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			SOMEONE KILLED YOUR DAUGHTER . . . 

			 

			Your daughter isn’t answering your calls.

			She’s not replying to your messages.

			 

			You rush to her house.

			She’s slumped in the basement, dying and alone.

			 

			You desperately call for help.

			She whispers a single word.

			 

			Someone is keeping secrets.

			And it must be someone you know . . . 

		

	
		
			

			For all my family, who mean the world to me

		

	
		
			

			Be patient where you sit in the dark. Dawn is coming.

			Rumi (1207–73)

		

	
		
			PRELUDE

			Here in the dark, the only thing you see is a sliver of light at the edge of the ill-­fitting door.

			But that slender, bright line is a message of hope, telling you morning is here again, offering the possibility – you might dare think it’s a probability – that soon the door will open and let in the dazzling sunshine.

			Because what you fear above all is the dark: more than the loathsome spiders, which might already have dropped on your hair and be crawling to tickle your face; more than the scuttlings behind the wall’s damp plaster, which probably are mice, but what if they’re rats?

			Rats are a whole different story.

			In this cavernous darkness, silence amplifies what scant sounds there are. Sometimes you’re certain you can hear someone close by, before you realise the in-­and-­out flow of breathing is your own. At least, you pray it is. If there were someone in here with you, how could you tell? Might the first you know be a whisper in your ear, a hand clamped over your mouth, the terrifying gentleness of fingertips on the back of your hand?

			Yes, that narrow, arrow-­straight shaft of light is saving your sanity, dispelling the blindness of full night.

			It’s a glimmer in the dark.

			All that’s needed to rekindle hope that soon, someone will open that door, and you’ll be free.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			Lost and Found

		

	
		
			ONE

			A day in early spring, towards the end of March.

			Wilf has come to feed the swans, as he always does on Thursdays. He’s a man of regularity and routine, and this weekly ritual is a habit formed early in his life.

			The riverbank is muddy below the red-­brick bridge, which village folk claim has spanned the river for a thousand years.

			But Wickney folk don’t know much.

			Wilf treads very carefully as he makes his way to the water’s edge, anxious not to slip or dirty the polished leather of his shoes. Only last week, the river was glazed with ice; now the celandines blooming by the war memorial offer a hint of warmer seasons. Wilf, though, still feels the cold. Under his overcoat, he wears a lambswool sweater over his shirt, and his old university scarf – the black, blue and white of Bristol’s School of Arts – is draped over his shoulders in case of need.

			Dipping his hand into a Tesco carrier bag, he scatters an arc of yellow corn kernels over the ground.

			The five swans dabbling in the reeds on the river’s far side are already on their way, barely rippling the sluggish water as they glide across. The single male swan reaches Wilf first, and as it waddles from the water, he feels a frisson of intimidation at the creature’s size. If it chose, the swan could do him significant harm, but Wilf has learned a balance over the years between standing his ground and not appearing to be a threat, and so the birds have come to trust him, or at least tolerate him in return for food.

			Like many fenland villages, Wickney straddles the river. The main road passing through runs along the eastern bank as far as the bridge, where it takes a right angle to cross over to the village’s western half. Along that far stretch, a white van is approaching, braking to make the turn. Partially hidden by the bridge’s parapets, it soon reappears and continues along the eastern carriageway, making its way past a row of shops – a pork butcher, the Spar, a pizza takeaway, an empty premises for sale, the Mystique hair salon and a hardware store – and disappears out of sight.

			Greedy for the corn, the swans surround Wilf on the bank, close enough that he could touch them if he dared. Throwing them the final handful, he begins to break up the heel of a stale loaf.

			As he tosses the birds the first pieces of crust, he realises he’s being watched.

			Only a few metres away stands a little girl, pretty as a picture in her utilitarian grey school dress, eyes wide with lively curiosity.

			A little girl Wilf knows.

			Her name is Ruby.

			 

			Ruby’s mum, Natalie, is caught up in conversation with the school-­gate mums she calls her friends: Hannah, Jess, Sarah, April. Jess is going through a bad patch at home, and wants to know Natalie’s opinion on whether she’s better off staying with Paddy, or making the break and going it alone.

			‘Best thing I ever did, leaving Justin,’ declares Natalie. ‘What do men do for you? They just hold you down, stop you being yourself. Who wants a life like that? Life’s for being free, being who you want to be. Their idea of what’s good for you ends up being what’s best for them, if you ask me.’

			‘But what about money?’ Jess asks. ‘Me and the kids couldn’t live on my wage.’

			‘You’re a good-­looking woman,’ says Natalie. ‘You’ll never have a problem finding work.’

			A white van is coming along the lane, making its way through the tight spaces left by the parked school-­run cars. As the van reaches Natalie and her friends, it slows to a crawl and the driver beeps his horn. The women turn round, and the man in the passenger seat – blond hair in a ponytail, stud earrings and a confident smile showing teeth in need of work – blows Natalie a kiss.

			Natalie laughs and, blushing, turns her back.

			‘Who’s that?’ asks April, following the van with her eyes as it makes a turn for the main road.

			‘Eric,’ says Natalie, apparently uninterested. ‘I’ve been seeing him for a couple of weeks.’

			‘What, another one?’ asks Hannah. ‘I don’t know where you get the energy.’

			They talk for a few minutes more, giving the kids a chance to let off steam before they head for home. By the time Sarah notices Ruby isn’t with the other children, Ruby might have been gone two minutes, maybe five. Worst-­case scenario, ten.

			‘Nat,’ asks Sarah, ‘where’s Ruby?’

			Natalie looks round the playground, over towards the climbing frame, down the lane beyond the fence. Ruby’s nowhere to be seen among the other children chatting and playing.

			‘That little madam,’ says Natalie, seriously annoyed. ‘Always wandering off.’

			Walking away to find her daughter, she calls back over her shoulder, ‘See you tomorrow, ladies.’

			As if all time to come is hers.

			 

			‘Hello, Ruby,’ says Wilf.

			Ruby’s slight build is unusual for this area, where so many of the children, even the girls, are – in Wilf’s view – overfed and bulked out like wrestlers. She reminds him an awful lot of Margot. On the piano at home there’s a photograph of Margot at a similar age – four, he supposes, or five – in a similar uniform, and they have the same elfin daintiness about them, the same delightful air of fun and mischief.

			And seemingly Ruby is intrigued by him.

			Which is a novelty.

			‘You’re our next-­door ­neighbour,’ she says. ‘I’ve seen you from my bedroom window.’

			Wilf smiles. ‘I am.’

			‘My name’s Ruby.’

			‘I know,’ says Wilf. ‘I’ve heard your mother . . .’ about to say shouting at you, he corrects himself. ‘. . . Calling you for dinner. I’m very pleased to meet you, Ruby. My name is Wilf.’

			Ruby lifts the skirt of her dress and bends her knees in a curtsey. A lump comes to Wilf’s throat as he remembers Margot doing the same, decades ago in an apple orchard with petals of white blossom on her head. Life’s passage is hard and cruel, and Time will play the same dirty tricks on this child as it did on Margot, stealing away her innocence and loveliness, leaving her the sagging flesh and painful infirmities of old age in their place.

			But Ruby has no inkling of that future yet.

			‘That’s what princesses do when they meet people,’ she says. ‘Why are you feeding the swans? Can I help?’

			Wilf is happy to hand her his last remaining piece of bread, and Ruby throws it at the feet of the nearest swan, who gobbles it and looks to her for more.

			‘That’s it, I’m afraid,’ says Wilf, folding the carrier bag for reuse.

			‘I like your tie,’ says Ruby, gazing at his immaculately tied silk bow. ‘Yellow’s one of my favourites. My dad has a tie like that but he only wears it sometimes and his is black. Do you wear yours every day?’

			‘As a matter of fact, I do. I think a bow tie makes every day extra special. Ruby, where’s your mother?’

			‘Talking.’ Ruby manages to make talking sound tedious beyond bearing, and Wilf laughs. ‘When she’s talking, I’m not to interrupt. I expect she’ll come looking for me in a minute, though. Your garden’s much bigger than ours. Ours is tiny. If our garden was bigger, I’d have a duck pond like yours.’

			‘You’re welcome to come and feed my ducks, if you’d like. They’re always hungry. Maybe your mum would bring you.’

			‘I want a kitten but she won’t let me. Mila Ferguson’s cat’s got kittens and Mila said I could have a ginger one but Mum said no.’

			‘I have a cat,’ says Wilf. ‘But he’s much bigger than a kitten. He’s an old man of twelve and very grumpy.’

			‘What’s his name?’

			‘Mr Grimes.’

			‘Is he ginger?’

			‘He’s a big ball of grey fluff.’

			‘Can I stroke him?’

			Wilf looks doubtful. ‘I’m afraid he does occasionally bite. Probably better not.’

			Realising there’s no more food, the swans have wandered back to the water.

			‘I remember,’ says Wilf, pointing to the reeds where the birds are rummaging, ‘when my sister and I were the same age as you, we used to come and pick the reeds here sometimes and make them into candles.’

			Ruby’s eyes widen. ‘How do you do that?’

			‘I’ll show you.’ He bends and picks one of the slender stems. Digging his thumbnail into the epidermis, he runs it to the top of the stalk, splitting the outer green from base to tip before peeling it back to show the fragile creamy pith beneath. ‘All you do is peel the skin right off, dip the pith in the leftover fat when you have pork chops or lamb for Sunday lunch, and when it dries it will burn for hours. Nature’s candles. People in villages like Wickney used them as lights for centuries, in the days before we had electricity.’

			‘Ruby!’ The voice is strident and Ruby winces. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

			Natalie is standing on the road above the riverbank.

			Wilf turns round to face her, and smiles.

			He knows her by sight; he’s watched her many times from his windows as she takes Ruby to school, carries in shopping, comes and goes in taxis at weekends. In her red coat and black patent boots, she’s very striking, and plainly the origin of Ruby’s dark eyes and hair. But in Wilf’s eyes, like so many modern women she spoils herself with too much fakery: stuck-­on lashes, sprayed-­on tan, plastic nails. Take all that away, and she’d be beautiful. At least, she would if she didn’t always look so irritable.

			‘Who the hell are you?’ demands Natalie. ‘Get away from my daughter. Ruby, get over here.’

			Without looking back, Ruby walks slowly up the bank and goes to stand by her mother. Seen side by side, the likeness between them is remarkable.

			Wilf moves to follow her, his hand extended. ‘We haven’t formally met. I’m your next-­door neighbour, Wilfred Hickling. Please do call me Wilf.’

			Natalie glares. ‘So you’re the peeper. Don’t think I haven’t seen you, hiding behind your curtains, getting an eyeful.’

			Wilf feels a deep flush of indignation and embarrassment spread from his neck up into his face. ‘My dear lady, I must object in the strongest terms . . .’

			Natalie’s expression is of surprised amusement.

			‘You what? Are you for real?’ Pushing Ruby ahead of her, she begins to walk away, putting insufficient distance between them for Wilf not to hear when she mutters, ‘Disgusting old perv.’

			 

			‘I’ve told you not to go wandering off! Why can’t you listen?’

			Natalie has Ruby tightly by the wrist, pulling her fast along the road towards where the car is parked. Ruby’s pink unicorn schoolbag bounces on her back as she trots to keep up.

			‘Mummy, you’re hurting me. I was talking to Wilf. He was telling me about candles. He said I can go round and help him feed the ducks.’

			Natalie keeps firm hold of Ruby’s wrist. ‘Well, you can’t.’

			‘Why not? I bet Daddy would let me.’

			‘Not all men are nice, Ruby. Some men are bad people.’

			‘Wilf is nice.’

			‘You don’t know that.’

			‘Daddy’s nice too.’

			Silence.

			‘And Grandpa. Do you think he’s finished painting my bedroom?’

			‘I sincerely hope so, he’s been at it long enough. Days and days he’s been doing it, and that room’s hardly as big as our fridge.’

			‘He told me he’s taking his time so he can keep an eye on us.’

			‘Did he now? He and I might have to have a word about that. I don’t think we need keeping an eye on, do you?’

			‘Don’t you think it’s kind of Grandpa to be looking after us? I like having him there. He makes me laugh. Wilf’s cat is called Mr Grimes. I think it must be that fluffy one that watches for mice by the hole in the fence. I asked if I could stroke him but Wilf says I’d better not. Sometimes Mr Grimes bites. I don’t think he’d bite me though.’

			Natalie’s hunting for the car keys in her handbag.

			‘Shall we invite Wilf for tea one day?’ asks Ruby. ‘I think he’d like to come. I think he might be lonely, all by himself in that big house. We could make fairy cakes with pink icing and those silver sprinkles Daddy put on my birthday cake.’

			Natalie finds her keys. As she unlocks the car, her phone begins to ring. When she glances at the screen, the corners of her mouth lift in an almost-­smile.

			As she climbs into the car, Ruby listens to the one side of the conversation she can hear and frowns.

			‘Hello you . . . I’m good . . . Not tonight, babe . . . You know I would (giggles) . . . How can I get a babysitter at this short notice? Anyway, I have other commitments . . . Yeah, those kind of commitments . . . I know you don’t . . . Because no, simple as. You’ll just have to wait . . . Anyway, you can keep it nice and hot for me till then . . . Yeah, no worries . . . You be good too . . . Miss you too, babe. See you soon. Bye. Bye.’

			Ruby is staring through the windscreen, watching a woman walking a small white dog.

			As Natalie starts the car, Ruby says, ‘Am I going to Daddy’s tomorrow?’

			‘Yes.’

			Ruby’s voice is without its usual fizz. ‘I knew I would be.’

			Natalie pulls out of her parking space. The road’s quiet, no other traffic. As they drive over the bridge, Ruby turns her head to see if Wilf is still watching the swans. And he’s there, smart and dignified as an old soldier, though his head is bowed as if he’s feeling sad.

			‘How did you know?’ asks Natalie.

			‘Because you’re seeing that man.’

			‘His name’s Eric, Ruby. And he happens to be a very nice man.’

			‘Eric’s a stupid name.’ For a few moments Ruby’s silent, until they turn away from the bridge and Wilf and the swans are out of sight. ‘And if Eric’s nice and Grandpa’s nice and Daddy’s nice, why should Wilf be the only one who’s not nice? I don’t think Eric’s very nice. He smells like toilet cleaner.’

			‘He does not smell like toilet cleaner.’

			‘He does to me. Why don’t you love Daddy?’

			Natalie’s going almost too fast to make the turn into Saddler’s Drove.

			‘For God’s sake,’ she says, braking so hard Ruby’s pitched forward in her seat. ‘Not this again. Give it a rest for once, will you? All your questions are giving me a stinking headache.’

		

	
		
			TWO

			At the café in the town-­centre marketplace, the service is surly but the coffee’s fragrant and hot. In this part of the world, where the choice of venues is limited, you forgive plenty for drinkable coffee.

			Natalie’s mother, Dee, sits down opposite her oldest friend, Tina, and removes her dark glasses, so incongruous on this deteriorating March day.

			Tina studies Dee’s face, blinks her kohl-­lined eyelids and says, ‘I ordered you a latte. What happened to your face?’

			Dee has tried the same useless trick that failed to fool her mother thirty years ago when she was trying to cover teenage love bites on her neck, and has dabbed a mixture of foundation and toothpaste on the bruising around her eye.

			The waitress brings two coffees in tall glasses, not apologising for the milky spills in the saucers, nor offering to fetch a cloth to wipe up the crumbs left on the table by previous customers.

			‘Did you want anything to eat?’ Tina asks Dee, but the waitress is already gone.

			Dee brushes the crumbs on her side of the table on to the floor. ‘It’s not what you think.’

			‘I’m thinking Frank.’

			‘Only indirectly.’

			‘An indirect black eye. That’s a new one.’ Tina takes two packets of brown sugar from the bowl at the centre of the table, rips off their corners and pours both into her drink. As she stirs, Dee picks up her own long-­handled spoon and stirs her coffee too, even though she’s no reason to except to buy a few moments to muster her thoughts. Tina knows a thing or two about men who’ll take a swing, but that’s never been Frank.

			Frank’s bad behaviour lies in a different direction.

			‘I know you won’t believe me, but it was just a stupid thing. I dropped my glasses and when I bent down to pick them up, I caught myself on the corner of the dining table. That’s it.’

			‘A likely story.’

			‘Dull but true.’

			‘So where does Frank come in?’

			Dee takes a sip of her coffee. ‘I was putting on my glasses so I could read the messages on his phone. Serves me right for trying to spy on him.’

			Tina looks at her in that way she has, weighing things up, choosing her words. People judge her by her appearance, thinking her long skirts and bangles and sandals mean she’s nothing but a hippy stuck in the past, but Tina has an uncanny gift for untangling human relationships.

			‘You think he’s having another affair,’ she says, reaching across the table to touch her friend’s hand. ‘How do you know? Are you absolutely sure? Is there a chance you’re being oversensitive, seeing things that aren’t there? Not that I would blame you, with his past form.’

			‘It’s the same old stuff,’ says Dee. ‘Phone calls he won’t answer while I’m around. Messages pinging at odd times, long silences, extra showers. And he keeps going AWOL, hours and hours he can’t account for. I don’t really think there’s any doubt.’

			Recounting the evidence rekindles the hurt. How could he take her for such a fool?

			She tries to smile through the tears pricking her eyes.

			‘I’m such an idiot,’ she says, though her voice comes out small. ‘He promised me he wouldn’t, and he swears blind he isn’t. But how can I believe him when all the same signs are there?’

			‘Oh, Dee, I’m so sorry. What a bastard. You must want to kill him.’

			‘Not this time. I’m not angry at him so much as myself, for giving him another chance. And I told him last time if it happened again, I’d divorce him, but now it looks like the time has come, I feel afraid to be alone. And I don’t want to upset Ruby.’

			‘What about Nat? What would she say? I expect she’d want you two to stay together.’

			Dee shakes her head. ‘Natalie wouldn’t care. Hard as nails, that girl is, and if her father upped and left, it wouldn’t surprise me to hear her tell him good riddance.’

			‘What will you do?’ asks Tina. ‘You can stay with me a while, if you need time to think. You know it’s not luxurious, but there’s always wine and chocolate.’

			Dee gives her a grateful smile. ‘Thank you. It helps to know there’s somewhere I could go. But I suppose I’m going to wait and see what the next few days bring.’ Her smile fades. ‘I’ve left it too late, haven’t I, to leave him?’

			‘Not if that’s what you want.’

			Dee’s eyes become distant, looking back into the past. ‘Why is it so hard to put your finger on where things go wrong? When we were first married, Frank and I were really good together, and Nat was such a bright and sunny child, always full of fun. I thought that was it, happy ever after. But then, I thought we were happy when Frank started playing his games, which goes to show what I know. Now I wonder why I put up with it, why I didn’t throw him out, but I never quite dared. Sometimes I think if only I’d had the confidence, I could have had a different life, got a little flat for me and Nat, been independent. I always wanted to go travelling. All those places I wanted to see, Venice, Florida, even just Edinburgh Castle. But Frank wasn’t keen and I’d no one else to go with.’

			‘You could still go. I’d go with you, if I could afford it.’

			Dee nods an acknowledgement and goes on, wistfully. ‘Shall I tell you something, something I’ve never told anyone? Once upon a time, years ago, I got caught in a downpour, and I did something I never do, I took shelter in a pub. Soon as I was through the door I wished I hadn’t gone in. It was full of businessmen drinking their lunchtime pints, barely another woman in the place, and when I got to the bar, I felt really awkward. The barman hadn’t noticed me and I was going to leave, but then a man standing next to me asked if he could buy me a drink. He was nice-­looking, handsome even. Frank and I were going through one of our bad times, and I thought what the hell, and I said yes. I asked for a glass of wine and this guy made a big show of making the barman open a fresh bottle of something I’d never tried before. It was lovely wine, and he was a lovely man. He was actually interested in me, asked me questions about where I was from, what I did for a living. We chatted until our glasses were empty, and then he offered to buy me another. And I so wanted to say yes, to be irresponsible, forget about where I was supposed to be and what I had to do later and just give myself up to whatever it was that was happening, because that’s what Frank would have done. Because I was already thinking I really, really liked this man, and he really liked me.

			‘His name was John. But when he offered me that second drink, I told him I couldn’t stay, even though he did his best to persuade me.

			‘I walked out on him. And from that day to this, I’ve never forgotten him. A few times after that, I went in there, hoping I’d see him again, but I never did.’

			Among the chatter from other tables, a melancholy silence hangs over them, until Tina says, ‘That’s such a sad little tale. A missed opportunity.’

			‘Story of my life,’ says Dee.

			 

			Wilf feels the spattering of rain.

			Hands deep in the pockets of his overcoat, he wanders up the riverbank, crossing the road to go into the Spar, hesitating when he reaches the shop door.

			His encounter with Natalie has unsettled and embarrassed him. Did anyone witness how she spoke to him? Do other people view him the same way?

			Inside, the shop is warm. Martine is behind the counter, chatting as she serves a young woman holding a boy about Ruby’s age by the hand, scanning and bagging fish fingers and spaghetti hoops. There is, Wilf notices, a bit of a queue. If he’d come earlier, he’d have avoided what passes in Wickney for a rush hour.

			Somehow, though, he wants to be part of the crowd.

			He picks up a wire basket and takes his time browsing, even though he already knows what’s on the shelves. He takes a small Hovis loaf, a pint of semi-­skimmed milk, a bag of frozen peas. By the cat food he dithers a while, undecided between pilchard, rabbit and turkey, in the end choosing none of them and plumping for beef. On his way to the till, he passes the bakery section again and decides he will after all have the packet of almond slices he resisted when he picked up the bread.

			The queue has grown shorter. He stands at its end. No one speaks to him.

			When his turn comes to be served, Martine smiles, as always. In the last three years she has buried her farmer husband and all but lost her teenage daughter to drugs, and behind the home-­tinted hair and supermarket lipstick she has the air of a conscripted soldier, trying to make the best of whatever life pummels her with. But her cheeks retain the ruddiness of a life spent outdoors, and Wilf wonders how she gets through her shifts in this place, with the fluorescent lights and cramped aisles and lack of windows.

			‘Hello, Mr Hickling.’ She scans the cat food, the peas, the almond slices. ‘How are you keeping?’

			‘Oh, as well as can be expected,’ says Wilf. ‘It’s still rather cold, though, isn’t it? I suppose that’s why I haven’t seen you out our way recently. You’ll be staying closer to home.’

			Martine scans the bread and the milk. ‘That bridle path can be so muddy this time of year. I’m afraid Rocky will slip and do himself a damage, and that’s the last thing I need. But I expect he’d enjoy a change. Maybe we’ll have a ride over sometime soon.’

			‘I’ve got some Polo mints for him in the cupboard.’

			Martine manages another smile. ‘He’ll be your friend forever. Anything else?’

			‘No, thank you.’

			As he picks up his shopping, Wilf wishes her good afternoon, but Martine’s moved on to the next customer and doesn’t reply.

			 

			He drives his Toyota over the bridge and then steadily along the rain-­glossed lanes, taking the same route as Natalie out of the village. Daffodils blow along the roadside dyke, and he recalls – years ago – planting some of those bulbs, him and Margot and Ma and Pa clambering up and down the steep bank sides, Ma complaining all the while how her back was killing her. For all that hard work, she saw them bloom only once before she was gone.

			Beyond the dyke, flat fen farmland stretches to a sky which some might call drab but where Wilf always sees shades of blue, even when they’re bleached almost to grey. There was a time when spring saw these fields ablaze with tulips, a glorious spread of crimson and pink. For days, sometimes into weeks, they were a sight to behold.

			Now it’s just the monochrome green of leeks.

			There are only two houses on Stickpike Lane. As he passes Turle’s Cottage, he notices Natalie’s little Peugeot is in the drive.

			Turning through the gateway of Nine Brethren House, he drives over the gravel to park in his usual spot, well out of sight of potential thieves.

			Mr Grimes is yowling on the doorstep. Wilf’s pleased by the welcome, and chatters away to him, asking the cat how his day has been as he fumbles for his keys.

			He sets the kettle to boil and puts away his shopping.

			Mr Grimes is rubbing round his legs. Wilf spoons cat food into a dish and places it on the cold kitchen floor.

			 

			Mention of Natalie has made Dee think she could call her, go over there, delay the inevitable return home. Natalie will have picked Ruby up from school, and time spent with her granddaughter is always cheering.

			When Dee dials the number, Natalie answers on the second ring.

			‘Hi, Mum.’ She doesn’t sound pleased to hear from Dee; she seems distracted, like she’s been interrupted.

			‘Hi,’ says Dee, far more brightly than she’s feeling. ‘I’m just thinking about popping over, if you’re home.’

			‘What for?’

			The blunt question takes Dee aback. ‘No special reason. Just to see you and Ruby. Cup of tea and a chinwag type of thing.’

			In the background, Dee hears Ruby ask, ‘Who is it?’ and when Natalie tells her it’s her grandmother, she calls out, ‘Hi, Grandma!’

			‘Hi, sweetheart,’ says Dee. ‘How was school?’

			‘Ruby, go and get changed out of your uniform,’ says Natalie. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, this isn’t a good time. I have work to do.’

			Natalie’s new work seems to take up a lot of her time.

			‘Why don’t I come and get Ruby, then?’ suggests Dee. ‘I’ll give her something to eat. She can come to us for a sleepover.’ And keep the peace between me and Frank. ‘Then she won’t get on your nerves.’

			Natalie hesitates, and Dee thinks she’s going to say yes.

			But instead she says, ‘Another time, Mum, OK?’

			‘Won’t she be in your way?’ Dee persists. ‘I’ll be there in no time, get her out of your hair. Just put her some pyjamas and her uniform in a bag, and I’ll whisk her away.’

			‘It won’t work for me tonight. Sorry but I have to go.’

			‘Are you all right, Natalie?’

			‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

			‘You just sound so stressed.’

			‘I’m not stressed, Mum, I’m busy.’

			‘And I was offering to help.’

			‘Well, thank you. I have to go.’

			Dee takes a deep breath. ‘Nat, your dad . . .’ But now isn’t the time.

			‘What?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘C’mon, tell me. What?’

			‘It doesn’t matter. Never mind. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, maybe.’

			‘Bye,’ says her daughter, and ends the call. 

			Leaving Dee to head back to the house she’s no longer sure is home.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Over the weekend, intervals of sunshine fail to lift the outside temperature. Wilf decides to venture into the garden anyway, thinking he should refill the bird feeders and cut back the elder he’s been meaning to prune for weeks.

			He wears a fleece-­lined gilet and hat against the cold breeze, and puts on a second pair of socks before pulling on his wellingtons. Mr Grimes sits on the conservatory windowsill staring out at the early blossom on the apricot tree, but although Wilf tries to tempt him, he shows no inclination to leave the house’s warmth.

			So Wilf goes outside alone.

			The elder grows in the border adjoining the lane. Readying his cutters, he pats his pocket to make sure the Polo mints are there. It’s not a bad day. Martine might possibly bring Rocky out this way.

			Wondering if they could already be on their way – this is about their usual time, somewhere around mid-­afternoon – he steps into the road, scanning the distance for a horse and its rider.

			Someone is there, but it’s not Martine and Rocky.

			Still a fair distance off, a woman is walking slowly, pushing a buggy.

			Wilf begins to cut at the tree, stepping back from time to time to check the shape he’s creating, working carefully to keep it even.

			After a while he hears the rumble of small wheels and peeps through the thinned branches to see who’s there.

			The woman with the buggy has stopped outside Turle’s Cottage. The little girl in the buggy is fast asleep.

			Wilf’s seen the woman here before, though not often; he assumes she’s a friend of Natalie’s, though with her lank hair and shapeless clothes she seems a curious companion for his glamorous neighbour.

			She’s looking at the upstairs windows, biting her nails, hesitant.

			Wilf steps out to show himself. ‘Good afternoon. Lovely day.’

			Startled, the woman turns to him with a hand on her plump chest. She gives a nervous laugh. ‘I didn’t see you there. You made me jump.’

			‘If you’re looking for Natalie, I think you’ll find she’s not home.’

			‘Really? Her car’s here.’

			‘That doesn’t mean much. She often gets picked up at weekends, taxis or boyfriends, I assume. She seems to have a glittering social life.’

			The woman’s face takes on an expression Wilf can’t quite name. Resentment? Disapproval? The hurt of being left out?

			‘I might just knock anyway,’ she says.

			‘Up to you, of course,’ says Wilf, and he goes back to his pruning.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Monday, 2.38 a.m.

			Dee can hear noises outside.

			She wasn’t fast asleep but drifting between uneasy dreams and short interludes of wakefulness – not quite insomnia but a close and equally unwelcome relation. She isn’t a woman who sleeps well alone. Since Frank moved to the spare room, she misses the secure warmth of a companion.

			During her sleepless episodes, she’s had ample time to become familiar with the noises of the night: the clatter of rubbish tumbled by a rummaging fox; the banshee wails of warring cats; the faraway drone of an overflying plane, usually a sign that morning is near. Some of the noises she likes; rain pattering on the window makes her feel safe and protected, even though she’s alone in this bed which was meant for two. And when the moon is full, she loves its otherworldly, metallic gleam behind the curtains.

			But the glare through the curtains now is not moonlight. Something’s triggered the security lights, and the sound which troubled her was the sliding open and the closing of the patio doors.

			Could someone have broken in? Not likely. Frank’s obsessive about locking those doors, about locking every door in the house and checking every window lock, and he won’t sleep unless his nightly ritual’s complete.

			She listens. All seems quiet.

			The security lights click off.

			A moment later, they come back on.

			She decides she’ll go and wake Frank.

			Climbing from the bed, she crosses to the window. Being sure to stay out of sight, she moves the edge of the curtain to peep out.

			Frank’s down there on the patio, hands in the pockets of his old dressing-­gown, staring out into the darkness at the garden’s end.

			He doesn’t look up.

			Frank being awake in the small hours is not normal. Frank is a total stranger to insomnia, and sleeps like the dead. And (as always) unlike her, in times of stress he sleeps longer and more deeply, taking shelter in unconsciousness from the pressures of the world.

			So it seems their row yesterday – they seem to be rowing almost daily –­ really got to him. They covered a lot of ground, in between the door-­slamming and the yelling. His absences. Her coldness. What’s going on with Natalie and what they should or shouldn’t do about it. This time, when they finally both ran out of grievances and insults, she felt they’d crossed a line into territory where they had rarely ventured before. The things he said made ashes of what love she still had for him. They headed for separate rooms on the very cusp of calling it quits.

			And at this point, she doesn’t really care.

			Maybe he doesn’t either. Maybe he’s down there thinking about leaving for good.

			Because for certain there’s something – someone – on his mind.

			She watches him take out his phone and glance at the screen. Is he checking the time or looking for messages? He switches off the phone and returns it to his pocket.

			Dee climbs back into the empty bed and tries to fix her mind on pleasant things – what book she’ll read to Ruby tomorrow, whether she has the ingredients for them to make scones – and before long she begins to feel mercifully drowsy.

			As she’s drifting away, somewhere close by she hears a car start.

			Or maybe that’s in her dreams.

			 

			In the morning, she’s up late and Frank’s apparently already left for work. No note to say he’s sorry, no text on her phone.

			Screw him.

			As she makes coffee, she turns on the kitchen TV, spends five minutes not engaging with Good Morning Britain and switches it off again.

			Wherever her marriage is heading, whether she gives a damn or not, she feels agitated, unsettled.

			She needs something to occupy her mind.

			Maybe Natalie would come over.

			After the brush-­off she got on Thursday, Dee hasn’t tried to get in touch, except for sending a couple of How’s things? messages yesterday morning.

			Picking up her phone, she sees Natalie hasn’t replied.

			The messages are unread. That’s out of character.

			She thinks about Ruby, wondering if Nat’s got her to school on time.

			Natalie’s phone, when she dials it, goes straight to answerphone. Uneasiness begins to whisper, and she wonders if everything’s OK.

			Wouldn’t any mother be concerned?

		

	
		
			FIVE

			The biggest compliment anyone’s ever paid Dee was to tell her she looked like Sharon Osbourne, though of course it wasn’t Frank who said it. Frank wouldn’t know Sharon Osbourne from the Princess of Wales, and anyway the comparison was made some years ago, before Sharon had all that dubious work done and lost a load more weight. Dee’s face has met no resistance to its fifty-­something sags and bags, and for every kilo Sharon’s lost, Dee feels she’s gained two.

			Even so, the guy holding the Go sign at the temporary road works gives her a grin as he waves her through. He’s in his sixties and no catch, but Dee takes it as a win anyway, a little boost to brighten her day. Maybe there could be a life after Frank, after all.

			Natalie’s new place is a twenty-­five-­minute drive away, and why she (or anyone else) would want to live in such a backwater is unfathomable to Dee. She’s always enjoyed the facilities and liveliness even a small town offers – even when the town is nothing special – and she thought Natalie felt the same way.

			But Natalie’s changed since her break-­up with Justin. She’s become obsessed with privacy, with living her own life – except of course when she’s wanting her dad to do some job around the house or needs a babysitter. And she’s needing a babysitter far too often to be good for Ruby.

			As Dee turns off the dual carriageway in the direction of Wickney, the rain becomes heavier. Dense, low clouds hang over the dismal fenlands, and even with the wipers going full speed, it’s hard to see the road, especially since her old car’s demister has failed as usual to clear the windscreen. She slows down, and rubs a hole in the fog on the glass just in time to see a muddied tractor emerging from a field gateway, blocking the carriageway as it makes the turn.

			She slams on the brakes, coming to a sliding stop far too close to the huge wheels. Headphones on, high up in his cab, the tractor driver’s oblivious, and rumbles away in the direction Dee’s just come from.

			She’s badly shaken. If she weren’t over halfway there, she’d go home and forget about Natalie. She’ll get no thanks for her visit anyway. Nat will tell her she’s old enough to look after herself, and she’ll be perfectly right. Or possibly she won’t even be home, and this trip will be a wild-­goose chase.

			Dee envies those women who are their daughters’ best friends, sharing shopping trips and spa days and hot chocolate in snuggly pyjamas on cold winter nights. To some extent, she always felt at war with her own mother, right from the day the puberty hormones kicked in. Even then, a part of her sensed her mother’s heartbreak at the loss of her innocent little girl, the child who’d get excited at the prospect of a picnic or a day at the seaside, who transformed overnight into a rude and hate-­filled stranger. By the time Dee emerged from that phase almost a decade later, the relationship was already beyond repair, destined to remain until her mother’s death never better than an uneasy truce, with too many emotional battle scars and too much hurt – on her mother’s side, at least – for them to ever again enjoy any real connection.

			So as Natalie approached that troublesome age – when the pouts and sulks were beginning, when the first slammed door and the inevitable Leave me alone! echoed through the house – Dee thought she was prepared. There’d be no war between her and Nat. Times had moved on; young people had a right to their freedoms, and there was no point in behaving like her own mother had done, issuing draconian curfews, grounding Dee when inevitably they were ignored.

			Except that Dee quickly came to see her own mother’s point of view. Lying awake in the dark as one hour after curfew became two – praying to hear a car pull up outside or for the phone to ring, anything to let her know her child wasn’t dead in a ditch – her sympathy with her own mother grew. And when eventually Natalie did come home, it was a shock to realise how quickly fear and dread for her safety could morph into pissed-­off rage, and how easy it was to say – in an echo of home, thirty years before – Where the hell have you been till this time?

			History repeats itself.

			And yet there were still days when she and Nat were close: shared interests, silly jokes, companionable times. Especially while she was with Justin. With him, Nat was calmer, sunnier, easier to get along with.

			Justin was good for her.

			But then she wanted to be free.

			 

			By the time Dee turns into Stickpike Lane, the rain’s all but stopped. From a distance – you can always see for miles

			across these flatlands – she can see Natalie’s car’s parked in front of the cottage. So there’s a chance at least she’s home.

			Even so, doubting her welcome, Dee seriously reconsiders turning round and going home herself. Visiting without calling ahead isn’t cool these days. But if Natalie’s near a window, she’ll have recognised the car, and that will seem odd. Better to go on, and if she gets a frigid reception she’ll risk being brutally honest and tell Natalie she was worried, that if she doesn’t want unannounced visitors she should answer her phone, that she might at least put the kettle on and offer her mother a coffee.

			Straight lines and rectangles make up the tapestry of the fens, designed by male minds for efficiency, and Nine Brethren House stands where Stickpike Lane bends in a right angle. The house is a gentleman’s residence on three floors, red brick and gambrel-­roofed in the Dutch style. Dee knows from her schooldays that the roof dates it to the eighteenth century, when engineers were hired from Holland to manage the drainage of the fens.

			The house is striking, yet its latticed windows and high chimneys seem to leak despondency. Before Turle’s Cottage was built, Nine Brethren was a solitary dwelling for two hundred years, isolated against the empty sky, too lonely even these days to anticipate many visitors. As Dee drives by, the gate across the driveway is closed.

			A short distance along the lane, Dee pulls in behind Natalie’s car on the gravelled frontage, and switches off the engine.

			The cottage is little changed from when it was built in the early 1900s: two bedrooms, a small kitchen and a living room, a downstairs bathroom in what must once have been the scullery, space for a washing machine in the inadequately converted coal cellar. At least there have been improvements to deal with damp and vermin.

			But this was a house built for labourers, who made what living they could off the land and waterways. When Natalie moved in, a sepia photograph hung on the landing. Its subject was a man – a rough, stooping, ragged creature wearing waders up to his thighs, a long wicker basket and trident on the ground beside him. Even behind glass, you could almost smell the dirt and dankness on him, see the river mud ingrained in his palms and in the wrinkles around his disturbing, pale eyes. Stephen Turle, the picture was labelled: a renowned eel-­catcher in his time, and first resident of this cottage.

			Ruby hated that photograph, insisting Turle’s eyes followed her up and down the stairs, fearing he would come at night to slip wriggling, slimy eels into her bed. Soon, she began to have nightmares, blamed by Natalie on the photograph, which she relegated to the back of a cupboard. But sometimes the nightmares still come. Dee doesn’t blame the photograph; she blames the house. This godforsaken outpost is too far from any friends – and doting grandparents – for any sociable child.

			The curtains at the front windows upstairs and down are open, and that’s a good sign. If Nat were sleeping off a wild weekend, she’d be a monster to deal with.

			Dee heads for the back door, expecting to see through the kitchen window Natalie putting the kettle on, even if reluctantly.

			But she’s not there.

			Dee knocks at the door. Over the fence in next-­door’s garden, a flurry of goldfinches chatter in the branches of a pear tree. Still no sign of Natalie. 

			Maybe Nat and Ruby got picked up by a friend this morning, so the mums could go shopping after they dropped the kids off at school.

			Maybe the car’s broken down again, and Nat called a taxi.

			Maybe Justin picked them up. Maybe there’s a reconciliation on the cards. But wishing and hoping won’t make that so.

			Of course there’s a chance she’s not well, though with Natalie, that’s usually self-­inflicted. If she’s hungover, Dee will struggle to keep her temper. What kind of an example does it set for Ruby, losing entire days like Natalie too often does to the after-­effects of alcohol? Why does she do that? But Dee knows the answer to that question, having occasionally been there herself. Some people try to drown their sorrows. If only she could figure out what Natalie’s sorrows are.

			She’ll have to let herself in or she’ll have completely wasted her time, coming all this way and not finding out if Nat’s OK.

			Dee knows where the key safe is, but before she resorts to that, she tries the door.

			And it opens.

			Standing in the doorway, she calls out. ‘Natalie? Nat, are you there?’

			No answer.

			Dee steps inside.

			On the table, a glass vase holds the drying remains of a florist’s bouquet, dead from lack of water.

			Natalie never mentioned anyone had sent her flowers. That’s unlike her; normally with such a gift, the first thing she’d do would be to ping Dee a photo and post on Instagram. Not this time, it seems, and Dee wonders about the sender.

			Aside from the fading flowers, the kitchen is clean. The dishes have been washed and stacked in the draining rack rather than being piled dirty in the sink, and the worktops are clear and wiped. But that’s unusual for a Monday morning, with the rush to get Ruby ready for school. Spills of Coco Pops, carbonised crusts of toast and abandoned coffee would be more normal. And the absence of Ruby’s favourite unicorn mug and bowl suggest Ruby wasn’t here for breakfast. If Natalie let Justin down again in their childcare arrangements, there’s likely to be trouble.

			Sometimes it’s hard to believe Nat cares about anything but her own convenience.

			The calendar hanging on the cellar door is scrawled on in Natalie’s hand: birthdays and school events, a hairdresser’s appointment and Ruby’s end-­of-­term outing. Nothing for today.

			In the lounge, she finds a similar story. By Natalie’s standards, it’s tidy.

			The door to the cupboard under the stairs – a dark hole where Natalie keeps the vacuum cleaner and shoves anything she doesn’t have a place for – is slightly ajar. When Dee goes to close it, she finds it blocked by the corner of Ruby’s duvet.

			Puzzled, she opens the door wide, finding a pillow to match the duvet spread over the terracotta-­tiled floor. On the pillow lies Ruby’s favourite Lottie doll, alongside a torch and the wrapper from a pack of strawberry Oreos. The cupboard smells unpleasantly musty. In an upper corner, cobwebs tremble as spiders scuttle away. The light she’s let in reflects on glass: the unsettling image of Stephen Turle is propped against the rear wall.

			Why has Ruby been playing in this grim hole? Pulling out the doll, duvet and pillow, Dee carries them upstairs.

			Frank’s been decorating Ruby’s bedroom and it stinks of paint. He’s almost but not quite finished; just a couple of square metres of the original cream emulsion remain on one wall, so if he’d taken another fifteen minutes he’d have been done, and all his clutter – the stepladder, paint cans, a roller and tray now dried to uselessness – could have been removed.

			Yet Frank’s a man of careful habits, who cleans his tools and clears away.

			From the way everything’s been left, you might assume he left in a hurry.

			To freshen the room, Dee goes to open the window, where the view is of next door’s lovely garden – a summerhouse set on a lawn brightened with early aconites, and a pond with ducks settled on its banks.

			Ruby often talks about those ducks, drawing endless pictures of them and telling Dee and Frank that one day she’ll be going to feed them. And as Dee watches, a man in his sixties comes out of the house carrying a bowl, calling the ducks as he scatters handfuls of pellets on the ground. The ungainly birds hurry towards him, and when his
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