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CHAPTER ONE

Beth Lomas

Sorry.

Just one word on the back of a discarded envelope. I told the police that no way, never, not in a million years was that a suicide note.

I said, ‘You’re going to have to trust me. I know him better than you do, and I know that Oscar would never take his own life.’

His writing was as familiar to me as my own. There was a cat’s tail swirl on the S and the Y, followed by a single X. A kiss. Perhaps he’d used the last of the milk, or forgotten to take the bins out. Something silly and forgivable that we’d laugh about in time.

‘You idiot,’ I’d say, punching his shoulder. ‘You scared me half to death.’ And he’d wrinkle his nose in that way he did when he was embarrassed, and I’d rest my head on his chest.

I shouldn’t have told the detective about the note on the kitchen table, propped between the salt and pepper grinders. The slump of her shoulders and the downturn of her mouth made it clear that DC Lowry Endecott’s mind was made up.

‘I know what you’re thinking, but it isn’t that,’ I said.

‘Then why’s he apologising?’ she asked.

‘We argued. No, not really, that sounds too strong. We’d had words on Friday night. He left the house before I got out of bed yesterday, making the most of the last day of good weather, you know. He told Gabe – that’s our son – that he was going for a hike and he’d see him that evening. The note was an apology for the argument, you see. That’s all. Please, I beg you. You have to find him. What if he’s hurt? Don’t give up on him now.’

‘Can I ask what the argument was about?’ Endecott said.

She was tenacious, I’ll give her that, but I couldn’t allow her to get side-tracked.

‘It was something about nothing. One of those silly spats all couples have from time to time. I can’t even remember what started it.’

Was that the first lie I’d told her? Of course I could remember the argument, I could remember it word for word, and that’s why we had to find Oscar so I could take it all back.

We’d been inseparable since the day we met. Beth and Oscar. Oscar and Beth. You couldn’t have one without the other because we came as a pair. People envied us because Oscar and I, well, we were still going strong after all these years. My heart fluttered, and I caught my breath, every time I saw him unexpectedly in a crowd. I didn’t know who I was without him. So much of me was tied up in him that it made no sense to me that he wasn’t here by my side as the storm clouds tumbled in, talking about making sure the drains were clear of leaves.

Endecott was dishing out platitudes she’d learned on a training course that were meant for other families, not people like us. She was trying to prepare me for the worst but she should have saved her breath. I had to believe they would find him while I stayed home and waited.

And waited.

Waited, while the rest of the world carried on laughing, and bickering, and attaching importance to matters that were so insignificant I wanted to scream, ‘How can you pretend the world isn’t in turmoil?’ And so I prayed, I pleaded and I begged. If Oscar could be delivered safely home, I would never take him for granted again. Never snap, never scold, never nag.

I wanted to be out there looking for him, but I was no asset to the search party of two dogs, the Peak Rescue Team, and a drone. Oscar’s car was in a lay-by in the shadow of Wilders Pass. The keys were in the ignition, which wasn’t like Oscar at all. Me? Sure, I often leave keys in the outside of doors or the insides of cars, but I’m forgetful like that. Oscar remembers everything; the names of his employees’ kids, the number plate of his first car, even the way someone slighted him eight years ago. He’d never forget to come home to us.

Endecott assured me they were searching in the right area now. It was a matter of time, and a matter of clinging on to the little hope we had left. But with plenty of crags and caves, Oscar could be anywhere. The Peak District was treacherous terrain for those who weren’t familiar with the landscape but Oscar and his brother, Harvey, had made these hills their playground from the moment their mother cut her apron strings. The Limestone valleys of the White Peak with stepping-stones across rivers, and the dramatic ridges and gritty moorland of the Dark Peak made up over five hundred square miles of land, and somewhere, in the midst of it all, my husband was waiting for me to find him and bring him home.

Harvey was heading up the search party. Though he volunteered for the Peak Rescue Team, and had located countless climbers who were injured or lost, he’d never imagined that, one day, he’d be looking for his own brother. If anyone could find Oscar, it would be Harvey. He was the level-headed one of the two. He and Oscar shared that unbreakable bond that meant they loved and fought fiercely, and Lord help anyone who got between them. The Lomas brothers were a team to be reckoned with. They climbed together, holidayed together, and ran a business shoulder to shoulder. They were terrible practical jokers, always setting the other one up through prank phone calls and in-jokes. Though they were equal business partners, it was Oscar who captained that ship. Harvey preferred to take a less visible role, but you couldn’t have one without the other. Oscar was as extroverted as Harvey was introverted. Oscar was flamboyant where Harvey was measured. They each needed the other for balance. Harvey was the one who talked about projected income and cost-saving measures while Oscar went after orders they couldn’t fulfil and expanded their premises without planning permission. Harvey knew as well as I did that the possibility of Oscar taking his own life … well, there was no possibility. It was ridiculous the police were even considering it.

The coming storm was all anyone was talking about. News reporters would have us believe that three months of rain would be falling in the space of forty-eight hours. Flood warnings were already in place. People in picturesque market towns were dragging sandbags into doorways and driveways, buying in extra milk and bread with tins upon tins of store cupboard essentials. But Oscar knew all of this, we’d watched the news together, commented on how impossible the roads would be. Oscar took risks, it was one of the things I loved about him, but never with the weather. I knew he would’ve been home by now if it was within his power.

Judge me if you must, I don’t care, but I didn’t report him missing until lunchtime even though I hadn’t seen him since Friday night. Though I was concerned, and tried his phone twice, I didn’t immediately assume the worst. Why would I? I supposed Oscar had taken himself off somewhere to sulk, still angry with me for the way I’d reacted to our quarrel. He could have stayed the night with Harvey and Miriam after one too many brandies. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

‘Have you checked with family and friends?’ Endecott asked.

‘No one has heard from him since Friday night when his brother spoke to him on the phone. His parents are on their way up from Cornwall now. They’ve not heard from him at all this week. There’s not really anyone else to call. They’re a tight-knit family. Sorry, not they. I mean we.’

DC Endecott said I had to be patient and, as anyone who knows me will tell you, patience is something I excel at. There’s power in my patience. No one can bide time, fill time, or spend time as I do. Patience brings all good things to bear and, as my father used to say, time has a way of burying your enemies.

I’d just taken a dozen lemon and blueberry muffins out of the oven. They were cooling alongside the tray of chocolate brownies. Oscar would be hungry when he came home. I bake. It’s what I do. I bake to celebrate, to console, and to nourish. You can chart my stress levels by how much time I spend in my kitchen.

It might’ve been the heat from the oven, or the tension in the house, but there didn’t seem to be enough oxygen left in there for me. I flung open the door but the air was just as thick outside. My clothes were sticking to me as I slipped into the garden, pulling at the neck of my T-shirt. My bra strap was twisted and digging into my shoulder but I didn’t alter it. The pain was a welcome focus; a domestic cilice.

Clouds gathered over the hills, dark heads together in collusion, plotting destruction. The wind ruffled my hair as I sat heavily on the bench. I looked over my shoulder and saw our daughter at the window on the second floor. Honey’s face was intent on the horizon as if she could spot her father and guide him home. She was the beacon in the window. If anyone could bring Oscar back to us, it’s her.

The patio door slid open and I snapped my eyes shut.

‘Mrs Lomas?’

The first drops of rain fell on my head.

‘Beth?’ Louder this time. The detective’s feet tapped down the three steps towards me but I didn’t look at her. I could tell that she judged me for not reporting Oscar’s disappearance soon enough, and for baking cakes while rescue teams risked their lives. The slight arch of her right eyebrow had suggested she thought me careless for misplacing something as precious as a husband. She was everything I wasn’t. Organised, resilient, strong, authoritative. I bet she’d never gone to pay for groceries and realised she’d left her purse by the kettle, or put petrol in her diesel car, never forgotten that the clocks had gone back and ended up an hour late for an important meeting. I would hazard a guess that she’d never been late for anything, whereas I couldn’t remember when I’d ever been on time.

I opened my eyes.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Just needed a moment. Is there any news?’

It was the same question I’d asked half a dozen times already.

But this time the answer was different.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid there is.’

Sorry.




CHAPTER TWO

Molly Ingram

‘Will you?’ he asked.

Molly looked down at Vijay. His keen eyes shining with a hint of tears. He was on bended knee, and there was a small blue velvet box in his hand. Molly’s stomach lurched as if she was on a rollercoaster. It was the pause after a long climb to the top.

This was what she’d hoped for through all the tedious trysts, the dead end dates, and the embarrassing encounters with the friend-of-a-friend whose ink hadn’t yet dried on their decree nisi. When she’d imagined this moment, she’d seen herself crying happy tears, but in a pretty way of course, saying ‘yes’ as her voice caught in her throat at the overwhelming emotion.

She’d never wanted to be anybody’s other half. Didn’t need the kids, the cul-de-sac, the sensible car that was economical and good for the environment. She wasn’t cut out for domesticity, but she wanted to be loved. Accepted. Maybe, occasionally, looked after. She felt like she was missing out on a world that was only open to couples. You had to collect all the stamps on your social passport before you got invited to the bank holiday barbecues and the New Year’s Eve dinners. As a singleton, she was treated as a liability. The odd number who’d corrupt your children and run off with your husband, given half a chance. She wished she knew what was stopping her from answering what should have been the easiest question of her life.

‘Well?’ he prompted.

God, why wasn’t she saying something? Anything.

Vijay had been a fortuitous encounter at work. He should have been meeting with someone else about recruiting a Director of Finance for his company. Molly had shaken Vijay’s hand and said, ‘Change of plan. Valerie isn’t well today; you’ll be meeting with me. Molly Ingram, Chief Executive. Can I get you a coffee?’ Five months later and here they were in Tuscany and there was a balcony, a sunset, and a ring.

‘Vijay, I don’t know what to say. Are you sure?’

Vijay smiled, ‘I’ve never felt more sure about anything in my life.’

Molly put her hand on the railings of the balcony and looked over the side. She could jump down without much difficulty, a slight bend of the knee, hope to avoid a twisted ankle, and then run for the hills. And then what? She couldn’t keep running every time things got uncomfortable. She hadn’t told him everything there was to know about her. Would he still want to marry her if he knew what an absolute mess she’d made of her life? What would he think when he found out the business was going under? That she was damaged goods?

Look at him, on one knee, with the most beautiful diamond ring she’d ever seen. If she said no to him now, he’d be humiliated. But on the other hand, to say yes?

Vijay swayed a little in front of her. He really should have proposed in a carpeted area. She had to give him an answer if only to save his knees.

‘Vijay …’

She couldn’t take her eyes off that diamond. She did love pretty things. And she loved long weekends in Tuscany. Would it be so terrible to say yes and make a kind man happy?

A phone rang.

It took her a second or two to realise that the noise was coming from her mobile on the table. She frowned and thought, Can’t you see we’re having a moment here?

She snatched it up to silence it, but saw that it was Beth calling.

‘Sorry, Vijay, do you mind? I need to get this.’ She turned her back on him. ‘Beth? Is everything okay?’




CHAPTER THREE

Beth Lomas

No.

He couldn’t be dead, not my Oscar.

Honey had watched from the window as I’d shrunk from the piercing words of ‘body’ and ‘too late’. She was at the door and throwing herself at me before I could get out of the rain. She felt small and frail in my arms. Even as I’d told Honey that her father’s body had been found at Cloud Drop, the words stuck in my throat like lies. I stuttered and stumbled over the impossible lines that had been fed to me by the police.

At fifteen years old, Gabe towered above us both as he appeared behind his sister with an emotionless face and clenched fists. I reached out for him but he stepped away. He lifted his chin, a question without words.

‘They’ve found your dad, Gabe. He’s …’

There was only a slight change in Gabe’s facial expression as he braced himself for the next word. ‘Gone.’

His lips parted to let out a long sigh. His fists unclenched as if knowledge was a relief rather than a millstone. ‘What happened?’ he asked.

His voice was controlled. More like his father than me.

‘I don’t know,’ I answered. ‘They’re trying to piece it all together. He must have fallen. Uncle Harvey will be able to tell us more when he gets here.’

Honey leaned away from me and towards her brother. Her tormentor, her protector, her best friend, and her sworn enemy. He pulled her to him and turned his back on me as if he was shielding her from my cruel words. Her cries were anguished and raw.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that the children had reacted to the news in the same way they responded to most things in life; Gabe with silence as the shutters came down on his feelings, Honey all noise and emotion.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. I touched Gabe’s back and I felt his muscles tense across his shoulders.

‘No, Mum, it’s not,’ he said. His voice was muffled by Honey’s golden crown of hair.

I shook my head. Of course it wasn’t, but what else could I say? There was nothing I could do. Words were all I had.

Nothing felt real anymore. I wished I could cry if only to show them – to show Endecott – that my heart was breaking, that I was broken beyond repair. But instead, I stood in the rain, wondering why there was a hole in my chest where my heart used to be. I should have been gathering the children to me, squeezing them tight, but instead I watched them as if the mere inches between us were a gap of miles.

‘C’mon Honey,’ Gabe spat. ‘Let’s leave Mum to her grief.’ He was angry with me and I couldn’t blame him. Without the energy to stop them, I let them go. I’d make it up to them later but, for now, I turned my face to the sky and opened my mouth to catch raindrops on my tongue.

Endecott was still there, still talking in my ear, telling me what would happen next, who to call for assistance. When she said, ‘If there’s anything you need …’ I turned to stare at her. We both knew she couldn’t give me what I craved.

‘I’d like you to leave,’ I said.

But before she could, Oscar’s parents arrived in a shake of umbrellas and a stamping of feet. Esther knew that Oscar was gone before she even asked, I could see it in the set of her face. Lowry told them everything she’d told me, saving me the job of repeating her assumptions, before she left the house in a head-down dash to her car.

Vince and Esther huddled. Their tears were silent but I could see Esther’s hands shaking, and hear her breath catch on the jagged corner of her grief. She was ‘doing her best’ as if awards would be given out for the best stiff-upper-lip, best supporting role, best costume. She was sure to sweep the board. I wasn’t even in the running.

I wanted to say to them, Don’t cry. This is all a big mistake. Just you wait. Oscar will walk back through that door by dinner-time.

Vince carried their bags to the top floor, to the place we ambitiously called the Guest Room, while Esther and I stood side by side at the front window watching rain bounce off the pavement. I didn’t comment on her tears, she didn’t comment on my lack of them.

My mother-in-law was dressed entirely in black, and not the faded milky black of half my wardrobe, but jet-black, razor-sharp black, impenetrable. Had she known that her missing son was on his way to becoming her dead son when she set off in the car for the long drive north? Had she packed alternative outfits for good news? All that was absent was a veil, and then she’d be the perfect picture of grief.

She’d never liked me, though Oscar said I imagined it. She was protective, he’d said. No one was ever going to be good enough for her boy. I didn’t believe it was as simple as the clichéd tensions between mother and wife because she had no such problems with Harvey’s wife, the marvellous Miriam. This was personal and would have been the same whether or not I’d married her favourite son. As soon as I’d admitted that I didn’t know the difference between a white wine and a red wine glass, I was judged unsuitable. Bad breeding was not to be tolerated. Nor was being scatty. It was fair to say that everything about me brought Esther out in ugly red blotches on her chest and neck. I was the human equivalent of hives.

To hear Esther speak, Oscar was a handful. A cheeky chap who always fell on his feet, while the rest of the world lay at them. To me, he was strong and decisive, charming and confident. He was easily frustrated and ruthless in getting his own way, but he had such conviction that he was doing the right thing that he never felt guilt or shame.

Poor Harvey. I wonder whether he ever felt second best. Quieter, less handsome than his older brother, Harvey used to joke that his parents only had him in case they needed spare parts for Oscar.

The relationship between Oscar and his mother was complicated. With adoration came frustration. Both of them were colossal personalities who never backed down. She envisaged him going off to university and becoming a doctor or lawyer; something that would give her bragging rights at Tuesday night Bridge. But Oscar preferred to take a relaxed attitude to his exams and follow his dad into the family lumber business.

As a girl who left the local comprehensive with a handful of mediocre A levels – and general studies and art don’t count, apparently – I was a big part of the problem. Esther said I held him back, but she wildly overestimated my power.

Oscar went on to prove her wrong. He had a real interest in the family business and worked hard with Harvey to grow and expand it. She forgave him but, somehow, not me. It wasn’t that she was outright rude – her impeccable manners wouldn’t allow it. Most of it was done under the guise of being helpful; such as paying for a cleaner for six months because the housework was ‘obviously too much’ for me. And sending books on child-rearing to help with Gabe’s ‘discipline problems’. And, generously, each Christmas she bought me a new cookbook – for weight loss. But now she was here, we were united in our grief and she was the one person who felt Oscar’s loss as deeply as I did. And until Molly got here, Esther was all I had.

I felt like I should apologise to Esther because when Oscar had been living with her, she’d kept him safe. I didn’t. I never stopped to ask why he’d been acting strangely recently, or why he was working later and later every day. Why? The question was in every look that Esther gave me. Why didn’t I stop him? Why didn’t I do something?

Why did he ever marry me?

We gravitated towards the kitchen and began the endless cycle of boiling the kettle and drinking tea. I opened the cupboard doors and closed them again, looking for a sign, a miracle, anything to stop the nightmare. Esther kept telling me to sit down, drink, eat something. But if I stopped, I’d never start again. I kept thinking that Oscar must have left me a message. Something beyond the ‘sorry’ note to explain what was going on.

The rain lashed against the windows, but the night had fallen and I couldn’t see anything beyond my own reflection. I ran hot water into the sink and washed up so carelessly that I broke a wine glass, slicing the fleshy part of my hand between my thumb and forefinger. I waited for pain but it didn’t come. How curious that the numbness in my heart had spread to my hands.

Blood bloomed in the water. I watched, fascinated by how easily a life source could drain from a person. How long would it take for me to lose consciousness? I lifted my hand and watched the blood snake its way down my wrist. I stretched my thumb away from my finger and the cut gaped like a mouth mid-scream. Esther yanked my hand towards her and tutted.

‘You’ll need a plaster,’ she said, wrapping my hand in a tea-towel.

‘I need stitches,’ I said, averting my eyes.

‘Nonsense.’

She used that word around me more often than I liked. When I was worried about the pressure of exams on the children; nonsense. When I was considering starting my own catering business; nonsense. When I suggested I wasn’t too old to wear a miniskirt in the summer; absolute nonsense.

In this case, she was right. A cut was irrelevant. Physical pain was no competition for emotional anguish. The human body was designed to heal from cuts and breaks, but there were no assurances that emotional wounds would ever heal.

I heard the front door open and spun around to see the top of a man’s head as he shook the rain off his shoulders. Time froze; my heart lifted; my head swam. I opened my mouth to yell Oscar’s name but, as he raised his head, I saw the pale, lined face of his brother and all I could say was, ‘Oh.’

Harvey’s steps were slow and heavy along the hallway and into the kitchen. He left a trail of dark footprints on the tiled floor.

‘Harvey?’ I said.

With that one word, I urged him to tell me that the police were wrong, that it wasn’t my husband they’d found at the bottom of Cloud Drop. Just a misunderstanding. A prank taken too far.

He shook his head. ‘He’s gone, Beth. Oscar’s gone.’

He covered his face with his hands and hunched his shoulders. His fingers were red. Blood had dried on the knuckles of his right hand. Vince and Esther were at his side in a second to coo and to shush. Harvey’s whole body seemed to shake and, though his grief came like a torrent, he made no sound. I backed away, closing my eyes and gripping my bleeding hand to my chest. Harvey couldn’t be Harvey without Oscar. I couldn’t be me. Watching Harvey crumble at the loss of his brother was yet another cut. Oscar wasn’t only mine to lose.

Oscar’s body had been ‘recovered’, Harvey said. It sounded as though he was a broken-down vehicle at the side of the road, or a forgotten password, rather than someone we all depended on. In a person, recovered gave the impression of getting better, or moving on from illness. A recovered alcoholic. A full recovery.

‘But it can’t be him, Harvey. I’d know.’

Harvey didn’t look at me, only spoke to his parents to tell them that he’d found Oscar crumpled on a ledge towards the bottom of Cloud Drop.

One of the most photographed spots in the Peak District, it was as if the water came straight from the rock beneath your feet, arching outwards and disappearing again into the gaping cavern below. The underground rivers were too dangerous to explore, though that didn’t stop people from trying. There were rumours that some had thrown themselves off the top of Cloud Drop but their bodies were never found because of the vast underground caverns. Though you could still walk through the valley at the foot of Cloud Drop, the way to the top was blocked twenty years ago by iron railings and signs warning of danger.

‘They think he’s been dead for twenty-four hours,’ he said.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No.’

There was the saying that ‘if something sounded too good to be true, it probably was’. I’d like to think the same could be said of news that was too painful to bear because that kind of thing can’t happen to us. We’re not those kinds of people. We have two kids, a mortgage, and we holiday in the same place on the south coast every year. We’re predictable – some might say boring. We don’t do death, drama and detectives. We’re too normal to be the subject of a newspaper headline.

How could I accept that Oscar was dead when it had taken me long enough to even notice that he was missing? On Friday night he’d slept in the home office at the bottom of the garden. We liked to call it ‘the Cabin’ so it sounded more luxurious than a shed with electricity. He’d been just metres away from where I slept, but it may as well have been another city. I didn’t know what mood he’d been in when he’d left the next morning and I hadn’t been able to say which clothes Oscar had been wearing when he disappeared, even when I looked in his wardrobe to see what was missing. He owned more clothes than I did. He’d always been a peacock of a man, my Oscar. Gabe hadn’t paid attention when his father had said goodbye, his eyes glued to a phone screen, no doubt.

I’d noticed that Oscar’s walking boots were gone, but only because of the gap they’d left in the shoe rack under the stairs. I’d often looked at them, noticing the greater signs of wear and tear on the left heel. He always wore through his left shoe first. A slight twist of his foot, a heavier stride. His other shoes were replaced regularly, but his tatty old boots had served him well and he was putting off the day they would finally hang up their laces.

‘Any distinguishing marks? Tattoos?’ the police had asked when I first reported him missing.

‘No. His mother would kill him.’

‘How heavy was he?’

‘I don’t know. I mean he wasn’t fat or skinny. He was normal. Average.’

‘Height?’

‘Oh, I know this one. He liked to say he was six-foot tall but he was actually an inch short.’

A whole life, and a whole man, reduced to facts and figures on a sheet of paper. But there would never be enough words to sum up what we’d lost. Absent was the man who used to get on all fours so that the kids could ride him like a pony. The man who’d camp out in the garden, build forts and have water fights, always letting the children catch him in a game of tag. Vanished was the storyteller, the shoulder to cry on, the joke-teller, our rock. There’d be no more cups of tea brought to me in bed while I was half asleep, doors wouldn’t be opened, and no one else would be able to quote eighties films at me or make me feel safe in the dark the way that he did.

But, more than that, our certain future had disappeared. Oscar wouldn’t walk Honey down the aisle, cry at the birth of his first grandchild, or help decorate new houses. Anything that any of us did from now on would only highlight how much was missing.




CHAPTER FOUR

Beth Lomas

Miriam Lomas burst into the house without knocking. I recognised her steps in the hallway. My sister-in-law was the only person I knew who always wore high heels regardless of weather or terrain.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she said, looking frantically around the room. ‘Harvey phoned and said … I mean, is it true? Oscar’s dead? Where’s Harvey? I need to see him.’

‘Harvey’s on the phone, love. Letting people know the news.’ Vince nodded towards the closed door of the living room. He got to his feet and opened his arms wide. Miriam went to him. In her heels, she was taller than him.

‘Oh, Vince … Esther. I can’t believe it.’

‘None of us can,’ Esther croaked.

I watched Miriam as she played the role earmarked for me. Vince wiped a tear off her cheek and Esther reached out and took her hand. They were united in their grief, yet I felt removed from them because of mine. I could see their grief but I couldn’t feel it. I couldn’t understand why they’d accepted the worst without a fight.

‘Where are the children?’ Miriam asked me. ‘I should go to them.’ They were the first words she’d said to me since she’d arrived. No sympathy. No hugs. I’d known Miriam for nine years – ever since she’d started working for the family business as Head of HR and Harvey had fallen hard for her. We’d never known Harvey in love like that before. We thought he was a perpetual bachelor, and then in walked Miriam with her long legs, her sharp mind, and Harvey was lost. She was responsible for taking Harvey away from us, even if it was only by degrees. He had been like the brother I’d never had, until thoughts of Miriam occupied his every waking moment.

‘Gabe and Honey are upstairs,’ I said.

I don’t know why she pretended to be the doting aunt when all she ever did was buy them gifts that I’d forbidden. Games for Gabe that were rated for eighteen-year-olds when he was still only a boy, make-up for Honey back when she was still playing with dolls.

‘This will destroy them,’ she said. ‘And Harvey … Imagine finding your brother like that.’ Her voice cracked and Vince placed his hand on her bony shoulder.

‘I know, love. I know.’

‘I only saw Oscar on Friday. There was nothing that suggested … We all know the strain he’s been under at work with these redundancies, but I was dealing with that. What made him take off on his own like that? And in this weather. Something must have happened to …’ She stopped speaking abruptly and covered her mouth.

I didn’t tell her about the argument, or the fact that I hadn’t seen Oscar since Friday. They already had a low enough opinion of me.

‘They’re saying he did it on purpose,’ said Vince. ‘Jumped.’

Miriam’s heels clacked across the floor and back again. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Oscar wouldn’t. He just wouldn’t. They can’t say things like that without evidence.’

I touched my neck where it felt like ants were crawling up and down my spine. I needed a proper drink to calm my nerves.

‘He would have said something if it had got that bad,’ Miriam said. ‘There was nothing, was there? Nothing that made you think …’

I looked up, surprised to find she was talking to me. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Nothing.’

She nodded, satisfied.

Harvey came into the kitchen saying, ‘I’ve done all I can for now.’ He looked surprised, but not happy, to see Miriam. For a moment, they stared at each other and we all stood in silence. I saw Miriam’s gaze slip to Harvey’s bloodied knuckles. He must have noticed it too because he folded his arms, tucking his hands out of sight. ‘I’m done in. Might head home.’

‘The police think it was suicide, do they?’ said Miriam. ‘I hope you told them that was ridiculous.’

‘I told them everything I know, but they’ll come to their own conclusions based on the evidence, not because of what I say.’

‘Right,’ said Miriam folding her arms to mirror Harvey.

‘Right,’ Harvey repeated.

Miriam and I didn’t often share a point of view, but she and I were sure of the fact that Oscar hadn’t taken his own life.

‘When do they think it happened?’ she asked.

‘Saturday morning,’ Harvey said.

‘But you were with him on Saturday morning,’ Miriam said.

Harvey glared at her, shook his head a fraction. ‘I told you. I didn’t meet him in the end. I went straight to the office.’

‘Right.’

‘Right.’

I watched them intently. Something was going on between them, a friction I hadn’t seen before.

‘Are they at least considering that this could have been an accident? That he slipped?’ Miriam said.

‘For goodness’ sake!’ Esther stood up and brushed non-existent crumbs from the front of her pleated black trousers. I cowered and stepped backwards. She looked from Miriam to Vince. ‘If no one else is going to say it, I will.’

‘Don’t, love,’ Vince said. ‘We’re all tired, let’s talk about this tomorrow.’

‘I don’t believe in leaving things unsaid.’

I braced myself against the edge of the sink, pushing my plaster and feeling the skin split open again. I was already shaking my head. I looked up at the window over the sink and the rain that was lashing down. I flinched as I caught sight of a face staring back at me, but it was only my reflection.

‘The only logical explanation,’ Esther continued, ‘is that someone pushed him. Can’t you see what’s in front of you? Oscar was murdered.’

I didn’t sleep that night, and from the noises I heard downstairs, I guessed that Esther and Vince were the same. Grief wasn’t how I expected it. This felt more like fear. I jumped at every noise, my hand to my heart which wasn’t beating to the right rhythm anymore. A knot in my stomach stopped me from eating, stopped me from standing up straight. I couldn’t get warm, couldn’t re-engage with the world around me.

Oscar wasn’t meant to die first. We’d talked about this over too much wine and too little sleep in the early days of parenthood. We agreed that he’d be well looked after if I died before him. He had friends and family to rally round him and make sure he wanted for nothing. I told him I’d want him to remarry, and I pretended not to be offended when he readily agreed. We didn’t talk about what would happen if I lived longer than him, because it was inconceivable that the world could be so cruel. Ours was a good life, no better or worse than anyone else’s, but it was good enough for me, that’s for sure.

I was already sitting at the kitchen table when Gabe and Honey came downstairs in their school uniforms. Gabe’s shirt was untucked, his tie was loose, and his hair unbrushed. Honey was every inch the school prefect. Her skirt was regulation length, shoes shined, hair pulled off her face into a neat ponytail. It could have been any other day; a normal day. And we could have been a normal family.

‘What are you doing?’ I said.

‘What’s it look like?’ Gabe took two clean bowls from the dishwasher.

‘You’re not going to school, are you? You know you can stay home as long as you want?’

Gabe said, ‘And do what?’

He was right. What could we do? The accepted norm was that we would sit in rooms where the curtains were closed, bundled up tissues in our hands, trying to understand what had happened to us, and why. I had no desire to do anything else but sit and stare into space but, for the children, normality was to be hounded until it was commonplace.

Gabe offered Honey a bowl but she shook her head. ‘Not hungry’.

‘You have to eat something, sweetie,’ I said. ‘How about some toast?’

‘I can’t.’

‘Some fruit then?’

Gabe said, ‘Mum, leave it, okay? She’ll eat when she wants to. We’re not kids. We can look after ourselves.’

I bit back a retort and turned away. I heard him mutter under his breath. ‘Which is a good job, really. Seeing as you’re pretty much useless.’

Honey poked Gabe’s arm and pursed her lips. A slight twitch of the head warning him to stop.

‘Actually, Gabe, d’you know something?’ I said. ‘I might not get it right, but I am trying. And right now, this is all we’ve got; the three of us. Your dad would want us to pull together.’

‘No, he wouldn’t. Dad didn’t give a shit about anyone but himself.’

He stormed out of the kitchen. I tried to follow but I’d been sitting still for so long that my legs had grown stiff and, before I could stand up, Gabe was already at the front door.

‘Gabe. Wait! Don’t you dare leave this—’

The door slammed behind him, reverberating through the house like a cannon shot.

‘… house.’

I sank back into my chair and rested my head on my hands. Was I meant to give him space, or bombard him with love? I felt Honey’s arms snake around me. ‘I can stay home if you like,’ she said. I would have sat like that all day if I could, breathing her in, thanking God for her. So conscientious, my girl. More like me than Oscar. A rule follower, a good girl.

I would only let them go to school – or anywhere – on the understanding that they came straight home afterwards. If they didn’t answer their phone when I rang, or were as little as fifteen minutes late, I would immediately call the police. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

‘It’s up to you, darling,’ I said. ‘I don’t want you to stay home for my sake. But if you’d like a few days to come to terms with things …’

She nodded. I noticed then how tired she looked. Honey hadn’t slept last night either.

‘Mum?’

‘Yes?’

‘I heard you all talking last night. Is it true that Dad killed himself?’

‘No, it’s not. It was just a terrible accident.’

No matter how many signs pointed to suicide, I wouldn’t accept it. It was hard enough to accept that Oscar had died, but impossible to consider what they were suggesting. When Esther said he’d been pushed, I felt a spark of hope like someone had lit a match in a dark room. I moved towards it before it burned out. Even when it extinguished, I could still see the imprint when I closed my eyes.

What kind of woman actually hopes that her husband was pushed to his death? I’ll tell you who – a woman like me, who can’t cope with the guilt for one second longer. Whose only hope is that she couldn’t have seen this coming, couldn’t have done something differently, and couldn’t have stopped it. If someone else had done this to him then I could be angry with them, not Oscar. Not myself. But if it really was suicide, then who could I blame except myself?

I was the custodian of Oscar’s memory now and he had to be remembered by his life, not his death. We all knew about the gold standard end – the one where you pass peacefully in your sleep at a ripe old age, with loved ones crouched, weeping, at your bedside. We aspire to slip away quickly and painlessly in our sleep. You get extra points for being in your own bed when it happens.

Oscar managed none of those things, and now his death would be held against him like a character flaw.

And the part I played in his death would be mine.




CHAPTER FIVE

Molly Ingram

Five gin and tonics and one commercial flight later and, to be honest, Molly was feeling a little bit groggy. She wrestled her suitcase onto two different trains to get to Hellas Mill. It crossed her mind to abandon the case at the station and buy all new clothes when she got to Beth’s. But then she remembered that a) she had no money to buy new clothes with, and b) unattended cases at stations led to the appearance of the bomb disposal unit.

She missed the days when she would have jumped in a taxi and to hell with the cost. This train didn’t have a first-class carriage even if she could have afforded to travel in it. She’d forgotten the grubby reality of rural trains rattling along at speeds that a granny on a mobility scooter could outpace.

Molly checked her forehead for a fever, but her hand was so clammy it was difficult to know whether there was more to this headache than a racing mind. She ran her tongue over her teeth, half-expecting to feel the braces that had been a fixture throughout her school years. Every mile bringing her closer to where she grew up seemed to pile on puppy fat and social awkwardness. Molly didn’t have a nostalgic bone in her whole body. If she never visited Hellas Mill again, she wouldn’t mind. Honest to God, she wouldn’t give it another thought. The bad memories were enough to taint everything around her. And what do you do with bad memories? You bury them, you pretend you can’t hear them calling your name.

The news still hadn’t sunk in that Oscar had died. It didn’t sound like the kind of thing Oscar Lomas would do. Christ, she would have been less surprised if he’d had himself cryogenically frozen so that future generations could marvel at his perfection. He wasn’t the kind of man who would slip quietly into the night. There had to be a twist.

A mistake.

A big old joke.

Perhaps this was one of his elaborate ruses. Surely he would burst out of the coffin at the funeral and say, ‘Gotcha!’ And everyone would laugh and say ‘Ah, Oscar. You got us good that time.’

Before she saw Beth, Molly would have to rearrange her face into an acceptable mask of sadness. It shouldn’t be that difficult, she was sad for Beth and the kids. As far as Oscar was concerned though, her overriding emotion was anger. She was furious with him for breaking her best-friend’s heart, leaving her godchildren without a dad, and – perhaps this sounded selfish – ruining a perfect marriage proposal. And that was before she even let herself think about how much unfinished business she and Oscar had. Typical of him to check-out before he had to face the music. Molly couldn’t help but think that, as the proverbial was about to hit the fan, Oscar had been gifted a get-out-of-jail-free card. She wondered whether Beth knew that Oscar owed Molly money. If not, she could hardly bring it up now, could she.

‘Bastard,’ she said aloud. Molly’s voice carried across the train aisle and a woman with a young child turned in her seat to scowl. Molly resisted the urge to flip the woman her middle finger. She wasn’t completely without decorum.

Molly took her mobile phone out of her Birkin bag and scrolled through her texts. It took her a couple of minutes to find Frazer’s number because she’d saved it without a name associated with it. They’d decided it was better this way. Very cloak and dagger.

Call off the dogs she typed. OL died at the weekend. Nothing for us here. Don’t suppose I could get a refund?

She knew she’d been mistaken to pay up front without so much as a handshake to seal the deal. But, to be fair to the guy, she was asking him to take on risky – perhaps even illegal – work and she’d already told him she was close to bankruptcy. She’d offered him a percentage of whatever he managed to get out of Oscar but, for some reason, he didn’t trust her.

While she waited for a reply, Molly looked out of the train window. The river had burst its banks and fields were flooded, glistening in the late afternoon sunshine, looking more like glass than the patchwork of grass she was used to seeing. The blue skies held no hint of the catastrophic storms of the last twenty-four hours. She really should have called her dad to check he was okay. But if she phoned him, she would have to admit that she was coming back to Hellas Mill for a few days and he would expect to see her. There was only so much she could cope with.

Instead, she was on a rickety train heading to comfort a woman who was yet to realise that she was better off now her husband was dead. Even as a widow, Beth had better prospects than Molly who had no idea if she would still have a boyfriend, or a job by this time next week. This wasn’t how she envisaged coming back ‘home’. The only way to return to the place you grew up was in a blaze of glory to show your old school friends how rich, skinny and successful you were. Well, one out of three wasn’t bad. They wouldn’t call her roly-poly Molly ever again.

‘The next station,’ came a tinny voice over the tannoy, ‘is Hellas Mill. Hellas Mill your next station.’

Molly bent forward in her seat as her stomach cramped, wishing she could put it down to an exotic illness rather than nerves. Standing up she checked her phone before stuffing it into her bag. No response from Frazer and nothing from Vijay either. She’d promised him that they would talk soon. He understood that the timing was all wrong. Her oldest friend had just become a widow. But, in her heart, she knew that the moment had passed, and if Molly was going to say yes, she’d have done it already. Oscar Lomas was still pulling strings from beyond the grave. Just when she thought she couldn’t hate him more, he went and bloody died.

From the train station, her feet traced a well-worn path across the main road by the antique shop and past a new café which used to be a bank. Molly stood at the top of a narrow lane that led to Hellas Mill park and took three deep breaths. What did you say to someone who’d lost the love of their life?

As she looked about her, Molly realised that Hellas Mill hadn’t changed much. This was both a curse and a blessing. At least she knew where she was going, but it was like stepping back in time, to a place where she’d been desperately unhappy. She walked down the familiar street and took the bridge over the impossibly fast-flowing river, her handbag over her arm and her case on wheels behind her. The park opened up, though it looked smaller than she remembered. Kids were playing football and a small train chugged backwards and forwards giving five-minute rides for two pounds fifty.

The band-stand had been repainted white and green, but
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