katherine’s birthday most probably, but that was months ago and since then … He had his life, such as it was, and she had hers.

Main courses finished, they were contemplating desserts when a woman on her way through from the lounge bar stopped at their table, a hand on Elder’s shoulder. Black dress, pumps, serious hair.

‘Frank. Didn’t know you were in tonight.’

Elder turned, half rose, some small embarrassment on his face. ‘Vicki, hi. This is my daughter, Katherine. Katherine – Vicki. Vicki sings with the band.’

Katherine squeezed out a smile.

‘Kate’s staying with me for a few days.’

‘That’s nice.’ Vicki took a step away. ‘You’ll pop in? Second set’s just starting.’

‘Wouldn’t miss it.’

When he sat back down, there was no mistaking the grin on Katherine’s face.

‘What?’

Katherine laughed.

The band were playing ‘Bag’s Groove’, the trumpeter soloing, eyes tightly closed, while the alto player stood listening intently, bell of his saxophone cupped in both hands. Piano, bass and drums. Elder led Katherine to a couple of empty seats down near the side of the makeshift stage.

When the number finished and the applause faded, the trumpeter leaned towards the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the pride of the Penwith Peninsula, Vicki Parsons.’

Her voice was deep and full, smoky round the edges. She moved her body as she sang, feet planted firmly, one hand fast around the mike stand, the other hanging free. ‘Honeysuckle Rose’ was slow and lazy, hips swaying; ‘Route 66’ swung hard. ‘Can’t We be Friends’ was knowing and, with a quick glance in Elder’s direction, playful. For an encore there was a rolling, bluesy ‘Tain’t Nobody’s Business if I Do’.

‘Well,’ Katherine said when it was over. ‘Hands full there, I dare say.’

Clouds crossed the moon where it hung low over Zennor Hill. A bird shifted in the trees at the end of the lane and something scuttled past them in the dark.

Katherine shuddered. ‘At least in Dalston if someone’s out to mug you, you can see them coming.’

‘I think you’re safe here.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

He reached out a hand but she was already turning away. No need to read the expression in her eyes. One thing she’d learned the hard way, he knew, there was no such thing as safety. Anywhere.

The interior of the cottage struck cold.

‘You want anything before you go up?’

‘I’m good, thanks.’

‘Sleep well, then.’

‘You, too.’ Partway up the stairs, she paused. ‘If I hadn’t been here, would she have come back?’

‘Vicki?’

‘Unless you’ve got someone else.’

‘Maybe. Not necessarily, no.’

‘I’m sorry if I’m getting in the way of your love life.’

‘You’re not.’

He made tea, sat and watched the news on TV, sound turned low. It had started suddenly, as these things were wont to, an after-hours party, a lock-in at the pub; too much alcohol and, in Vicki’s case, a little weed; when she brushed up against him the third time in thirty minutes he read it for what it was. They progressed awkwardly from the side wall of the pub to the front seat of her car and from there to the king-sized bed in her flat in Marazion, a view out through the window next morning across the tideline to St Michael’s Mount. That had been – what? – six months or so ago, and Elder was beginning to wonder if the spark, the sense of anticipation that had passed between them, was already in danger of fading.

Can’t we be friends, indeed.

He woke up on the settee with a start. A little after half past two. Switched off the TV. Turned the key in the front door.

Quietly climbing the stairs, he hesitated outside the second bedroom; after a few moments, eased open the door. The curtains had been left undrawn. Katherine lay on her side, fingers of one hand clutching a length of her hair, holding it close towards one corner of her mouth. A gesture from childhood. The other hand was wrapped around an end of the sheet where she had gathered it fast. Her breathing was even, her shoulder bare. Elder stood watching her for a while longer, then went to his room, climbed into bed and fell, immediately, fast asleep.
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The next day broke fair. When Elder got back from his morning run, Katherine was making coffee, readying toast.

‘How far d’you go?’ she asked.

‘Ten K, give or take.’

‘Every day?’

‘Bar Sundays.’

‘Day of rest.’

‘Something like that.’

‘Still, not bad considering.’

‘Considering my age, you mean.’

Katherine laughed. ‘Something like that.’

‘Maybe tomorrow you can come with me?’

‘Maybe.’

‘I thought later, if the weather holds, we might go for a walk.’

‘I’d like that.’

‘Okay. Just let me get a quick shower before you put on that toast.’

They drove out on the Morvah to Penzance road, parked, and made the slow, winding climb up past the Seven Maidens to the derelict engine house at the centre of the old Ding Dong mine. Down below, the distant curve of Mounts Bay stretched out towards Lizard Point; above them, a patchwork sky and a buzzard hovering on a current of air.

Elder took the thermos of coffee from his backpack and they sat on a remnant of stone wall, backs to the wind. When Katherine reached out to take the cup from his hand, the words were out of his mouth before he could swallow them back.

‘Kate, your wrists …’

‘Dad …’

‘I just …’

‘Dad, I told you, no questions, right?’

‘I just want to know what happened, that’s all.’

Spilling the coffee across her fingers, Katherine rose sharply and walked away. Fifteen metres on, she stopped, head bowed.

‘Kate …’ He rested his hand gently on her arm and she shrugged it off.

‘No questions, that’s what I said. What you agreed.’

‘I know, but …’

‘But what?’ Facing him now.

‘That was before … You can’t expect me not to ask.’

‘Can’t I?’

Elder shook his head and sighed.

‘I cut my wrists, okay? It was an accident.’

‘An accident?’

‘Yes.’

‘How on earth …?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

She stared back at him, daring him to say another word. The same stubborn face he remembered from the playground when she was four or five and he’d say it was time to leave, time to put your things away, stop reading, stop writing, get ready for bed.

‘I don’t want to go to bed.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I have dreams. Bad dreams.’

Worse now, he was sure. He went back and sat down and after a few minutes she came and sat beside him. Somewhere in the middle distance a tractor started up and came gradually into view, ploughing its way up and back along one of the fields north towards St Just, a small squall of gulls following in its wake.

‘I thought things were a little better now.’

‘Better?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Do I?’

‘I thought, after the therapy and everything …’

She laughed. ‘The therapy?’

‘Yes. I thought it was going well. Thought you’d found a way of coming to terms …’

‘What? As in forgetting? You think that’s possible? A few sessions with some shrink and it all goes away?’

‘No, just …’

‘Just what?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘No, you don’t, do you? Don’t know a fucking thing. About me or anything. Hide yourself away down here and you don’t fucking care!’

Swivelling on her heels, she stomped off through the heather the way they’d come, and Elder slowly levered himself up and set out after her, careful to keep his distance.

That evening, peace restored, they went to the cinema, the Filmhouse in Newlyn, ate fish and chips leaning over the harbour wall. Katherine had changed the bandages on her arms, while the questions continued to reverberate, unabated, unasked. Accidental? Both arms? The result of self-harming or something more potentially serious, final? If she wants to tell me, Elder persuaded himself with difficulty, she will.

On the way back across the peninsula, relaxed, Katherine chatted about the movie they’d just seen; about friends, flatmates – Abike, who was a teaching assistant in a local primary school; Stelina, who worked as a ward clerk in Mile End Hospital and was studying for a degree part-time; Chrissy, who juggled working behind a bar with being an artists’ model. When Elder got out a bottle of Scotch back at the cottage, Katherine shook her head and made tea instead. It was quite late by the time tiredness took over and they were away to their beds.

Elder slept fitfully, riven by familiar dreams. A fisherman’s makeshift hut fashioned from timber and tarpaulin and held together with nails and rope. The lapping of water. Seaweed. Ash. The remains of a fire further back along the beach. The carcass of a seabird plucked clean. When he pressed his weight against the door, the rotting wood gave way and he stumbled into darkness.

A scream shrilled through him and he was instantly awake.

A scream from the next-door room.

Katherine was sitting bolt upright in bed, eyes wide open, staring towards the open window, her body shaking. When he touched her gently, she whimpered and pulled her knees closer to her chest. Her eyes flickered, dilated, then closed.

‘It’s all right, Kate,’ he said, easing her back down. ‘It’s just a dream.’

Her dreams, his dreams: one of the things they shared.

When she was just sixteen Katherine had been kidnapped by a man named Adam Keach, forced into a van and driven to an isolated location on the North Yorks coast, a ramshackle hut where she had been held prisoner, tortured and raped. It had been Elder who had found her, naked, blood blisters on her arms and legs, bruises discolouring her shoulders and her back.

Stooping, he kissed her hair now, as he had then.

Squeezed her hand and left her sleeping.

Next morning she was gone.
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No matter how hard he tried to shake off Katherine’s words, they continued to sting. Hide yourself away down here and you don’t fucking care! Well, there was truth in that, he supposed, more than he might readily admit. And, like most truths, it was hemmed in by circumstance and things that had, at the time, seemed beyond his control.

If only we’d stayed in London, he might have said, none of this would have happened. This. The past ten years.

In response to Joanne’s pleading – it’s a great opportunity, Frank, once in a lifetime; the chance to run her own salon in the high-flying Martyn Miles beauty and fashion empire – he had grudgingly transferred north from London and his job as a detective sergeant in the Met. Not even the proper north: Nottingham, the East Midlands; the Major Crime Unit, detective inspector. Promotion, at least. The pair of them dragging their fourteen-year-old, hormone-battered daughter reluctantly with them.

How long had it taken for Katherine to kick off at school, collecting last warnings and temporary suspensions like trophies; for Elder, frustrated by what he saw as muddled provincial inefficiency, to shoot his mouth off at his superiors one time too often; and for Joanne, with all the grace and alacrity of the bloody obvious, to fall into the arms of Martyn Miles, self-made multimillionaire and Midlands Businessman of the Year?

Faced with probable disciplinary action and his wife’s flaunting infidelity, a teenage daughter he no longer seemed to recognise, never mind understand, Elder had done the sensible, adult thing. Thrown his toys out of the pram. Handed in his resignation and, with only a few small savings and a foreshortened police pension behind him, hastened himself as far away as he could without leaving the country entirely. Hied himself off down to Cornwall, the far west, close enough almost to Land’s End to smell the tang of the Atlantic, feel the spray. And with a few exceptions and excursions, there he’d stayed.

Odd jobs, a bit of manual labour, helping out at harvest, breaking his back alongside crews of Eastern Europeans picking daffodils in the spring. More recently and, with time, less resistant, he’d built upon a friendship fostered over a pint or two, the odd glass of single malt, with a local DI, Trevor Cordon, and for the last couple of years had worked sporadically as a civilian attached to the Devon and Cornwall Police Major Incident Support Team, providing training and assistance for investigations into serious crimes. A double murder, two cases of arson, one of serious sexual assault.

‘Shame,’ as Cordon had said, topping up his glass, ‘to let all that experience go to waste.’

Elder wasn’t so sure. But it kept his mind occupied, helped to pay the rent.

When he dialled Joanne’s mobile it went straight to voicemail, but within minutes she called him back.

‘Frank, what’s wrong?’

‘Does something have to be?’

‘Usually, yes. Either that or it’s my birthday. It’s not my birthday, is it?’

‘I was wondering if you had Kate’s address?’

‘Yes, of course. But I thought she was down there with you.’

‘She was.’

‘Don’t tell me. You had a row.’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Oh, Frank …’

‘She’s been cutting herself, that’s what it looks like. Maybe you knew. She had these bandages on her arms.’

He heard Joanne light a cigarette, slowly exhale. ‘I had a phone call from London, just over a week ago. Homerton Hospital. Someone had found her collapsed on the street and called an ambulance. They were phoning from A & E. She’d cut her wrists.’

‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me?’

‘She asked me not to. Almost the first thing she said when I saw her. Told me she’d tell you herself in her own time.’

Elder looked out to where two crows were worrying a buzzard away from their nest. If that had been her intention in coming down to see him, then, for whatever reason, it had failed.

‘What was it all about, d’you know?’

‘She wasn’t exactly forthcoming. Well, you can imagine. But something to do with a relationship, I think. Someone she’d got involved with who’d messed her around, let her down. I’m really not sure.’

‘And what she did, was it … was it serious? I mean …’

‘Was she trying to take her own life?’

‘Yes.’

‘Frank, I don’t know. I just don’t know. From what I could tell she was pretty much out of it at the time …’

‘Out of it how?’

‘She’d been drinking. Quite heavily, I think. Pills, too …’

‘Christ!’

‘I tried to talk to her, but you know what she’s like …’

Silence filled the air between them.

‘I thought I might get the train up to London tomorrow,’ Elder said. ‘Go and see her.’

‘You’re sure that’s a such good idea?’

‘No. But I don’t want to just leave it. Do nothing.’

‘If you could get her to consider going back into therapy, that would be something.’

‘Yes, maybe. But after what she said the other day, I don’t think that’s very likely.’

He wrote down the address on the back of an old receipt.

‘You know where it is?’ Joanne asked.

‘Dalston, somewhere. I’ll find it.’

‘Tread carefully, Frank. Don’t make things any worse than they already are.’

When Elder stepped outside, the birds had disappeared, leaving an empty sky. What kind of a father didn’t know his only daughter’s address? How many couples did he know who were truly happy and for how long? How many families?

It’s being a copper, Frank, Trevor Cordon had said, one of too many nights when they’d closed the pub between them. It’s the job. It skews your way of thinking, the way you see the world. Kids, fourteen, fifteen, out of their heads on heroin. Nine-year-olds giddy on laughing gas. Love as a fist in the face, a form of abuse.

Elder knew about abuse.

Used to think he knew about love.

What had Katherine said? You don’t, do you? Don’t know a fucking thing. About me or anything.
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For all the day had started off fair, by the time the train reached the outskirts of London the skies had darkened and it was threatening rain. Elder followed the crowd down into the Tube, took the Victoria line to Highbury and Islington and changed onto the overground. The address Joanne had given him was ten minutes’ walk from Dalston Junction. The Wilton Estate.

When he stepped out onto the street it was brightening again and the sun was trying to break through the remaining clouds. A woman with a black-and-white spaniel came towards him and he stopped her to ask for directions, the dog jumping up enthusiastically and leaving damp pawprints on his trousers.

At the corner of Lansdowne Drive and Forest Road, Elder passed between two low-rise blocks of flats and crossed towards a third. The flat where Katherine was living was on the upper floor, the paint on the front door flaking and in need of a fresh coat, the bell making a small chirruping sound that suggested the battery was running low. After two rings, a young woman in T-shirt and jeans snapped open the door and looked at Elder, surprised.

‘You’re not from UPS?’

‘Afraid not.’

‘I’m expecting a delivery.’

‘Sorry.’

‘They said between twelve and one.’

Elder glanced at his watch. ‘Still twenty minutes to go.’

‘So …’ She stepped back and gave him an appraising look. ‘You’re not UPS, not here to read the meter, not smart or smarmy enough to be a Jehovah’s Witness, besides which you’re not holding a bible – you must be the police.’

‘Not any more.’

‘Okay, I give in.’

‘I’m Katherine’s father.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t suppose she’s here?’

‘Not now, no. But look, you’re really Kate’s dad, yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘She didn’t say anything.’

‘She doesn’t know.’

The young woman looked at him keenly. ‘You’ve got some kind of identification? I mean, you could be just about anyone.’

‘Apart from UPS.’

‘Apart from that.’

Elder took out his wallet and showed her his driving licence.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I suppose you’d better come in.’

The living room was busy with too many chairs, a television set, bookshelves, a table; what Elder assumed to be a sofa bed, covered with cushions, newspapers and magazines; an overcrowded clothes drier in front of the radiator.

‘I’m Stelina.’

‘Frank.’

Her hand was firm and cool.

‘I’m not sure where she is. Kate. Seeing someone about a job, perhaps. I shouldn’t think she’ll be long.’

He nodded in the direction of the table, where an open laptop lay surrounded by loose sheets of paper, a notebook, several large textbooks. ‘Don’t let me stop you, whatever you’re doing.’

Stelina grimaced. ‘Trying to finish an essay. Only two weeks overdue.’

‘You’re studying for what? A degree?’

‘Community Development and Public Policy.’

Elder raised an eyebrow. ‘Good luck with that.’

She laughed. ‘I was just about to make coffee when the door went.’

‘Thanks. If you’re offering.’

‘Instant okay?’

‘Instant’s fine.’

‘There is some of the real stuff but it’s Chrissy’s and she gets antsy if anyone else uses it. Counts the grains. Besides, it’s a faff.’

Elder opened the door on to the cantilevered balcony and stepped outside. Someone had decided to grow herbs in an old sink with indifferent success. Geraniums fared better, red and white, a long window box attached to the edge of the corrugated-steel shuttering. Below, the same woman he had seen before was walking slowly back across the courtyard, dragging her dog reluctantly behind her.

Stelina brought two mugs out onto the balcony and stood beside him. ‘Kate, she’s been through a bad time.’

‘I know.’

‘Must be a worry.’

‘Yes.’

‘When she …’ The sentence hung, unfinished.

‘Cut her wrists?’

‘Yes. She’d been acting sort of strangely for a while. Not speaking. Shutting herself in her room. And drinking. I mean, more than normal. And she looked, well, she looked dreadful. Chrissy tried talking to her. She’s the closest to Kate, I suppose, closer than the rest of us, the one she’s known longest. But she just told her to F off and mind her own fucking business. Then …’ She glanced away. ‘The next thing any of us knew was this phone call from the hospital. You know the rest.’

‘I’m not sure if I do.’

‘That bastard,’ Stelina said quietly.

‘Who? Who d’you mean?’

‘Winter. Anthony Winter.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘Some artist. Painter. Kate was modelling for him …’

‘Modelling?’

‘Yes, they had some kind of thing going. I don’t know …’

Someone knocked on the glass and when they turned it was Katherine.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘Came to see you,’ Elder said.

They walked, not heading anywhere in particular, talking sporadically, both careful, for now, to avoid the elephant in the room. That morning Katherine had been for an interview at a shop in Stoke Newington that had advertised for someone to work part-time.

‘One of those trendy little places that sells everything you don’t need at extravagant prices.’

‘How’d it go?’

Katherine scowled. ‘They wanted someone with retail experience. Bar work, apparently, doesn’t count as retail experience. Not as far as they’re concerned.’

‘Bar work? Is that what you’ve been doing?’

‘When I can.’

‘You can always ask, you know. If you need help with the rent.’

‘It’s fine. Really.’

‘I know your mum’s been …’

‘Dad, just leave it, okay?’

They bought a couple of sandwiches, a can of Coke and a ginger beer on Kingsland High Street and sat in Gillett Square, watching the skateboarders manoeuvre back and forth at speed.

‘I’m sorry about running out on you like that,’ Katherine said eventually.

‘That’s okay.’

‘It was a lot of pressure, you know?’

‘Not what I intended.’

‘My fault, I should have realised.’ Katherine smiled. ‘You were a copper for how long?’

‘I don’t know. Twenty, twenty-five years.’

‘And I expected you not to ask questions? Begin an investigation?’

‘That’s not what I was doing. I just …’

‘That’s what you’re here for now, though, isn’t it? Why you’ve come all this way? You can’t leave well enough alone.’

Elder nodded in the direction of Katherine’s arms. ‘Something like that, it’s not so easy.’

‘It’s happened, Dad. It’s over. I’m not going to do it again in a hurry.’

Elder bit into his sandwich; watched as a youth of maybe sixteen, tall, no helmet, pirouetted in the middle of a jump, missed the centre of his board and wobbled dangerously, flailing with both arms, before finally regaining his balance and executing a near-perfect turn.

‘Stelina mentioned someone you’d been seeing.’

‘Stelina should learn to mind her own business.’

‘Some artist? Winter? Anthony Winter?’

‘Dad …’

‘You were modelling for him, she said.’

‘She said too bloody much.’

Not wanting to fall into the same trap, Elder waited. A small, birdlike woman walked past, pushing two small, straggle-haired dogs in a pram.

‘There was a thing, right?’ Katherine said. ‘Between us. Anthony and myself. No big deal. Not for him anyway. Obviously. But it was for me. At least, that’s what I thought. Now it’s over, okay? I never need to see him again and that’s fine.’

‘Fine?’

‘Dad, it’s what happens. Relationships end. You know that better than me. You and Mum.’ Swallowing the last mouthful of Coke, she got to her feet. ‘You’ll want to make sure you don’t miss your train home.’
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The first time she’d seen him was at the art school. Central St Martin’s. CSM. She’d been waiting for Chrissy, sitting under the glass-and-metal canopy by the entrance from Granary Square, flicking through the pages of a magazine.

‘Come and meet me,’ Chrissy had said. ‘I’ll be finished by four. Just after. We can get coffee or something. Maybe a drink later.’

Why not? Katherine had thought. It wasn’t as if she had anything much else to do. Not then.

A little way down from where she was sitting, a small crowd had gathered around one of the table-tennis tables; two blokes having a right go at it, smashing the ball and shouting. People egging them on.

Years ago, the last time she’d played. On holiday. Italy somewhere. The Garfagnana? A villa, so-called. Nothing special, no pool or anything, but there had been a table-tennis table. Full-size. Hidden away in the barn, as if the owners, for whatever reason, hadn’t wanted anyone to find it. Use it. Once they’d realised it was there, they’d played all the time. Her and her dad especially. Her mum getting more and more worked up and angry. ‘Is that what we paid all that money for? To come all this way just to play ping-pong?’

It had given them something to argue about, Katherine thought, her mum and dad, that’s what it had done. Ping-pong! They didn’t give a shit about ping-pong, who played and how often. Neither of them. That hadn’t been it at all.

A cheer went up as one of the players smashed home the final point and someone else stepped forward to take him on. She wondered if Chrissy might fancy a game later, after they’d finished? But then, Katherine thought, knowing Chrissy she was almost certain to say no. Me? You kidding, right? All those people watching? Chrissy, who took off her clothes regular as clockwork in front of a bunch of students with never, as far as she knew, a second thought about it.

She checked her phone: no new messages, no texts. There were plenty of art students coming out now, arty bags on their shoulders, pausing to fiddle with their phones, texting, lighting roll-ups, but still no sign of Chrissy. Katherine shoved her magazine back down into her bag and wandered over towards the doors. Which was when she bumped into him. Walking with his head turned, calling out to someone behind him, laughing.

‘Watch it!’ Katherine shouted, but by then he’d gone clattering into her, knocking the bag from her shoulder and spinning her round.

‘Oh, God!’ he said in that voice of his. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘You should look where you’re going!’

‘I know, I know. Here, let me …’

‘No, it’s okay.’

He started to bend down towards the bag and the magazine that had gone shooting out across the floor, but Katherine scrambled after them and retrieved them both.

When she’d set them to rights he was still standing there and she got a proper look at him for the first time. Not tall, but not short either. Late forties, maybe? She’d never been very good with ages. Men’s ages. Bald. Completely. Not that that was any kind of sign nowadays. Wearing what looked like an expensive overcoat, cashmere; flecks of paint on his shoes.

‘You’ll accept my apologies?’

She nodded, mumbled something, and he turned swiftly away, striding off towards Granary Square. Then there was Chrissy, coming through the crowd.

‘What were you doing, talking to Anthony Winter?’

‘Who?’

‘Anthony Winter.’

‘Who’s he?’
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Paddington to Penzance, five hours, twenty-seven minutes. A lot of time to think. Too much. Thoughts churning round and round. Whatever her intentions, Kate had come within – what? – an inch, an hour of taking her own life. And why? Because she was depressed? Because she’d been out of her head on booze and worse? Because of – what had she called it? – a thing? Because a thing with a man she’d become involved with, a relationship, had gone wrong.

Relationships end. You know that better than me. You and Mum.

He walked down to the buffet car and bought two minibar-sized bottles of whisky, drank one there, two swallows, the burning at the back of his throat, took the other to his seat. At first the Wi-Fi wasn’t working and then it was.

The Wikipedia page for Anthony Winter was nicely succinct. British artist, born March 1966, Salisbury, Wilts. Best known initially as a painter of urban landscapes and, latterly, portraits, his work often mixes figuration with symbolism, ultra-realism with elements of the surreal. He studied at the Slade School of Fine Art (1984–87), briefly at Goldsmiths College (1987–88) and at the Royal College of Art (1988–90). After taking part in several group shows, including one in the British Pavilion at the Venice Biennale (1998), his first solo exhibition was at Abernathy Fine Art in 1999. Solo exhibitions since then include the National Gallery of Scotland (2004), the Museum Brandhorst in Munich (2009), the Irish Museum of Modern Art (2011) and the Serpentine Gallery (2015).

His marriage to the painter Susannah Fielding (b. 1969, Beccles, Suffolk) ended in divorce. They have one son, Matthew (b. 1992) and a daughter, Melissa (b. 1994).

His photograph showed a strong face, a quite prominent, chiselled nose; the mouth set, the barest suggestion of a smile; blue eyes, dark blue, unfettered and clear. The head close-shaven and smooth. Nothing to suggest, as he stared back into the camera’s lens, anything less than absolute confidence, self-belief.

No big deal.

Elder could picture him, picture the scene.

No big deal, Kate, okay? And smiling. Even as he turned away. Job done. No big deal.

Not for him anyway. But it was for me.

Kate’s words became lost in the broken rhythm of the train. Bristol Temple Meads. Exeter St Davids. By the lock gates of a canal, a heron stared down into the water with perfect concentration. Glimpsed then gone.

Dad, it’s what happens.

Is it? Did it have to be? And was there nothing he could do?

He finished the second whisky, closed his eyes.
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