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‘Holy. Hell. I haven’t finished a thriller this fast since Gone Girl’
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‘I am freaking out! Boy – did I not see that coming!’
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‘A fun, wild, suspenseful book that I couldn’t get enough of’
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‘An outstanding thriller – impossible for me to put down!’
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‘I want to read this story again in case I missed anything the first time!’
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‘I am still thinking about it – the last sentence was a jaw-dropper!’
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‘Wow, what a story! The ending just blew me away’
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‘You’ll definitely be left with your jaw on the floor and your head spinning’
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Prologue

As I see their face turn in my direction, their eyes light on me and narrow. I feel a jolt of fear. Is this the killer? I have a horrible feeling I’m right, though I don’t know why they did it, or why they’re after me now. All I know is that I have to start running again.

The trees seem to press in on me as I leave the path, my head darting from left to right as I try to look for obstacles while still making progress. Every moment, I’m expecting to feel an impact as I’m shot, but nothing comes. Without sound, everything around me seems surreal – no pounding of my feet, no tearing of breath, no whistling of the wind around me. I don’t feel like I’m making any progress, as if I’m trapped underwater and fighting my way through the depths. 

My head whips round again, trying to get a look at my pursuer, but there’s no sign of anyone. It’s worse than if I’d been able to see them, because now they could be anywhere. They could be creeping up behind me, just out of sight, and I wouldn’t be any the wiser.

I feel a whooshing sensation as something moves quickly past my face, but I can’t stop to find out what it was. It might have been some more snow falling from a tree, or it could have been something thrown by the person chasing me, in an effort to slow me down.

My breathing is laboured now, exhausted as I am, both from the running and the fear. If I carry on like this, I’m going to collapse. Spotting a fallen tree up ahead, I scramble over it then duck down into its shadow. There’s a small hollow there that has very little snow in it, and I curl up into the space, making myself as small as possible. I press myself to the ground, feeling for any vibrations caused by someone approaching. Please don’t let them find me. Please. Let me stay hidden.

As my breathing and heart rate slow ever so slightly, I try to stay aware of what’s around me. At first, I’m not sure I feel anything, but then there it is. The thud in the ground of someone running. I can’t stay here; they’ll find me.

Springing up, I take my chances and set off running again, not caring which direction I’m heading in. A low-hanging branch catches me with a glancing blow on the side of my face, making me gasp, but I don’t stop, ducking when I see another one coming at me. This one snags on my rucksack, however, and I fight for a moment to try and untangle it. Fear grips my heart, and I shrug out of the bag and carry on running, not caring that I’ve left my belongings behind. Right now, the only thing I’m focused on is running.

I think I see a movement out of the corner of my eye, and I turn my head. Too late. A hand grabs my arm, forcing me around. I fall, my feet slipping on the snow as I try to break free from the grip, aware of the scream rising up inside me, feeling my body shake with it as I let it out into the night air.



   

Chapter 1

Lauren

‘Emily!’

I pause for a moment after calling my sister’s name, then have to hold back my impatience when I realise Emily probably can’t hear me. Putting my cup of tea on the worktop, I go down the narrow corridor to the spare room and knock on the door.

‘Emily, are you up?’

The door opens suddenly, setting me off balance for a moment, but I right myself and look my sister up and down.

‘You’re not ready yet. It’s nearly twelve. We can’t be late, not today.’

‘Sorry, I lost track of time,’ Emily explains. She clearly isn’t as concerned about the time as I am, which riles me a little bit, but I bite back the response that’s forming in my mind.

‘Come on, you know what Morna will be like if we’re late,’ is all I say. If in doubt, I always project my own grumpiness onto someone else.

‘I don’t think that’ll make a difference to her attitude,’ Emily replies lightly, but turns back to her room and picks up her towel, before pushing past me towards the bathroom.

I watch my sister until the door closes, still struck by how eerie the likeness between us is. We’re only a year apart in age, and even though Emily is younger than me, many people assume she’s the elder sibling. I can’t explain why that irritates me so much. It hardly matters.

Until April of this year, the two of us hadn’t seen each other since I moved out at eighteen. So, that’s nearly eleven years, I work out in my head. I’d never intended to lose touch with Emily, but I’d wanted to get as far away from my old life and the care system as possible, and that meant cutting ties until I was ready to reach out again. But time went on, and it never seemed like the right moment. In the end it was Emily who tracked me down and offered the hand of friendship, which I have been trying to accept over the last eight months, but with very little success. 

It was a little awkward yesterday, and I can still feel some of that tension hanging around today. Emily had insisted it was important that we spend Christmas Day together, and I could see her point, so I reluctantly agreed. When it came to it, though, it was clear we would both have preferred to be doing what we usually did – Emily spending the day with friends in London, me either working or spending the day in my pyjamas with Netflix and junk food. It wasn’t that bad, having company, really, I suppose. But we’re still not fully relaxed with each other, and I’d felt like I needed to make a special effort. Maybe if I’d never been to Emily’s place in London I would have felt differently, rather than feeling self-conscious about having her in my own tiny flat.

While Emily showers, I wander back through to my little living-dining-kitchen area and pick up the cup of tea I abandoned a few minutes ago. The pale purple mug is chipped in two separate places, and the glaze is wearing off the handle. I bought it as part of a cheap crockery set in a bargain store when I first got my own place. Most of the set has broken over the intervening years, and I’ve gradually bought other things, so my plates and bowls are now a mishmash of different colours and styles – whatever I could afford at the time. There was none of that when I went to stay with my sister a few weeks ago. Emily has a full matching set of patterned Royal Doulton tableware, including a gravy boat. The white and blue of the plates is an extension of the colour scheme of her flat. When I visited, I spent the entire time terrified of spilling something on the white sofa, or the pale blue rug that covers the hardwood floor in the living room. My sofa, in comparison, is a sagging purple affair with the fabric fraying around the edges. It came from a charity shop, as did the couple of tables and the multicoloured rag rug on the floor. 

I know it probably sounds like I resent Emily’s success, and maybe I do. I’m proud of the fact that I bought everything I own myself, with money I earned, and have made my home my own, but there’s something about all the expensive and tasteful things Emily has that makes me more critical of my own belongings. Not that Emily has made any sign that she thinks my flat’s beneath her, or anything like that. It’s all in my head, I know. Still, I’m glad we’ve got it over with for this year, and we’re going to spend today very firmly within my comfort zone. And who knows, maybe things will be different by next Christmas.

The sound of the shower is still drifting through the bathroom door and I check my watch again. There’s no point shouting at Emily to hurry up: she will have taken her cochlear implant processors off when she went in, so won’t be able to hear anything without them. Emily contracted meningitis when she was only a few days old, and it left her with no hearing in one ear and barely any in the other. She had implants in both ears when she was only a tiny baby, at a time when I was barely walking, so Emily’s deafness is all the two of us have ever known. Within a few short years of that operation, we were placed in foster care. 

A minute later, the door to the bathroom opens, and Emily emerges, brushing her hair. It’s the same blonde as mine, but with expensive highlights added. Mine is all natural, from spending so much time outside, but it’s always darker in the winter. Apart from that, it would be hard to tell us apart from the back, I think. My body is a bit more muscular than Emily’s, which comes from a job that involves physical, outdoor work, and Emily’s about half an inch taller, but at first glance these differences wouldn’t really be noticeable. For a moment, I allow myself to wonder what it would be like to be Emily for a short time, to slip into her life and wear it like a coat.

Emily hooks a processor over her ear and attaches the transmitter to the left side of her head with the magnet. Picking up the other one, she does the same, then a moment later she frowns and removes it again.

‘This one isn’t working again. I keep telling them there’s something wrong with it.’

‘Did you charge it?’ I ask. To be honest, I have no idea how the technology works – I wasn’t interested when we were kids and I haven’t really thought about it again since.

‘Yeah, it was charging overnight, but the light’s not on now. I’ll just have to make do with one today and let the hospital know it’s not working.’ Looking up at me, she grimaces. ‘I’m sorry, I know you’re in a hurry. I’ll get a move on.’

‘I just don’t want to give Morna any more ammunition. You know what she’s like.’

I click the kettle back on and offer Emily a cup of tea while she goes to the fridge and grabs some leftovers from yesterday. I hadn’t planned for meals beyond Christmas dinner, so it’s lucky that I overcatered and there’s plenty of food left.

‘Why doesn’t she like you?’ Emily asks.

I shrug, not wanting to start the uncomfortable task of analysing my relationship with Morna. ‘She’s a volunteer, I’m a paid employee. She doesn’t like it when I get to tell her what to do.’

What I don’t tell Emily is that Morna and I applied for the same job four years earlier, and I think Morna still hasn’t got over the fact that she missed out on the position. It wasn’t just the difference in our ages that made me the better candidate, although with Morna being in her sixties I can see why my boss hadn’t been keen to employ someone who would probably retire within a couple of years. I was better qualified for the position, having taken a college course in wildlife conservation online while working two different jobs in order to afford rent and food. I worked bloody hard to get the job I desperately wanted, and I don’t need someone like Morna constantly harping on at me.

‘Is everyone going to be there today?’ Emily asks, a forced casualness to her tone. 

‘Yes, including Ben,’ I reply, trying really hard not to roll my eyes, though I think it comes across in my voice anyway.

Emily looks down at her plate and picks at a bit of leftover potato, then wipes her fingers delicately on a garish Santa napkin before she responds.

‘I wasn’t thinking about Ben. I was wondering if Alec would be there.’

A cold wave of nausea washes through me at the mention of Alec’s name. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t miss today’s walk if you paid him to stay away, because today is something a bit different. Today, the nature reserve is closed to the general public, but because I work there, I’m allowed to bring a small group of guests in, so it was an obvious venue for our little nature group’s Boxing Day meet-up. I’ve been meeting up with them for over three years now, at least once a month, in different nature reserves, woods and beaches around Lincolnshire. The group was originally started by one of my former colleagues, but when she moved to Wales, I more or less took over responsibility for it. People have come and gone in that time, though only Alec and Ben have been part of the group longer than I have. 

We all went out for drinks before Christmas, and it was a great evening until Alec ruined it. Anyone else would probably avoid the group for a while, or at least get in touch with us all to apologise, but there’s been nothing from him on our group chat and I just know he’ll be there. He won’t be able to pass up the opportunity to try and show us all how clever he is, how knowledgeable about the birds and wildlife around the reserve. Our group doesn’t have a leader, as such, but Alec is still convinced he’s the one in charge, and the rest of us have a tacit agreement to either take it in turns pretending to listen to him, or change the subject to break the flow of his words. It works, most of the time, and we keep the peace, but I think things will change in a big way after what happened the other night.

I sigh and scrub a hand across my face. The headache is back, pulsating away in my temples, and I briefly wonder if it’s the thought of Alec that brought it back. 

‘I don’t know if he’ll be there,’ I tell Emily now. ‘I can’t see him staying away, unfortunately. I don’t think he’s socially aware enough to realise how he made everyone feel the other night.’

Our reactions were varied, I’d say, but Kai really surprised me with the vehemence of the way he tried to confront Alec. His temper might be something I need to keep an eye on today. When I planned this, all I’d wanted was for the seven of us to have a nice walk on Boxing Day, get some fresh air and maybe see a few birds. I don’t want to find myself in charge of crowd control if someone takes Alec to task about the other night.

Honestly, I’ve considered saying something to Alec myself. What he came out with the other night … it rattled me, but I haven’t yet decided the best way to go forward. It’s dangerous, I know that much, and if I go about it the wrong way there could be serious repercussions. It has to be face to face, but should I try to speak to him alone, or completely ignore him and call his bluff? The wrong decision could be catastrophic. 

Emily is shaking her head. ‘I don’t understand him, at all. I thought he was just a nice old man, but …’

I snort. ‘He’s not that old. He’s only in his fifties.’

‘Really? I thought he was older than that.’

‘It’s the way he dresses,’ I reply, wondering if anyone has ever tried to give Alec a few pointers on dressing for the twenty-first century. 

‘Maybe so,’ Emily concedes with a nod. ‘Anyway, I’m not planning on going near him today if I can help it.’

I look at my watch again, anxious to change the subject. ‘Are you nearly ready?’

‘Sure, just let me get my boots.’

‘Do you mind driving today?’ I ask. I’ve been nervous about broaching the subject, so I’ve left it until as late as possible. ‘I think my car has some sort of rattle on the engine, I need to get it booked in for a service.’

Emily hesitates, but then smiles. ‘Fine. As long as you direct me. I don’t know the way well enough yet.’

As my sister goes off to collect what she needs for the day, I stay in my seat and put my head in my hands. I normally look forward to these days out with the nature group. Emily started joining us when the two of us reconnected, in an effort to get to know me better, and I know I should be touched by the gesture, but it irritates me. This group was mine, my friends and my hobby; why did she have to come in and claim it for herself?

Checking Emily is still in her room, I go into my own bedroom and open my bedside drawer. There is a tin inside, which I open, moving aside a layer of papers until I find what’s hidden beneath. I slip the penknife into my pocket, grab my rucksack, which is already packed, then go back into the living room to wait for my sister.


   

Chapter 2

Morna

There is something secretly thrilling about having the keys to the visitor centre and letting myself in when there is nobody else on the whole of the reserve. Well, apart from Alec, of course. I roll my eyes just at the thought of the man. His car was already in the car park when I arrived, and I actually felt a bit miffed that he’d beaten me to it. Of course, he would have gone in via the side gate. It’s only about two hundred metres from the visitor centre, but it’s there to allow rangers vehicle access to the paths across the reserve. Alec isn’t supposed to have a key, but he’s one of those men that seems to get everything he expects, simply because of the pompous way he speaks to people. Even I’ve found myself deferring to him, occasionally.

Anyway, at least he won’t bother me for the next half hour or so if he’s out with his scope. There might be something interesting out on the scrapes and he will be desperate to be the first one to spot it. I sigh, the sound echoing strangely off the glass doors as I let myself in. Why can’t he just wait? There’s something lovely about a shared experience of wildlife, something special about being together in a group when someone spots something beautiful, or uncommon. But no, Alec always wants to find it by himself, then when all of the others arrive, he’ll crow about what he’s seen, puffing his chest out as if a sighting of a Great Grey Shrike is the sort of thing that elevates him above the rest of us.

It’s midday, but the grey sky outside means the centre is gloomy with only the natural light that comes through the large windows facing out onto the reserve. Shaking my head and trying to rid myself of this negative mood, I turn on the lights in the entrance way and the café, then make my way through to the kitchen. I switch on the big urn, leaving it to heat up, so everyone will be able to have a hot drink when they arrive, as well as fill their flasks. Once that job is ticked off my mental list, I go back out to the car for the shopping bags that I left in the boot. A walk on Boxing Day should start with a full stomach, I’d decided that as soon as we’d planned this walk, so I’ve brought everything I think we might need for a satisfying lunch – muffins, bacon, and a selection of sauces. I expect everyone filled up on turkey and Christmas pudding yesterday, so they might not have eaten before they arrive, and it might be more like a late brunch. Emily is a vegetarian, so I spent some time looking at the range of fake meats, but in the end I decided that eggs were probably a safer bet than some sort of processed vegan ‘bacon’ that looks like it’s made of playdough. I take the bags into the kitchen and lay everything out on the worktop, then root through the cupboards to find the equipment I’ll need. 

My head is deep in one of the metal cupboards when I hear the throaty rumble of an engine outside. Whatever the vehicle is, it sounds bigger than a car, and I don’t know who it could be. Straightening up, I wipe my hands absentmindedly on a tea towel and walk back towards the entrance to the visitor centre. Here there is a large glass panel next to the door, from which I have a clear view of the majority of the car park, but the only vehicles I can see are my car and Alec’s. I’m going to have to go outside and look. Pulling the door of the centre closed quietly behind me, I step out onto the decking at the front of the building, then begin to make my way down the path back towards the car park. Some instinct makes me move carefully, trying to avoid making a sound as I walk.

Rounding the corner, the rest of the car park comes into view, but there are no other vehicles there. Strange. I turn around a couple of times, in case I somehow missed it, but there’s nothing. Only Alec’s car, parked closest to the entrance, then mine a few spaces further down. It must have been a farm vehicle passing nearby, and I was wrong about where the sound was coming from. Something about it has rattled me, though.

The weather has been bitterly cold for the last week, and there’s still ice on the ground, so I have to watch my footing as I walk back up the path. When I reach the door to the visitor centre, I notice it’s standing ajar. Did I close it fully when I stepped outside, or did I fail to push it all the way? I can’t be certain, but my heart increases its pace as I step across the threshold into the building. It’s Boxing Day, and the whole reserve is closed for five days over the Christmas period. Lauren managed to get special permission from the director to open up and bring our little wildlife spotters group here today, so there’s no reason for anyone else to be here. Surely anyone who shouldn’t be here wouldn’t just brazenly walk into the centre, even when it’s deserted? But if someone has turned up at the reserve not knowing it’s closed, and has found the door to the visitor centre open, it would stand to reason they might go inside.

‘Hello?’ I call as I step further into the entrance. ‘Is there anyone there?’

Silence. I must have left the door open behind me, I think, giving a little self-deprecating laugh, though it sounds a bit strangled in the empty space. Come on, Morna, I tell myself. You’re only sixty-seven. Too young to be losing your marbles just yet. Still, I take a deep breath to try and calm my nerves before going back through to the kitchen. 

There’s no sign of anyone having been in the café, and the door on the other side of the building, which leads out to the reserve, is still locked. In the kitchen, the first thing I do is pull up the metal serving hatch between the preparation area and the main part of the café – I want to see anyone else who arrives. I won’t admit to being rattled, being there on my own, but I faff about nervously in the kitchen for a few moments, picking up pans and putting them back down again, before I actually light upon a useful task. Setting to, I start cutting the muffins and arranging them, ready to be grilled when the others arrive, as well as setting out pans for the bacon and eggs. I take the sauces and line them up on the counter, so we can all help ourselves – one thing I do know is never to get between a Northerner and their sauce preferences. I’ve brought brown sauce, ketchup, and a bottle of Henderson’s relish: we’re near enough to South Yorkshire that it’s definitely a favourite amongst some locals, and as I’m from Sheffield myself I don’t feel like any condiment tray is complete without it. 

At one point, I think I hear a door closing, and I pause in the middle of what I’m doing, my hand hovering over a stack of coffee cups. There’s no further sound, however, and I shake my head for what feels like the hundredth time, chastising myself for being so jumpy. 

Everything is ready to go for when the others arrive, so I make myself a coffee and sit down at one of the large wooden tables in the café. I choose a seat facing the large window onto the reserve, and spend a few minutes just watching the sway of the trees, their bare branches scratching a sky the colour of dirty snow – not the crisp, pure white of a fresh fall, but the pale, murky brown of the slush that remains at the edges of the pavement after three days. Despite the image, I’m sure it’s too warm for snow. I hope it doesn’t rain, though. Even if we’re all dressed for changeable weather, there’s something about rain in December that always makes everyone miserable.

There’s some movement out near the edge of the woods, and I move closer to the glass to get a better look. There’s a pond just outside, on the other side of the decking, and we often get some interesting birds visiting. It’s amazing to be able to sit and have a coffee, watching the wildlife as it goes about its business, seemingly unfazed by the presence of the visitor centre. The really shy ones won’t come out here, we’re not going to get a Bittern sighting from the café, but there are often Herons and Egrets stalking the reeds at the edge of the pond, as well as a few different kinds of ducks. 

Is that a bird, though? I peer into the treeline, where I think I’ve seen movement. It could be a deer, I suppose, though they don’t usually come round this way. Grabbing my bag, I pull out my binoculars and take a closer look. A moment later, I realise I’m holding my breath. What’s wrong with me today? True, I’m used to the centre having several members of staff in the kitchen or the shop, as well as a varying number of visitors to the reserve. I’d been looking forward to being here on my own this morning, but as it turns out, I’m not enjoying the atmosphere. With nobody else here, it strikes me just how isolated this place is. I know Alec is out there somewhere, but that thought isn’t a particularly comforting one, either. Hopefully it won’t be long until one of the others is here. 

I sit back down, clutching my coffee, hoping the warmth from the mug will help me relax. There’s no further sign of movement out in the trees, so it must have been a bird. Or maybe Alec, of course. Nothing to worry about. While I’m alone, I take the opportunity to pull out the photo I keep tucked into my purse. I gaze at it for a moment, lost in memory, then put it away again. It won’t do to have someone else notice it, not after Alec … I catch my breath as a wave of anger rises up inside me. How could he have behaved so callously the other night? I’d thought he was better than that. My anger is a veneer, however, only finely covering the sick feeling of dread I’ve been experiencing in the pit of my stomach ever since I realised that he’d been talking about me. Of course, at the time I didn’t dignify it with a response, and I haven’t dared to contact him since. With any luck, he will have forgotten about it altogether, given how much he had to drink that night. If nobody else brings it up, perhaps we can all move on and pretend it never happened. 

Remembering that night still chills me, though. He didn’t look drunk when he fixed me with that piercing stare, teasing me and the others with what he might be about to say. No, I can’t hope that it’s all over. If I do that, and don’t seize the opportunity myself, I will no longer have any control over the situation. Glancing over my shoulder to check nobody else has come in while I’ve been deep in thought, I pull out the photo once again, stroking it softly. Today is the day; I will do what I’ve been planning for a while now. It’s going to be difficult, and scary, and might not go as smoothly as I hope, but it’s the only thing to do now Alec has forced my hand. I look down at the photo and hope they will forgive me, in time. 



   

Chapter 3

Alec

The door to the hide creaks as I open it, and I make a loud tutting noise. I’ll have to mention it to Lauren when she arrives. It’s no good letting the maintenance of the hides slacken, not when the slightest of sounds could scare off the birds out on the marshes. I’m sure I’ve told her before about the time when I was in the Western Isles, when I and a group of other keen birders had been waiting for a close sighting of some Blue-Winged Teal. A public footpath ran quite near the hide, and some idiot out for a ramble had left their phone on. It rang, loudly, just as the birds were coming in to land, and startled them so much they flew off. It was all I could do to keep a civil tongue in my head when the man walked past in full conversation, oblivious to the damage he’d done. Some people just have no respect for the environment and the living creatures around them.

This nature reserve is the biggest in Lincolnshire, and as such is one of my favourite places to spend a day. There’s such a wide variety of bird species, and always something interesting to see, no matter the time of year. It was developed from a mixture of disused agricultural land and clogged-up marshes, but soon became a haven for wildlife once some care and attention was put into the area. Of course, I’ve been visiting since before they had a fancy café and shop, before there were even public toilets, and I sometimes feel that too many people are encouraged to come here, but I suppose they have to make money somehow in order to pay their staff. 

Setting my bag down with precision on one of the benches, I reach up and carefully open the hatch, securing it in place with the latch. This hide has solid wooden hatches with no glass in them, so the only light entering the hut comes from the opening I have just created. I settle myself on the bench then open my bag. I am very particular about the way I pack my bag, in order to be able to reach everything I need in the correct order. First, I remove my binoculars, placing them on the bench on my other side. They are my pride and joy, top of the range, and I always get the best view of the wildlife wherever I happen to be because of these beauties. The magnification level is superior to anything else on the market, and the seven-lens eyepiece gives a superb clarity of image. I’ve told the others in the nature group about the features several times, so I’m quite surprised that none of them have gone on to buy their own. Really, they’re not capable of taking even a little bit of advice. As the most knowledgeable person in the group, and the de facto leader, I must confess to being a little disgruntled that they don’t consider my expertise to be something worth acting on.

Next out of the bag is the new scope I bought myself for Christmas. I turn it over in my hands a couple of times, admiring the sleekness of it, before I set up my tripod and mount the scope. I spent hours poring over websites trying to choose the best one – both the dedicated birdwatching sites that I regularly frequent, and other sites devoted to digital cameras and stargazing. Many of the qualities desirable in a telescope are also useful for wildlife watching, and I didn’t want to make a poor choice. In the end, I selected one, and I’m pleased with my choice. It has the largest diameter objective lens of all the scopes I’ve seen, and is made by one of the high-end brands. Some of my friends think it doesn’t matter which brand you purchase, as long as it fulfils your requirements, but personally I feel there’s something to be said for getting brands people know and recognise. A beginner is bound to have more respect for my expertise if they see the make of my equipment, I’m sure of it, and it’s important to me to be able to pass on my wisdom to newcomers to birding. 

There’s a sudden flurry of activity out on the marshes in front of me, so I quickly adjust the settings on my new scope and set up my binoculars. A couple of months ago, Kai asked me why I use both pieces of equipment – I roll my eyes just remembering the exchange.

‘They serve different purposes,’ I replied, trying not to make my voice sound too patronising. It can be difficult, though, when people ask silly questions.

‘How? They both give you a close-up view of the marshes. Why do you need to lug both around with you all day?’ Kai had still looked perplexed, and not for the first time I wondered how serious the young man really was about observing wildlife in any form.

Sighing, I tapped the scope. ‘This one is mounted on a tripod, so it’s good for observing one particular patch of land or water. But if a bird takes flight and I want to track it, the binoculars are much better for that.’

‘So why bother with the scope? You can watch a fixed point with binoculars, too. You know, you just stay still.’ He’d given a shrug and wandered away, clearly not interested in the answer, and leaving me with my mouth open. Really, it was quite rude of him. Clearly Kai has never spent five hours sitting in one position waiting for a Sea Eagle to leave its nest so he can get a clear view of it in flight. If you try to hold your binoculars in one position for that long, you’ll regret it. 

Thinking of Kai sets a ripple of unease travelling through my stomach. The way the boy manhandled me the other evening had been uncalled for, though I do accept perhaps I was a little unwise. Emily was practically hysterical, silly girl. As if I did anything wrong; it was just a harmless touch to emphasise the importance of what I was saying to her. Young women today seem to think everything is about them, and I think I would be well within my rights to ask for an apology from her. If she hadn’t started screeching and making a big deal out of it, I wouldn’t have got angry and said those things. I only wanted to tell her, to warn her … Still, if she isn’t interested, that’s her problem, not mine. 

Now I think about it, I didn’t consider the potential impact of my words. Despite the fact that I might have had rather a few too many glasses of red wine, I still remember the looks on all their faces as I stood there, before Kai hustled me outside. It was a few days ago, though, so hopefully they will have all got over it by now and won’t try to bring it up again. That would just be embarrassing for everybody. After all, I have no intention of telling them all everything I know. That is, unless I think it will be worth my while. I only decided to say anything to Emily on the spur of the moment, and that was due to the alcohol. After the way she reacted, I don’t think she deserves to know now, and she will have to suffer the consequences.

No, I’m satisfied that I didn’t do anything wrong at the pub the other evening. What is it they call people who take offence at everything? Of course, I think, looking at the yellow-grey sky: snowflakes. If they have a problem with me, it’s because they’re snowflakes. Pushing that evening to the back of my mind, I open my bag once again and pull out my flask. When it came to packing for the day, I have made sure I’m prepared. It’s not just my optical equipment that is top of the range, but also everything else that I carry. What’s the use of having high-end binoculars if your flask leaks and tea gets into the mechanism? What if the lid of your sandwich box pops off and you get crumbs caught around the edge of the lenses? What if the strap of your bag breaks while you’re walking, and you drop thousands of pounds of equipment in the mud? No, I always buy the best available when it comes to my outdoor pursuits, meaning not only do I always have a hot cup of tea, but I am content in the knowledge that my equipment is safe.

I check my watch. The others are due to arrive around one, giving us some time to catch up and share a drink and something to eat before setting out to the opposite end of the reserve. We are intending to catch the Starling murmuration, which will happen sometime between half past three and four this afternoon, I expect. The birds have been right down at the far end of the marshes for the last week, so it’s necessary for us to walk the four or five miles to the furthest hide if we want to get the best view of the nightly display. 

Murmurations are a beautiful sight, and something that I would happily watch on a daily basis, because they’re never quite the same. The balletic movements of thousands of birds, all synchronised in a way only nature can choreograph. I do hope the others will be as respectful of the Starlings as the birds deserve, but unfortunately I’ve learnt recently that they’re not all quite as dedicated to the beauties of the natural world as I am.

As I look across the marshes, I sweep my binoculars around from right to left, scanning to see what’s out there. Plenty of Lapwings and Mallard, and Herring Gulls too. A Heron on the edge of the reeds, his head low. A strip of bright white catches my eye – a little Egret. Nothing too out of the ordinary, which is disappointing. I would dearly love to take a little titbit back for the others, a hint of something special they might see. As I continue to scan the reeds, I hear the tell-tale booming call of a Bittern, and my spirits rise slightly. Bittern are well known to frequent the reserve, but they’re still rarely seen, and I expect at least a couple of the others have never seen one. 

I catch sight of something moving, but it’s not in the reeds, where I would expect to find a Bittern; there’s something out beyond there, in the woods. Training my binoculars on the area, I can’t see anything, so I switch to the scope, letting out another huff of indignation that Kai might think the two pieces of equipment do exactly the same job. A few moments of looking through the scope, and I sit up again, frowning. It looked like a person. Nobody else should be on the reserve right now. I know Morna had intended to arrive early and sort out the kitchen, but she wouldn’t be wandering about on the edge of the woods, not on her own. But the reserve is closed to the public today, so who else can it be?

Making up my mind, I leave my scope where it is and step out of the hide, looking up and down the path before I set off to my right. The path skirts the edge of the marshes, then meets another path running along the edge of the woods. I won’t have to go far to catch a glimpse of whoever it was. Of course, I’m wary of leaving the rest of my equipment in the hide, but as there’s nobody else around, it should be perfectly safe.

I march up the path for a few metres, keeping my eyes on the woods ahead, occasionally stopping to look through my binoculars at the treeline. Even though the trees are bare of foliage, the forest still looks dense due to the sheer number of sycamore and beech trees that crowd up to the path. If someone walked only a few metres into the woodland here, I wouldn’t be able to see them. But why would they be going into the woods that way? The path runs along the edge of the trees at this point, and anyone striking off the path would need a very good reason for doing so. There are all sorts of wildlife that could be disturbed, even at this time of year, and all visitors are asked to keep to the paths. Clearly whoever it is has no respect for the rules. Puffing out my chest, I continue walking.

As the path curves round to the right, there’s a shortcut that dips into a hollow down to my left. I stand there for a moment, deciding which way to go, until I hear a sound that seems to come from the railway bridge. Making up my mind, I scramble down the bank into the hollow, then back up the other side, cutting out a good few metres of path. When I reach the top, I pause again, and for the first time I find myself thinking about who or what I might be following. Of course, it might not be a person at all, but a deer. There’s a large herd of roe deer that roam the reserve, but that means you also get poachers. Could I have seen a poacher, thinking that nobody would be out on the reserve today, giving them free rein?

I shudder at the thought. Poachers will have shotguns, most likely. Maybe I saw a deer, or Morna having a quick walk, but if it was a poacher I don’t want to interfere – let the police deal with criminals. I’m no have-a-go hero. Another sound comes from my left, an echo from under the railway bridge, and that makes up my mind for me. Turning around swiftly, I take the shortcut back over to the other path and head back to the hide, to my equipment and birds. I don’t want to get involved.


   

Chapter 4

Ben

‘Do you want to take a pack-up with you, love? I’ll do you a couple of turkey sandwiches.’

‘No thanks, Mum. Honestly, I’ll be fine.’

I try not to wince as my mum fusses around me. I know she means well but that doesn’t stop her from being embarrassing. I don’t know why I let her talk me into staying over last night. Well, I do. I didn’t want to leave her alone at any point on Christmas Day, not the first year since Dad left. I thought that if she had company for the whole day, maybe it would prevent her getting too maudlin. And I could stop her from getting drunk and calling Dad, which wouldn’t have ended well for any of us.

In the end we had quite a nice day. There’d been a forced quality to Mum’s smile several times during the day, but not as often as I’d expected. My brother turning up with the kids in tow definitely helped, because it focused her mind on the positives in her life. Jamie and I hadn’t intended to take sides in the breakdown of our parents’ marriage, but when Dad fucked off to Spain with his new girlfriend and told us he wouldn’t be sending anything for Christmas, even for Jamie’s kids, he made it a little more difficult to remain neutral. 

I’d never tell Mum this, at least not for a few years, but I was glad to see the back of him. Dad was never abusive, or anything like that, but he was self-centred and had been making Mum miserable for years. Everything she did was for him, and the ungrateful bastard barely even noticed her. Well, good riddance. It’s been less than six months, but I feel like Mum’s already starting to get a bit of confidence back. It might be a while until I can convince her to date again, but we’ll work on that. I don’t want her to be alone.

‘It’s cold out there, love. You’ll need something to keep you going,’ she’s saying, getting a loaf of bread out and cutting a couple of generous slices.

‘Mum,’ I begin, but then I realise there’s no point arguing with her. Looking after me and Jamie gives her some pleasure, so I’m not going to deny her that. Besides, she makes amazing sandwiches, and even if I don’t eat it while I’m on the reserve I’ll have it to take home with me afterwards. Boxing Day isn’t complete without a turkey sandwich. I settle myself on a stool at the breakfast bar and watch her as she busies herself with the food.

‘Everyone going to be there today?’ she asks casually.

‘Yes, I think so,’ I reply, not meeting her eye. I know what’s coming.

‘What about your girlfriend? About time you brought her here to meet me.’

I wince. ‘I told you, Mum. She’s not my girlfriend. She’s just a friend.’

‘Uh huh. So why are there so many photos of her on your phone?’

‘You looked at my phone?’ I can feel the colour flood my face, but Mum just laughs.

‘Only over your shoulder when you were taking photos of the kids yesterday.’ She leans over the breakfast bar and ruffles my hair, as if I’m twelve rather than thirty-two. ‘I’m sorry, love. You know I’m only teasing you.’

I force a smile, knowing it’s my own fault. Once Jamie and his brood had left yesterday, she started asking questions about my love life, obviously wondering if I have any plans to settle down and produce some more grandchildren for her, to keep up with my brother. Honestly, it’s something I desperately want, but I never seem to have much luck with the women I meet. I can’t tell Mum that, though. We’re close, but not enough for me to open up to her about that sort of stuff. 

‘What’s her name again?’ she asks, even though I know she will have committed everything I’ve told her to memory.

‘Emily,’ I mutter. Why on earth did I tell Mum her real name? If I hadn’t, then I could pretend I’d been talking about someone else entirely, and this fake woman could just fade away whenever the lie became too difficult to sustain. But in the spirit of pleasing Mum, I told her all about Emily. The problem was that I stretched the truth and mentioned that we might have been on a couple of dates, which of course we haven’t, because idiot boy here hasn’t managed to get up the courage to ask her out yet. I didn’t think Mum needed to know that part, so last night after a couple of glasses of wine I embellished the truth a bit and spun a story that sounded like the start of a beautiful, lifelong romance. It was only this morning that I realised the dangers of this – what if I do actually grow a pair and ask her out, and she accepts? When she eventually meets my mum, she’ll think we’ve been dating for a lot longer than we have. Of course, I still need to ask her out in the first place.

It doesn’t help that Lauren’s making things awkward. She’s the one I did find the courage to ask out, nearly a year ago. I made a new year’s resolution to be more confident and conquer my fears in social situations, and talking to women I like had been a big part of it. Needless to say, she turned me down, in no uncertain terms, and the memory of it still stings. But then I met Emily … 

Even thinking about her makes my face and neck heat up slightly, not to mention the sensations in other parts of my body. I got on well with her right from the start, but Lauren always seems to keep getting between us. Whenever I try to get Emily on her own, Lauren turns up. I know the pair of them are just getting to know each other again after however many years, but surely that shouldn’t stop me also getting to know Emily? Maybe Lauren’s jealous, and wants to keep Emily to herself. Anyway, I asked for Emily’s number a couple of months ago and she was just about to give it to me when her sister turned up and distracted her. I haven’t had the nerve to ask again. I keep hoping she’ll remember and volunteer it, without me having to put myself out there.

Mum wraps up the turkey sandwich in some foil, then cuts a large piece of Christmas cake and wraps it up separately. Putting them in a bag, she goes to the fridge.

‘Anything else you want to take, love? There’s loads of food left here. That Michaela never eats much, does she?’

I roll my eyes behind Mum’s back, knowing she’s constantly trying to fatten up Jamie’s wife. ‘I thought she ate a perfectly normal amount of food for an adult,’ I reply, not rising to it. ‘It’s the rest of us whose portions are off.’

‘Well, if you can’t eat as much as you want at Christmas, when can you? Christmas, and all-inclusive holidays,’ she says with a grin.

‘The sandwich and the cake are great, thanks Mum,’ I say, getting off the stool and going to collect my stuff from the other room. 

‘You sure you won’t stay another night?’ she calls through to me. 

‘I’m only ten minutes away, you know that. Anyway, you’ll want some peace and quiet tonight.’ I know that might not be true, but I want a bit of space for a couple of days, before I go back to work. I don’t get a lot of time off, working for a law firm, and I want to take advantage of some of it by going for a couple of walks by myself, and then spending the evening with a takeaway and a film. I could do the latter with Mum, but if I do things like that too often I know it won’t be long until she suggests I move back in, and I definitely don’t want to start down that slippery slope. Oh, she’d say it’s so I can save some money, but I know her main reason would be that she wants some company. No, I’m better off going home after today’s group walk, and trying to get Mum to go out and be a bit more sociable in the new year.

This gets me thinking about New Year’s Eve. I know
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