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Prologue

He’s always known that he loves her too much. Nobody else has ever compared to her. They haven’t even come close. If there are such things as soul-mates, then she is his. The way he feels about her is both a blessing and a curse. He’s sometimes wondered if this need for her, this obsession, is all to do with growing up without a mother, without any kind of strong female role model. But no, his feelings for her go way beyond that. It’s primal, almost spiritual. When they first laid eyes on each other there was this spark, this mutual recognition that they’d finally found their person, their kindred spirit, and a sense of calm had washed over him because he was no longer alone in the world. He’d finally met someone who would understand him completely. All of him, even the bad bits. Especially the bad bits.

But lately another emotion has begun to creep in. Something unwanted, insidious, playing over and over in his mind until it’s impossible to ignore.

Fear.

He’s realized he’s scared of the power she has over him.

And of what she can make him do.








Part One
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Lena

July 2024

Bristol

The new neighbours are in their front garden. I stay in my car a little longer just to observe them, the air conditioner blowing in my face. They moved in just a few days ago so I haven’t met them properly yet, but I’ve heard on the grapevine (well, Phyllis at number fifty-two) that they are a ‘retired, well-to-do couple in their late sixties’.

Their front door is open, allowing me a tantalizing view of the newly refurbished hallway and the huge chandelier that catches the late-afternoon sunlight. Our houses are set on a pretty Victorian terrace on a tree-lined street in the Redland area of Bristol, although theirs is at the end of the row and is larger, with a loft conversion and modern glass extension at the back. It once belonged to Joan but when she went into a nursing home her daughter sold it to a developer, who renovated it to a high specification and must have sold it on to this couple. Ours feels like the less attractive smaller sibling. The runt of the litter.

For the last ten days the weather has been getting progressively hotter and every move I make causes sweat to break out in places I never knew you could sweat. Yet the neighbours look cool and fresh: she is slim in a pale-yellow linen sundress that contrasts with her dark auburn hair and he is in chino shorts and a linen shirt, not a drop of perspiration in sight. He’s tall and handsome in that old-Hollywood matinee-idol way, his white hair slicked back from his perma-tanned face that screams of hours spent on golf-courses and beaches in the Caribbean. Parked outside their house, just behind my car, is a classic blue Jaguar that my teenage son, Rufus, is already coveting.

The woman notices me and smiles warmly. I wave, embarrassed to be caught gawping, but this could be a great opportunity to introduce myself. I step out of the car, my dress already sticking to the backs of my thighs, and go to the trunk to retrieve two paper bags of groceries for my movie night with Rufus. Every Thursday we do the same and I cherish it more than ever, especially as next year he’ll be leaving for university. Our house, which had once felt so poky and overcrowded, will seem as empty as a beach out of season.

I close the trunk with my elbow, and as I turn towards their house ready to welcome them to the neighbourhood, I’m startled to see the woman just inches away from me, a bright smile on her face.

‘Hi. I’m Marielle Morgan. We’ve just moved in next door.’ She holds out a hand but laughs when she realizes both of mine are taken up with shopping bags and drops it down by her side.

‘So lovely to meet you. I’m Lena,’ I say, sounding higher-pitched and more excitable than I was aiming for. I’ve never been very good at giving the impression of aloof or cool. I immediately warm to Marielle. She has beautiful greeny-grey eyes, symmetrical crow’s feet that fan towards her temples, high cheekbones and a honeyed voice, like Joanna Lumley’s.

‘Henry!’ she calls to her husband. ‘Come and meet Lena!’

The bags are heavy but I adjust them in my arms as her husband joins us. He seems more reserved than Marielle and softly spoken, but he has a calm self-assurance. He says hello, then stands silently by his wife.

‘Do you have any children?’ she asks. ‘I’ve seen a teenage boy coming and going.’

‘Yes. Rufus. He’s seventeen. He’ll be off to uni next year.’ I grimace and Marielle nods knowingly.

‘It’s so hard when they fly the nest. Is it just the two of you?’ I think of my husband, Charlie, who moved out late last year and say yes. She must notice the tension in my face, as she moves swiftly on. ‘It seems like a lovely neighbourhood. We’re new to the area and wanted to be close to family. We’ve recently become grandparents.’ She flushes with pride as she says it.

‘Oh, wow, congratulations. That’s lovely.’ I feel a small tug of envy. I love babies. I’d wanted a house full of children but sadly it wasn’t to be, which makes Rufus extra special and why I’ve always been a little overprotective of him.

She beams and Henry gives a half-smile tinged with embarrassment, then glances at his feet. He looks a tad uncomfortable and I’m reminded of my dad. He always hated small-talk too.

‘You must come over for a drink one evening,’ continues Marielle. ‘Rufus too.’

‘Thank you, we’d love to.’

‘Great. Well, we’ll let you get on.’ She turns to Henry and they are about to go back into their front garden when one of my bags decides to split open and my shopping spills on to the pavement. I stare down at it in dismay.

‘Oh dear,’ says Marielle, as I thrust my leg out to prevent a bottle of Coke from rolling into the road. ‘Hold on, I’ll go and fetch another bag.’ She dashes into her house, leaving Henry and me alone, my shopping strewn on the pavement. I’m mortified by all the junk food.

‘Here, let me help,’ Henry says, picking up a box of Jaffa Cakes and a packet of custard creams and handing them to me.

‘It’s a Thursday-night treat,’ I say, flustered. I set the other bag on the pavement. ‘For me and Rufus. There is fruit in this bag.’

‘Hey, I’m not judging.’ He chuckles, which illuminates his whole face. ‘You should see the junk Marielle and I get through. My wife has a very sweet tooth.’

‘My mum’s coming this weekend, and she’s also got a sweet tooth, so this is for her too . . .’ He looks slightly bemused as I blabber on about my mum and how she can only stay for one night because of her dogs, even though her partner, Mick, will be at home to look after them. I’m totally over-sharing but there is something about him that makes me feel like a child, not the forty-three-year-old mother of one that I am.

Marielle emerges from the house holding a hessian bag from the posh deli around the corner. Between us we scoop up my multipack of cookies, the family-sized bag of chips, a huge bar of chocolate, and deposit them in the bag.

‘Thank you so much. I’ll go and dump this lot now but it’s so lovely to meet you both,’ I say again, aware I’m gabbling.

‘You too,’ says Marielle.

I let myself into the house and close the door behind me, my armpits damp. God, that was embarrassing. What a great first impression they’ll have of me, flapping, sweating and over-sharing.

I notice Rufus’s shoes chucked by the doormat and I’m pleased he’s home from school already. I carry the shopping to the kitchen and Phoenix, my latte-coloured Cavachon, trots over to greet me, acting like I’ve been gone all day and not just an hour at the supermarket. I put the shopping on the worktop and throw open the patio doors. Our rear garden is a sun-trap and the lawn is already patchy and dry after the last ten days of intense heat. According to the forecast we can expect the heatwave to go on for another week or two.

Rufus is in the sitting room with the blinds closed. When I come in, he pauses the TV on a close-up of James Stewart’s face and turns to me, looking guilty. He’s watching Rear Window again. Tonight it’s The Third Man because Rufus is doing a film-noir module for his media-studies course. I love how we’ve made watching a movie a regular Thursday-night event since last November, which coincided with Charlie moving out. I know it’s Rufus’s way of offering his support: our love of movies has always been our thing. With his father it’s music.

‘Have you started without me?’

Rufus shakes his head. ‘Ah, sorry, Mum. I can’t tonight. I totally forgot, Dad’s got that gig later and he asked if I’d help out. He’s gonna pay me and Freddie to be his roadies.’ Freddie is a new friend from school whom Rufus has been talking a lot about these last few months. He seems a nice enough lad. Rufus had got in with the wrong group in year eleven and one of his supposed ‘friends’ bullied him so I’m pleased he’s making new ones. It was unfortunate he didn’t go to the same school as my best friend Jo’s son Archie as the two of them always got on, despite being quite different. Rufus couldn’t wait to move to this new school instead of staying on.

‘But it’s a Thursday night and you have school tomorrow . . .’

He runs a hand through his thick mop of hair. ‘I know, and I’d never usually miss it but Dad said this gig’s important. It’s, like, a really big crowd.’ I brush away my disappointment. Rufus is young: he should be out with his friends, not stuck in with me.

‘Okay. What time will you be back?’

‘I’ll stay at Dad’s tonight and he’ll drop me at school in the morning.’

My heart sinks. I hate being in the house at night on my own, even though I’ll have to get used to it when Rufus leaves. 

To hide my feelings, I move to the window to open the blinds. Marielle and Henry are still in their front garden.

‘Also, Mum, been meaning to ask. Could I have some guitar lessons?’

I turn to face him. ‘Isn’t your dad teaching you?’

He pulls a face. ‘Dad only knows the basics and I need someone . . . more experienced.’ Charlie is a brilliant drummer but not so great on guitar.

‘How much are the lessons?’ Since Charlie and I split up money has been tight. I don’t earn much as an adviser at Citizens Advice and the modest inheritance my dad left me eighteen months ago has dwindled.

He gets up from the sofa and turns off the TV. ‘Not much. This guy is offering discounts if we sign up to a term. I shouldn’t need that many lessons. Dad knows the guy. He’s said it’s okay by him but I have to ask you too.’

‘I’ll talk to Dad about it,’ I promise. In my peripheral vision I can see Marielle pulling out a weed. ‘Hold on a sec. I need to give a bag back to the new neighbours before I forget. Long story,’ I add, when he frowns. ‘They seem nice. Older. Posh.’

I leave the room and go to the kitchen, grab the bag off the worktop and rush out of the front door. I’m about to cross to our boundary wall when Henry’s expression makes me hesitate. Marielle has her back to me, her shoulders slumped.

‘I’ve already said, we can’t discuss this now,’ he hisses. ‘It’s too dangerous.’ He notices me and lowers his gaze. Without saying another word he stalks off into the house. Marielle turns to face me and . . . is it my imagination or is her smile a little wobbly?

I walk towards her, holding out the bag. ‘Sorry for interrupting. I just wanted to give you this back.’

‘Oh, you weren’t.’ She leans over the wall, takes it from me and clutches it to her chest.

‘Oh, okay, good. Thanks.’ I give a pathetic little wave and retreat into my house, wishing I’d waited before returning the bag.

I wonder what they were talking about and why Henry was so cross.
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Rufus is in the back garden with his recording equipment. He’s had it on loan from school for the past few days, and we’ve had fun using it to gather sound for his project. I’m not very technical but Rufus patiently showed me how to use it and last night we managed to pick up the cries of foxes and the hoot of an owl, which he was really pleased with.

‘What time are you going to Dad’s?’ I ask, joining him on the lawn, where he’s fussing with the fluffy boom microphone. ‘I thought you were going soon.’

He adjusts the height of the mic’s pole, frowning in concentration. ‘I was hoping to do some more recording before I head off. When’s the next bus?’

‘Six forty.’ The bus stop is only a street along, but Rufus still hasn’t packed his bag. He has no concept of time, just like his dad.

‘Ah, okay. It’s just this is quite urgent.’

He’s been home from school for more than an hour and of course he’s trying to do it now, ten minutes before his bus. ‘Here, give me that.’ I sigh. ‘Go and get your stuff and I’ll do it for you. You’ll miss the bus otherwise.’

He hands me the pole. ‘Thanks, Mum.’ He smiles ruefully. ‘I’ve only got night sounds.’ He winces at the high-pitched shriek of a far-off child and laughs. ‘But I could do with more stuff like this.’ He throws up his arms as though to encompass the cacophony that makes up this summer evening on a Thursday: the buzz of a lawnmower, an aeroplane overhead, the tinkling of cutlery, the sizzle of a barbecue, the splash of a paddling pool, the low murmur of conversation and the excitable squeals of children playing.

‘No problem, I’ll do my best. Remember Bess is coming this weekend. She won’t want to miss seeing you so make sure you’re around a bit on Saturday, won’t you?’ He’s called my mum by her Christian name since he could speak as she always refused to be called Nan or Gran. Says it would make her feel ancient, and I don’t like to break it to her that, at seventy-one, she’s not exactly a spring chicken even if her partner, Mick, is nine years her junior.

‘Sure.’ He unravels the tape deck’s strap from around his neck. When he’d first brought it home we’d laughed at how archaic it was, how it reminded me of the one I had in the early 1990s when I used to record the Top 40 every Sunday night.

I take it from him, surprised again by its bulk. ‘God, can’t they at least get some more up-to-date equipment at that school?’

He helps thread the strap over my shoulder. He’s shot up in the last year and towers above me now. ‘I know, right. And they’ve only got, like, five, so we have to share them. Harrison’s group are having it next. I promised him I’ll be done with it by Saturday so he can use it.’

‘Lucky them.’ I reach up to kiss his head, resisting the urge to hug him so tightly he’s forced to stay with me. I smile to hide the sorrow that has lately been sitting just below the surface. ‘Now go, or you’ll miss the bus.’

He waves as he does a backward jog across the lawn then darts into the house. I can hear him thundering up the stairs, Phoenix chasing him, thinking it’s a game. A few minutes later he calls goodbye and I hear the front door slam behind him. For a few beats all is silent, then Phoenix trots out to greet me and I bend down to cuddle him. ‘He’s gone, I know,’ I say quietly, into his fur. Then I stand up, leaning on the boom mic. Right, I can’t wallow. I might as well get on with this. I clamp the headphones over my ears and fiddle with the dials, like Rufus has shown me, and press record. I move across the sun-bleached lawn, nearly tripping over Phoenix, who is running in circles around my legs, as I point the mic towards the cloudless sky. The microphone instantly picks up the amplified sounds of a clunky piano, the slam of a car door, the low thrum of drum and bass, and . . . something else. Voices speaking in hushed, urgent tones.

‘. . . I don’t know, Mari . . .’

‘You promised me you’d take her. I’ve got everything ready. The room . . .’

‘I know . . . but . . . after what happened before . . . should we really try again?’

They’re coming from the direction of next door. Marielle and Henry. I lower the microphone, mortified that I’m picking up my new neighbours’ private conversation, and move towards my back gate, determined to put distance between the microphone and where they might be.

I can see their upstairs window is slightly ajar, and a shadow moves behind the glass. They must have gone into the house. I move further back so that I’m almost in the bushes. When I think I’m far enough away not to pick up any more of their conversation I tentatively raise the mic again. 

‘. . . we have no choice . . .’

Damn it, I can still hear them. I press stop on the tape deck so I’m no longer recording.

‘. . . You said you’d see this through to the end. You promised. And you know what I think about broken promises, Henry?’

‘Marielle, please . . .’

‘It’s not going to go away. And I’m not going to forget about it. This has to happen as we planned. It’s the only way.’ Her voice takes on a high-pitched, almost wheedling tone, at odds with the strong, independent woman I had taken her to be. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do if you break your promise, Henry. I don’t know how I’ll live . . .’

She sounds genuinely upset and I’m flooded with shame. God, is my life so boring that I have to get my excitement from listening in on someone else’s private conversation? I’m just about to lower the microphone when Henry says something that makes me freeze.

‘It’s too risky. We could get caught, Mari.’

‘We didn’t last time.’

My pulse quickens. Getting caught doing what?

Their voices are replaced by a rustling sound. Slowly, I turn and look up at their house, and see Henry moving at the window. Shit, has he seen me? I lower the boom mic with a prickle of unease and, head down, I hurry back into my kitchen.

What on earth are they planning?
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Natalie

It’s been happening for weeks now. The sensation that she’s being followed. Whenever Natalie turns around, nobody is there, yet sometimes, like when she’s wandering around the shops or waiting to catch the bus to work, the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, as though someone has blown very softly on the skin of the nape. She’s being paranoid, isn’t she? It’s been years. She thought she was finally safe. She’s forty-nine now and she knows she looks a mess half the time, with her dirty-blonde hair always pulled back in a scruffy bun and no make-up. She doesn’t have to dress up for work so usually spends most days in jeans and a T-shirt or sweater. She calls it her invisibility uniform. And for a while that’s exactly what she’s been. Invisible. Or at least that’s what she’s hoped. But as she hurries through the park, the sun pressing into her back like a child’s hot, sticky hand, she can’t shake the sensation. Yet when she glances over her shoulder it’s just the shadows of the branches that dance on the pavement behind her.

They can’t have found her after all this time, can they?

No, that’s impossible. She’s kept a low profile. Retrained. Moved cities numerous times, even changing her name. What more could she do? And it might all have been for nothing anyway.

Then she remembers the photograph. That stupid photograph in the local paper. The electrical company she works for had won some industry award. She’s their only female electrician so she knew they’d want her in the photo, despite her best attempts to get out of it. When she realized she couldn’t, she’d made sure to stand right at the back, behind Big Dave so she wouldn’t be visible. But then the ageing male photographer with the earring and dyed black hair had insisted she move to the front. ‘A pretty, petite girl like you,’ he’d said, smiling in a way that he obviously thought was charming but she considered downright creepy. And she’d been propelled to the front, in full view of the camera.

But she had hoped nobody would see the photo. Who even reads articles about industry awards in a local newspaper with a dwindling circulation?

As she exits the park her T-shirt is already clinging to her, despite it not yet being 9 a.m. She’s always been an early riser, although lately she’s wondered more and more what she’s got to get up for.

Although after last night there might be someone. Finally. Someone who made her heart quicken, whom she found interesting and handsome. Whom she could imagine going to dinner with, sitting up all night talking with, maybe even having sex with.

She smiles to herself at the memory. The way his fingers had brushed hers as he passed her a pint. His crooked smile, his kind blue eyes.

For the first time in ages she feels hopeful and less alone in the world. Even if she knows that nothing will ever come of it because she can’t allow herself to get too close to anyone. But the possibility is there and for now that’s enough.

The shops aren’t open except her favourite deli on the corner, so she grabs a latte, then wanders the city’s sun-soaked pavements, yet the sensation of being followed persists. She’d had quite a few drinks last night at the bar. She’s always been lucky to escape a hangover, never mind how much she’d drank. Alcohol makes her twitchy, paranoid, as though all her limbs are too sensitive, as though all the electricity she works with has seeped into her every nerve ending, and she has to keep moving to rid herself of the feeling until she eventually conks out and sleeps it off.

Natalie passes a woman pushing a pram. She looks sleep-deprived, and the sight causes her insides to shrivel a little. She’s instantly transported back to a time when that was her life. Crying babies and frazzled new mums. A humid ward that smelt of urine, bleach and blood. So much blood. The memory is so strong that Natalie is forced to stop for a second to grab the nearby wall and catch her breath, warding off the sudden bout of nausea. Maybe she’s getting too old for late-night drinking binges after all.

She straightens, inhaling a lungful of the fresh summer morning, and makes her way back into the park. It’s a little busier now. People are dotted on the grass, faces turned up to the sunshine. One woman sits alone on a bench reading a book, her legs crossed, a foot bobbing up and down to some inaudible tune. Natalie continues walking, her nerve endings still fraught and fizzy, not helped by the injection of caffeine into her system. It’s cooler as she heads further into the park, the trees providing a canopy shielding her from the sun, which glints through the leaves. She’ll make three more circuits of the park, she decides, and then she’ll head back to her sparse little flat above the kebab shop, which has been her home for the last year.

She’s carrying her favourite cross-body bag that she’s had for the past twenty years. It’s a chestnut-coloured leather Mulberry that she’d treated herself to after everything that happened. It’s the only luxury item Natalie has ever owned, and she wears it everywhere. The leather now smells faintly of last night’s lager and the dry ice of too many gigs, but sometimes she’s sure she still gets the whiff of her mother’s perfume. She feels it buzzing against her thigh and realizes with surprise that her phone is ringing. She receives hardly any calls as she rarely gives out her number. She slows down to rootle inside the bag, and when she pulls the phone free she notices an unfamiliar number flashing on the screen. She debates whether to answer it but curiosity gets the better of her.

‘Hello,’ she says tentatively.

For a few moments there is silence and then a voice says her name – her real name – and her airways tighten in terror.






4

Lena

The house feels silent and empty now Rufus has gone. I used to yearn for my own company when he was little and the house was a revolving door of Charlie’s band mates, PTA mums and their toddlers, but now I’d give anything to have those days back. I’m not someone who needs constant companionship – I like my own company up to a point – but the trouble is that lately I’ve been on my own more often than not and, when Rufus leaves, it’ll get worse.

I glance at the recording equipment I’ve placed neatly by the patio doors. I gave up trying to get sound for Rufus after overhearing the neighbours’ conversation. I’ll have to try again in the morning before work.

It’s too risky. We could get caught, Mari . . .

I can’t stop wondering what they were talking about. Maybe something sexual – they could be swingers – or it could be something illegal. Although it’s probably much more innocuous than I’m imagining. Anyway, it’s none of my business. Not everyone is up to no good. I have to remind myself of that. I hear some dark things in my role at Citizens Advice – domestic violence, coercive control, fraud, cheating spouses – and I have to be mindful that it doesn’t warp my view of the world.

On a whim I decide to call Jo. She answers on the second ring. ‘Lena! This is a nice surprise on a Thursday evening.’

‘I haven’t interrupted anything, have I?’

‘Just a sex-sesh with Paul . . .’

‘Jo!’

‘Kidding. Of course not. He’d be so lucky! He’s on the Xbox with Archie.’ Archie is Jo’s eldest, the same age as Rufus. I’d met her at an overpriced baby singing and dancing class in Clifton when our boys were only six months old. It was midway through us skipping around the room to a hideous rendition of ‘Three Blind Mice’ and wafting scarves around our heads when she murmured over her shoulder, ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m a grown-ass woman, for crying out loud.’ I warmed to her instantly, and over the years a deep friendship has evolved between us. It had taken me a long time to trust someone again after what had happened with Simone, a friend I’d had while training to be a midwife a long time ago. I’d ended up quitting my training in my second year and I never thought I’d get close to a girlfriend again, until I met Jo. She’s a sharp-tongued lawyer, solid and dependable. I really don’t know what I’d have done without her, especially after Charlie left.

I hear her closing a door and the laughter leaves her voice. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Yeah . . . all good. Listen, I know this is last-minute, but Ruf is now with Charlie tonight and I wondered if you fancied a drink.’

‘Hell, yeah! The boys are busy with their gaming and Charmaine is on a school camping trip,’ she says, referring to her fourteen-year-old daughter.

My heart lifts. ‘Great. Where shall we go?’

‘I fancy that new place in Clifton. I’ve been meaning to go for a while. Paul can drop us in town.’

‘That would be great. Thanks, Jo. Give me half an hour to get changed.’

I race upstairs and have a quick shower, then throw on a fresh pale pink maxi dress. The air is so still and humid that I can’t face drying my hair so I gather it up in a topknot instead. While I’m waiting for Jo and Paul I head into Rufus’s room, something I’ve ended up doing a lot recently when he’s with his dad. It has that typical teenage-boy smell of balled-up old socks, fabric softener, Axe deodorant and sweat.

I pull my cotton dress over my knees, the fabric brushing my ankles and the tops of my feet, which are now cold. I sit watching the shadows dancing on Rufus’s ink-coloured walls, remembering when I painted them four years ago. He’d just turned thirteen and wanted something more fitting to his new teenage self. Charlie and I had spent the day decorating it together, Radiohead playing in the background, while reminiscing about the first time we’d painted our son’s bedroom, not long after we’d bought the house. He’d been a toddler then, with his cot bed, his array of dinosaurs and trains with smiley faces. Charlie always laughed at me when we decorated because by the end of it I had paint everywhere, including in my hair and between my eyebrows, while he didn’t have a spot on him. If only I’d known then how our lives would turn out. That I’d be facing up to living here without either of them. 

If I squint I can almost see those sky-blue walls and the rubbery triceratops and diplodocus that used to line his shelves, and his bed with the Thomas the Tank Engine duvet. I can almost see Charlie as he was then, his unlined face tipped back in laughter, a roller in his hand. I can almost feel the love we had for each other. Now the walls are full of posters from Rufus’s favourite movies: Tippi Hedren cowering from a flock of birds takes up half of one wall and there’s another of Cary Grant and Joan Fontaine in Suspicion by the window. Above the bed he’s stuck modern posters of films like Nightcrawler and Shutter Island.

My mobile buzzes to say Jo is outside. She lives a few streets away from me, at the Gloucester Road end of Redland. I say goodbye to Phoenix, grab my bag and leave the house. As I reach the gate I see Marielle getting something out of the trunk of their Jaguar. She’s alone and I hope she’s okay. Whatever she and Henry were talking about had sounded heated and she had seemed upset.

When she notices me she stops and smiles. ‘You look lovely,’ she says. ‘Off somewhere nice?’

‘Thank you.’ I blush at the compliment. ‘Going to a new bar with my friend.’

‘Oh, what happened to your movie night with your son?’ She lifts a leather tote bag from the trunk. I catch a glimpse of a syringe and a medical kit.

Their conversation flitters through my mind again and I briefly wonder if they were talking about drugs.

‘It’s too risky. We could get caught, Mari.’

‘We didn’t last time.’

But I discount this straight away. They don’t look like the drug-pushing type. Maybe one of them is ill. I try to concentrate on answering Marielle’s question. ‘Rufus had to go and help out his dad. He’s in a band.’

She closes the trunk with a smile. There is no hint of distress in her expression. No sign that an hour ago she was having a heated discussion with her husband. ‘Oh, well, at least you get the night off.’ The night off. This niggles me. Rufus isn’t a chore. He’s not work. I love spending time with him. Then I remember she’s a new grandmother and looking after a baby is different. I’m being overly sensitive because my time with Rufus is running out.

‘Anyway, I’d better go. My friend’s waiting . . .’

‘Of course. Have a lovely time.’ She smiles again and walks back into the house, clutching the tote bag tightly.

The bar is surprisingly quiet for a Thursday evening. Most people are sitting on the large terrace outside, but Jo and I choose a spot inside in the corner. We haven’t caught up properly all week. Jo has a big case on that is taking up quite a lot of her time. I only work three days a week and my job doesn’t have the same kind of pressures as Jo’s, even though they both involve people and their problems. The strain from the last week is evident in the creases and dark circles under her eyes. She won’t talk about work, though. She never does. I get the sense that some of her cases are particularly harrowing as she works in family law, plus she’s bound by confidentiality.

She’s wearing a bright orange sundress that clashes with her dyed burgundy hair, and she lights up the dull room. She once told me that she can’t help a small act of rebellion in most aspects of her life. Dyeing her hair and wearing bright clothes is her way of going against people’s expectations of how a lawyer should dress. It’s one of the many things I love about her.

We spend a good hour or so catching up on what’s been going on in our lives: our kids, our parents. She knows all about my complicated relationship with my mum and how much I miss my dad and, likewise, I listen when she pours her heart out to me about her parents’ declining health.

And then I tell her about the Morgans and the conversation I overheard.

Her eyes light up with interest. ‘Juicy!’ she exclaims when I’ve finished.

‘Maybe . . . or they could have been talking about something boring, like taking driving penalty points for each other.’

‘Which is illegal . . .’

I laugh and hold up my hands. Sometimes Jo can become a bit head-girlish. ‘I know. But not exactly juicy.’

She downs the rest of her wine. ‘Did you manage to record any of their conversation?’

‘Only the first bit.’

‘Ooh, can I listen? Why don’t I come back to yours?’

I’m relieved. The wine here is expensive and I’ve got a bottle in the fridge that we could be drinking.

‘Good idea.’

Jo gets out her phone to book an Uber while I finish my drink. Just as we’re about to leave I notice a group of men walk in and recognize some as Charlie’s bandmates. The gig must have just finished. I’d forgotten they were playing around the corner. I haven’t seen them since we split up. Charlie must have gone straight back to his flat with Rufus and Freddie. They don’t notice me as they head for the bar, and I nudge Jo, who has spotted them too. I’d instigated our break-up, and if I hadn’t we would probably still be together, but only because Charlie prefers the easy route in life. I’d pushed it in the hope that he’d decide what we had was worth fighting for. Well, that backfired! They are Charlie’s friends, and they would have heard only his side of the story. I don’t want to be seeing them now for the first time.

‘Let’s go out of the side door,’ I say to Jo. She nods in understanding and we weave our way through the tables. As I follow her, I almost collide with her when she suddenly stops. My stomach drops when I see what she’s staring at.

It’s Charlie. And he’s kissing a very attractive brunette.
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Charlie must sense our stares because he pulls apart from the woman and turns to us. His shocked expression mirrors my own. The woman appears oblivious and obviously has no idea who I am. I assess her. She’s younger than me and is petite and attractive with big dark eyes and long chestnut-coloured hair. Charlie certainly has a type. She’s trendy too, more so than I am, in her short black skirt and black lace top, like a pretty Goth doll.

A whoosh of heat rises.

Charlie moves away from the woman, his face flushed. ‘Uh . . . Lena . . . Jo . . . hi. This is . . . um, Rosie, and, Rosie, this is Lena, my . . . er . . . ex-wife.’

‘We’re still married,’ I say coldly. ‘Separated,’ I add to Rosie, who smiles awkwardly. I turn back to Charlie. ‘Where’s Rufus?’

‘He’s gone back to the flat with Freddie. I’m about to go home.’

I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. Seeing Charlie with someone else hurts more than I’d thought it would. Foolishly I believed he was far from ready to date anyone else. I should have known they’d be around here after their gig.

‘Anyway,’ says Jo, ‘we’d better go. Our Uber is here.’ She steers me away from Charlie to our cab. I can’t speak as I climb into the back seat, but as we drive away I notice Charlie and Rosie staring after us.

‘God.’ I lean back against the seat. ‘He’s moved on quickly.’

‘Hon, it’s been over seven months,’ Jo says gently. ‘But he should have told you.’

I close my eyes to hide the film of tears and nod, unable to say anything else.

She grips my hand, and we don’t speak until we arrive at my house. Once inside she goes to the fridge and pours us both some wine. ‘Do you want to talk about him?’ she says, handing me my glass.

‘No.’ I take it and gulp a mouthful. ‘I wonder if Rufus knows.’

A mix of emotions passes over Jo’s face. ‘Well, he should have told you first.’ She’s always liked Charlie and has never spoken ill of him, but I can see she’s struggling to keep her opinion in check.

We stand in silence for a few moments and her eyes go to Rufus’s recording equipment by the patio doors. Her face lights up. ‘Ooh, let’s hear this convo, then.’ She puts her glass on the counter, goes to the sound monitor and lifts it onto the kitchen table.

‘I don’t know . . .’ I feel bad about it now. They seem such nice people, and I’ve violated their privacy.

‘Oh, come on. You didn’t mean to record them. Don’t you want to know what they were talking about?’

I laugh. She knows me too well. And I could do with the distraction to stop myself thinking about Charlie with another, much younger, woman.

‘Okay, go on, then.’

She turns back to the monitor and rewinds the tape.

‘Not too far,’ I warn her, ‘or all you’ll get is owl and fox sounds.’

She laughs and presses play. Immediately Henry’s voice fills my kitchen.

‘. . . should we really try again?’

‘Rewind a bit,’ I say. ‘Budge over, let me do it.’

Jo steps aside and I rewind the tape a bit more, then press play. At first we don’t hear anything, just the far-off sound of an aeroplane, and then their voices ring out. Something about hearing it again in my kitchen brings me out in goosebumps.

‘. . . I don’t know, Mari . . .’

‘You promised me you’d take her. I’ve got everything ready. The room . . .’

‘I know . . . but . . . after what happened before . . . should we really try again?’

‘. . . we have no choice . . .’

Silence follows and I turn to Jo. ‘That’s when I stopped recording.’

‘They sound quite intense. What did she mean by “You promised me you’d take her”? Take who, where? And the room being ready?’

‘I don’t know . . . the baby, maybe? They have a grandchild.’

‘So what did they say next? Can you remember?’

I think back to their conversation. ‘Something about seeing it through to the very end. And broken promises. Marielle seemed obsessed about that. She got quite upset and started talking about how she couldn’t live if he didn’t do what she wanted.’

‘Shit.’

‘I know. And that’s when Henry said about it being too risky and they could get caught. Marielle then said something about how they had got away with it before.’

Jo leans across me to play back their conversation. She presses the stop button and looks at me, an eyebrow raised. Last year, when she turned forty-five, she’d had it pierced. ‘My midlife crisis,’ she’d called it. ‘We need to try to record them again.’

‘Wait, what? No. We can’t, Jo.’

She stands up straighter, pushing her shoulders back. I tease her that this is her ‘lawyer pose’. She always does it when she wants to make a point, although it loses its power as she’s swaying slightly. ‘It could be illegal . . .’

Trust Jo to think that, her being a lawyer. But an uneasy feeling washes over me. She’s right. This could be something. And, if it is, I can’t ignore it.

Not like you did before.

I push away the thought. That’s not fair, I tell my subconscious. Yet that started in exactly the same way, with a suspicion I talked myself out of. If I’d acted on it, I could have saved lives.

‘Lena?’ Jo is staring at me. ‘Come on! It’s doubtful we’ll hear anything, but it’s worth a shot.’ She suppresses a hiccup. She’s a bit drunk and I know she’s enjoying the drama, the laugh of it all. I might as well go along with it, even though I’d sobered up the moment I saw Charlie kissing another woman.

I sigh. ‘Okay. Come on, then, how shall we do it?’

‘This is what I think you should do . . .’ She grabs the sound monitor and hands me the microphone before walking out of the kitchen. She has a habit of leaving rooms mid-sentence so that I have no choice but to follow. She heads upstairs and I trail behind her with the microphone, which keeps getting caught on the ceiling. When she reaches the top of the stairs she turns to me. ‘Rufus’s room? It’s the one that looks out onto the back garden, right?’

I nod. She takes the mic from me and enters my son’s bedroom. It’s bathed in a silvery light and she moves stealthily across his floor with exaggerated movements and pulls up the sash window. ‘If we rest the mic here and set the tape to record we might pick something up,’ she says, wedging the microphone between the window and the sill so that it resembles a rodent caught in a trap. ‘Just leave it running.’

‘Fine. Just don’t tape over Rufus’s background sounds. Use the other side of the tape.’

Jo hides the end of the microphone behind the curtain, plonks the monitor on the floor and turns to face me, looking pleased with herself.

‘Careful with that. Rufus’s school mate is picking it up on Saturday. I don’t want a bill for broken equipment, even if it is nearly thirty years old.’

She places a finger on her lips and giggles, then presses record on the monitor. She grabs my arm and wordlessly leads me from the room. It’s not until we’re back downstairs that she speaks again. ‘How long is the running time on the tape?’

‘I have no idea. Two hours? It’s eleven seventeen now.’

‘Listen to it in the morning. You just never know.’

I resist rolling my eyes at her.

We head downstairs and I put on some Taylor Swift (Charlie hates her music: too jolly for him!), light some candles and pour ourselves some Coke to sober us up as we have to get up for work the next morning. We spend the next forty-five minutes theorizing over what the Morgans might have been talking about, each idea becoming more and more outlandish and absurd. We’ve got them involved in everything from spying on the government to being the biggest swingers in town, to Bristol’s answer to Fred and Rose West. Then, just before midnight, Jo calls Paul to come and pick her up. She must notice my worried expression at spending the night alone as she adds, ‘You’ll be okay, won’t you? Do you want me to stay the night?’

I bite my lip to stop myself saying yes and shake my head. ‘I’m fine. I’ve got Phoenix. But thanks for scaring me half to death with your theories on what the Morgans could be up to,’ I say.

Just five minutes later a pair of headlights beam through the glass of the front door. Jo gathers up her bag and reaches over to hug me. ‘Let me know if anything else happens,’ she says, brushing her lips against my cheek. When she pulls away she says, softly, ‘I know seeing Charlie tonight must have been really tough, but remember, you were the one who wanted the split. And it’s for the best. You weren’t happy, hon.’

And then she’s gone.

The house feels even more silent now that she’s left, and I go around blowing out candles, turning off the music, making sure every downstairs window is shut and the patio doors are locked. I think about the microphone upstairs, recording into the dark, humid night, and can’t help but smile to myself. If nothing else, Rufus should get more background noise, although I’ll have to get up extra early tomorrow to record day sounds before work. From outside I hear the cries of foxes and trudge up to bed with Phoenix at my heels. Since Charlie moved out I’ve allowed the dog to sleep on the bed with me, and as I slip beneath the sheet I feel reassured by the heavy weight of him against my legs. I turn off the light and try to sleep, but every time I close my eyes I see Charlie kissing the other woman. In a burst of indignation, I sit up in bed, switching the lamp back on. I stare down at my hands and the platinum wedding band embedded with tiny diamonds. Inscribed inside is a short lyric from a song Charlie wrote about me when we first fell in love. I twist it around my finger and then, in anger, I wrench it off and throw it into the drawer of my bedside table among my socks. Fuck him, I fume. Fuck him and his stupid young girlfriend!

I turn the light off and lie in the dark, waves of fury rolling over my body. I toss and turn and must eventually fall asleep because when I wake up it’s crushingly dark, and I can hear Phoenix’s low, rumbling growl that seems to vibrate through the bed. My heart starts hammering and pressure builds in my bladder. I sit up, listening for sounds, my skin turning clammy. Phoenix’s growls grow more insistent as I blink in the darkness, trying to adjust my eyes. I can just about see the outline of his pricked ears, his bared teeth and the whites of his eyes. I pick out the shadows in the darkness. Phoenix’s head is now turned towards my closed bedroom door. He isn’t one of those barky dogs. We rescued him eighteen months ago from our local cats-and-dogs home – he’d been well trained and adored for the first eight years of his life
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