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Dedication

For my husband, Nick, whose love and support helped to make this book possible

   


Epigraph

‘When it comes to the past, everyone writes fiction.’

– Stephen King

   


Prologue

The rain fell in great unending sheets, soaking everyone who had dared venture out into the darkness. Guests raced to their cars, trench coats and macs slung across their shoulders, but the wet still soaked through to their posh frocks and dinner suits. The goodbyes had been awkward, hurried, tension hanging in the air like evening mist. They had drunk too much, or not enough, and there was still the journey home to consider.

After their argument in the foyer, he had walked the faded white line in the hotel car park to appease her, eyes closed, arms outstretched, while the rest of the guests watched in weary amusement.

‘You don’t always have to be the life of the party,’ she hissed, her patience frayed. ‘I just wish once in a while you could be more appropriate.’

‘Appropriate?’ he repeated, and laughing dismissively, whispered something into her ear that made her pale, before helping her into the car and slamming the door on the hem of her evening gown. The long strip of organza would flutter in the breeze for their entire journey.

He was always lead-footed, but now, with just enough champagne inside him and the certainty of a row, he became reckless. Once free of the hotel security lights, the night became eternal, mud-slicked roads momentarily illuminated by the flash of headlights, then once again engulfed in gloom. There had been an argument about his disclosure, fierce and vindictive.

‘You’re a bloody liar!’ she had cried, but he had said something in reply that had silenced her, then put his foot down.

‘Slow down!’ she screamed and grappled for the wheel, but he pushed her away, momentarily losing control. Then the sensation of the car sliding sideways, everything in slow motion like a crash test recording – spare change and chewing gum flying past – as the car careened down the gully. Then the astonishment of impact, pop of the airbag, and stench of burning rubber. There was a moment of suspended motion and then the car began moving forward again. In the glow of the headlights, the river below was a twisting serpent approaching fast. Next to her the sound of groans, flailing arms, and pleas. The deep thud of the car hitting water. A fear like no other. She fumbled for the seatbelt, her fingers slick with blood, pushed at the crumpled passenger door, pleading with a God she no longer believed in.

Time was infinite, termless. Finally there were voices, a hand on hers and welcome release. She was eased, or stumbled from the watery wreck – her right leg giving out at the first step – and fell face first onto the wet stony ground.

‘Matthew,’ she pleaded, ‘save Matthew!’ Then the smell of muddy earth, the rusty taste of blood on her lips and unimaginable pain. The world ending.
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Ali’s back throbbed as the car sped along the narrow roadway towards its bleak destination. It didn’t matter how many metal pins were holding her damaged body together, nothing would prompt her to ask the driver to slow down; nothing would stop her from reaching their grim destination. She knew that this road – with its bumps, dips, and unexpectedly sharp bends – would send every damaged joint, tendon, and nerve ending jangling, but she didn’t care. She had learned to live with the pain, the morphine tablets easing her on her way.

They had started out early, taking a scenic B-road, and carrying on through Dartmoor, not even slowing to give the wild ponies a second glance. She had insisted they steer clear of tea shops and cafés. Even now, two months after the accident, she was reliant on a pair of unwieldy crutches, and there was still that scar on her cheek. She felt a gentle hand on her shoulder, and a reassuring squeeze.

‘You’ll be fine,’ said her best friend Liz from the back seat.

Ahead of them the road snaked behind rocky tors, the stony layers stacked like gargantuan pancakes. It was still early, yet the sky was an odd, deepening, night-time blue. A gust of wind buffeted the car, and Ali found herself letting out an involuntary squeal of pain.

‘We can turn back,’ said Dane, their driver and Liz’s husband, ‘if it’s too much for you?’

‘No,’ she muttered, ‘I promised,’ and gripping the door handle indicated for him to carry on.

The crossroad appeared out of nowhere, just a rattling signpost pointing left to a single-lane road.

‘I can do this,’ she said to herself in a private mantra. The prayer beads hanging on the driver’s rear-view mirror swung across the windscreen like a hangman’s noose.

The place was exactly as she had seen in the accident photos. On one side a steep, fern-covered incline leading towards a romantically named tor, on the other, spiky gorse sloping down towards a dark, twisting river. She stared at the water, willing herself to remember … But all that came to mind were the same fragments of memory, terrifying and confused, that had haunted her for weeks: frantic screams, a furore of crunching metal, and the unforgettable stench of burning rubber. Her specialist, Dr Bhogadi, had said that it was likely some of her memories would be permanently shrouded in a haze of shock and post-traumatic confusion.

‘There’s retrograde amnesia,’ he had told her the morning of her release from the neuro-rehabilitation unit. He had been holding a life-size plastic model of a human brain in his hand. ‘One can remember some things distinctly, but for those few hours prior to the injury.’ He shrugged, suggesting it was all one great mystery. ‘Then there’s anterograde amnesia,’ he continued, ‘which involves problems with memory for information acquired after injury. This seems a more significant issue for you.’ He pointed his HB pencil at various sections of the model, explaining what parts were responsible for storing previously acquired and newly acquired information.

‘Why isn’t it grey?’ Ali asked.

‘Pardon me?’

‘The model. Why is it pink and not grey?’ She was feeling frustrated, even angry at this inconsistency, ‘considering it’s referred to as grey matter and all.’

Dr Bhogadi had suggested that maybe they had done enough for one day and booked her in for another outpatient appointment with the physiotherapist.

She felt a slight jolt as Dane eased the car into a lay-by dotted with sheep dung and daisies.

‘Shall I help you out?’ asked Liz.

‘Just give me a minute.’ Ali tried to remember the breathing exercises her therapist had taught her – in for four, hold, out for four – when all she really wanted to do was scream. She took a deep breath. ‘I’m ready.’

‘Good lass,’ said Dane in the seat next to her.

Gritting her teeth, she pushed open the door and discreetly placed a hand on her right leg to slide it across the seat and onto the ground. Liz was already waiting, crutches at hand.

‘Now you be careful,’ she said, gripping Ali’s arm to help steady her. ‘It’s wet and slippery, and there’s sheep shit everywhere. I’m right beside you if you need me.’ Ali smiled, grateful for her friend’s strong arm and supportive words. ‘Shall I get the …’ She pointed to the flowers resting on the back seat, but Ali was already making her way across the road.

‘Hold up,’ said Dane, placing a hand on hers to halt her progress. ‘There’s no way you’re going down there.’ He pointed to the steep path, wet grass, and jagged slices of granite that poked up through the soggy earth. She heard the crinkle of cellophane, and knew that Liz was beside her with the bouquet of red roses and the card that read:

To my darling husband Matthew. Happy birthday, wherever you are.

Love forever, Ali

‘Why don’t I ask Dane to take them down?’ said Liz. She indicated towards the gully, past the boulder still covered with flecks of Black Sapphire metallic paint, to the car’s final resting place in the river. Ali closed her eyes, reimagining the crunch of impact, the briefest of pauses, then cold water swirling at their feet. There were other glimpses, half-formed images that seemed to dissolve like fog in sunlight, but nothing she could grasp.

There had been a party to celebrate their third anniversary at a posh country house hotel on the moors, all paid for by Ali of course. The weather had been appalling for weeks, heavy rain resulting in swollen rivers and washed-out roads. Climate change at its worst. Had she and Matthew actually laughed as they negotiated the floodwater lapping onto the bridge near the hotel?

Not so funny now.

Tired, she sat down on a large square boulder by the roadside and ran her fingertips across the moss-covered edges. Below them Dane was negotiating his way down the slippery path towards a small plateau just above the river. A bouquet of sunflowers, vibrant yellow against a dull green background, had already been placed on the ground nearby.

As Liz sat down beside her, Ali caught a waft of her perfume, sparking a memory so painful, so profound, she reeled backwards as if struck.

‘I can just about remember you getting me out of the car,’ she said, turning to her friend, ‘but nothing afterwards.’ Liz gave an almost inaudible sigh, clearly anticipating what would be coming next. ‘Do you think it will ever come back to me?’

Their heart-to-heart was interrupted by Dane’s grunts and quiet curses as he climbed his way back up the slope towards them.

‘It looks like Emma got here before us,’ he said, indicating to the sunflowers on the plateau below.

‘She left first thing,’ said Ali. ‘I asked if she wanted to wait and come with us, but she was determined to do it on her own.’

Dane and Liz exchanged glances. It was no secret that Ali’s daughter Emma wasn’t happy about her mother’s remarriage three years ago, particularly to a man eight years her junior.

‘He’s only after your money,’ Emma had said the night Ali told her of their engagement, and then added the very well targeted: ‘What would Dad think?’

Your father has been dead for seven years, Ali had wanted to reply, but she held her tongue, knowing how hard Emma had struggled following Rory’s death. Matthew, too, was sympathetic. ‘I won’t try and replace your father,’ he had said to her, ‘just try and be like a sort of friend.’

Emma had laughed bitterly and giving him a razor-sharp glare said, ‘Don’t you mean older brother?’

‘Are you okay?’ Liz and Dane were watching her closely. ‘We lost you for a second there.’

‘I’m fine. It’s just all a bit …’

‘Confusing?’

‘That’s one way of putting it.’ A cold wind blew, and Ali zipped her jacket up to just under her chin. ‘There are still these fiery sparks of memory from before the accident: Matthew and me picnicking on the hillside—’ she lifted a shaky hand and pointed ‘—just over there. How he slipped the engagement ring into my plastic glass of champagne.’ She blinked repeatedly as if trying to reboot her scrambled brain. ‘But when I try to actually remember what happened that night—’

‘You shouldn’t stress yourself,’ interjected Liz, once again acting as Ali’s fierce protector.

‘Her memories are important,’ said Dane gently.

‘Not if they cause her distress.’

Ali turned away, unable to face their sympathy.

‘If only things were clearer.’

‘It will come,’ said Liz. ‘Just give it time.’

‘But there isn’t time!’ replied Ali, impassioned. ‘Matthew is still out there somewhere – traumatised, injured, frightened. I need to find him, and the only way I can do that is by trying to remember what happened!’

The sky darkened, and in the distance they could see rainfall.

‘Better get you back into the car,’ said Dane, helping Ali to her feet. ‘You’re still recuperating after all.’

She frowned at his words. Recuperating suggested positive outcomes, getting better. Her bones might heal, the scar would fade, but without Matthew …

In the distance the low hum of an approaching car made them turn. It took a few seconds before the black BMW Coupé came into view.

‘Christ,’ muttered Dane. ‘Timing is everything.’

They watched as the driver continued past, oblivious to their stares.

‘It’s just a car,’ whispered Ali, but she couldn’t help looking back down towards the gully, to where her husband’s car – the exact same model – had ended up in the river – thinking of her and Matthew trapped inside, the sound of rushing water, of wanting to be safely out no matter what the cost. An image flashed in her mind; that secret in the car park sparking a response so primal, so ferocious. Of her digging her fingernails into Matthew’s forearm as she grabbed for the steering wheel.

‘Do you think it was my fault?’ she asked. ‘The accident?’

‘Of course not,’ said Liz. ‘It was just that: an accident. It was dark, the road conditions were terrible—’

‘But—’

‘No buts,’ replied Liz. ‘It was a terrible thing that happened.’ Her voice was tight with emotion. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

Ali smiled weakly, grateful for the words of support even though she could tell her dearest friend in the world was lying through her teeth.
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‘There we go.’

Dane gently eased Ali onto the settee and rested her crutches nearby.

‘Cup of tea?’ asked Liz.

‘Looking at her face, I think a painkiller is what’s called for,’ said Dane.

Ali nodded. ‘There’s a packet on my bedside table.’

Liz went to get a glass of water and then sat down beside her.

‘How are you feeling?’

Ali rested her neck on the back of the settee. ‘There’s just so much going on in my head, but none of it seems to make any sense. I have so many questions.’

‘Of course you do honey, but I really think you should try and give yourself a break. Stressing yourself out about it won’t do any good.’

‘The police said that from the skid marks on the road it was clear Matthew was speeding,’ continued Ali, ignoring Liz’s advice. ‘You and Dane were following right behind us, so you would know.’

Liz seemed unusually interested in the vase of freesias on the coffee table. ‘It was dark,’ she replied, ‘raining. I could barely see your taillights in front of me.’

‘But?’

‘Okay, yes. It was clear he was going too fast.’

‘I should have called a taxi,’ said Ali, shaking her head in self-reproach.

‘Why does all of this have to be your fault?’ said Liz, now plainly angry. ‘Matthew was an adult, a grown-up; he should have been sensible enough to know not to drive if he’d had too much to drink.’

Ali was surprised at Liz’s uncharacteristic criticism of her husband.

‘He did prove he wasn’t over the limit though.’

‘Do you mean that spectacle of him walking the white line in the car park?’

‘He was only teasing me,’ said Ali, feeling defensive. ‘I did have a few drinks too, you know, a few drinks too many.’

‘You weren’t driving,’ said Liz firmly.

‘Maybe I should have been.’

‘Maybe if the weather had been better, the roads less slick,’ countered Liz. ‘Maybe if the council had done that bloody road resurfacing work like they’d promised.’ Ali wasn’t used to seeing her best friend this irate. ‘And maybe if Matthew hadn’t been such an idiot and driving so recklessly, none of this would have happened!’

Ali stared at Liz, shocked by her ire.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Liz, still obviously upset. ‘I’m just so angry with him.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Ali. ‘I’m angry with him too.’

Dane emerged from the short corridor that led to Ali’s downstairs bedroom.

‘Sorry it took so long.’ He placed the silver blister pack on the coffee table in front of her. ‘I searched everywhere. It had fallen down the side of the bed and I couldn’t find it.’

Ali popped a lozenge from its blister pack and, gritting her teeth, reached for her glass of water. Once swallowed, she leaned back, and waited for the morphine to take effect.

‘Better?’ asked Liz.

‘Getting there.’ Ali forced a smile. ‘I can’t thank you both enough for taking me there this morning. I know it’s just as hard for you.’ She paused, trying to contain the tears. Why did the painkillers always make her so emotional?

‘It’s all right,’ said Liz. ‘We’re here for you. You know that don’t you?’

‘I just keep on going over and over it in my mind, the bits I can remember,’ said Ali. ‘Matthew and Emma had a row at some point – that’s why she wouldn’t ride with us.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘I know there was nothing unusual about those two falling out.’ Her eyes narrowed pensively. She turned to Liz. ‘You didn’t seem particularly happy with him either. Then there was that messing around in the car park. God, I really shouldn’t have let him drive.’

‘Ali.’

‘He said something to me before we got into the car.’ Ali glanced past the French doors to the fields beyond, her brow creased in concentration. ‘Something that changed everything.’

Tension hung in the room like a waft of cigar smoke.

‘Do you remember what it was?’ asked Dane.

‘I’ve been trying,’ replied Ali, tearfully, ‘but I can’t, I just can’t.’

‘You mustn’t push yourself,’ said Liz, giving her husband a stern look.

‘I mean, I remember bits from before reasonably well, scattered, but clear, then just those few minutes afterwards.’ Ali tilted her head, almost resting it on Liz’s shoulder. ‘Of you saving me.’

Liz cleared her throat. ‘Do you think those are real memories, or just bits you’ve put together from your conversations with me and maybe the police?’

‘I never considered that,’ said Ali, deep in thought. ‘That they may not be actual memories, just things I’ve cobbled together from what I’ve heard.’ She peered at Liz. ‘It was you who told me how I got out of the car, and the police about what happened afterwards, wasn’t it?’ Her eyes widened in recognition. ‘The truth is I don’t really remember much that happened after the accident at all.’

Liz reached for Ali’s hand. ‘You mustn’t upset yourself. Trying to force things won’t do any good.’

Ali pulled at a loose thread on the cushion next to her, watching as it unravelled in one long strand. ‘My doctor said there were some things I might never remember.’

‘Maybe not remembering isn’t such a bad thing,’ said Liz softly.

‘Believe me,’ Ali reached for a tissue from the box on the table in front of her. ‘I’ve thought that myself, but if Matthew is out there somewhere – confused, hurt, scared – then I have to try.’

Liz paused, clearly preparing herself for what she was going to say next. ‘How can you be so sure that he’s still alive?’

Ali was tempted to snap, bite back, but seeing her friend’s concerned expression stopped herself. Instead she tapped a finger to her chest and said, ‘I can feel it, here.’

‘But that’s not very …’ Liz paused, choosing her next words carefully ‘… rational is it?’

‘No body,’ replied Ali fervently, ‘even though Dartmoor Search and Rescue have been out five times. No real evidence at the scene that his injuries were fatal.’ She paused, uncertain if she should continue. ‘And then there’s the cash-in-hand fund.’

‘The what?’ said Liz and Dane in unison.

Ali looked away, unable to face her friends’ scrutiny. ‘I found out that Matthew had been keeping five hundred pounds in cash in the safe box upstairs.’ She could feel her cheeks begin to glow. ‘He had this idea that he could pay some of the short-term subcontractors working on the holiday let renovations in cash.’

She heard Liz’s sharp intake of breath. ‘And you let him?’

‘Of course not. He’d seen it being done at some sites and thought it would be okay for the occasional one-off job.’

‘One-off job?!’ said Liz incredulously. ‘Had he thought about the implications if the HMRC found out?’

‘I know, Liz,’ said Ali, clearly upset by having to disclose her husband’s transgression. ‘It was a dick move, but we talked about it and sorted it out. He never used the cash. I made sure of that. It was there, in the box upstairs, untouched for months.’

Dane, visibly interested in this new bit of information, perched himself on the arm of the settee. ‘So what does all this have to do with Matthew’s disappearance?’

‘The money is gone,’ said Ali. ‘I checked the box yesterday and it was empty.’

‘Oh, Ali,’ said Liz. ‘Anyone could have taken it: Matthew, Emma, even the workmen who installed the grab rails in your downstairs loo.’

‘It was there a few weeks ago.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because I went into the cashbox to get some notes for the taxi to my physio appointment.’

‘I still don’t understand what that has to do with Matthew being missing,’ said Liz.

Dane placed a hand on his wife’s shoulder. ‘What she’s suggesting is that Matthew was here, in the house.’ He turned to Ali. ‘Am I right?’

‘He must have been,’ she replied. ‘No one else knew about the money, not even Emma.’

‘This is ridiculous.’ Liz was clearly struggling to control her irritation. ‘Why would he sneak into his own house and steal his own money? Why wouldn’t he just come to you for help?’

Ali took a moment for the dust to settle on Liz’s question.

‘Maybe he’s in some sort of trouble.’ Ali realised she was grasping at straws but couldn’t help herself. ‘Maybe he needed the money for some reason.’ There was a sudden shared sense of understanding between the three of them, an unspoken secret. Liz opened her mouth to tell it, but Ali silenced her with a glance. ‘We dealt with that problem, Liz, before we got married.’

‘So you’re saying that Matthew was here,’ said Dane, quickly changing the subject, ‘in this house within the last two weeks and took the money from the cashbox?’

‘We’ve checked with all the homeless hostels,’ said Ali, sounding more and more convinced, ‘and the rough-sleeping teams in Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay. If he’s not on the streets, then maybe he needed money for accommodation.’

Liz leaned forward, hands on knees. ‘This is all so fantastical.’

‘Fantastical?’ said Ali, affronted. ‘Do you think I’m making this up?’

Liz spoke slowly and with great care. ‘A month ago you were certain Rory was still alive.’

Ali felt that familiar tingling in her cheeks. ‘I get confused sometimes – that’s all. Dr Bhogadi said it might happen.’

‘Of course it might,’ said Liz. ‘You’ve been through a terrible ordeal, not just physical, but psychological as well. Maybe that confusion is what’s happening right now.’

Ali gazed at the line of framed photographs on the fireplace mantel.

‘No,’ she said resolutely, ‘I remember.’ But even as she uttered the words her confidence faltered.

‘But if he’s still alive,’ said Dane, looking hopeful, ‘coming for the cash sort of makes sense. I mean, he may have lost his wallet in the river, or didn’t want to use his cash card in case it was traced.’

‘Why wouldn’t he?’ asked Liz, who was evidently angry with her husband for raising Ali’s expectations. ‘Why wouldn’t he want it to be traced?’

There was a crackle of animosity in the room. Ali – tired, confused, and frightened – leaned back and closed her eyes. The last thing she wanted was to row with her friends.

‘Ali,’ said Liz gently. ‘I was with you when you met with the family liaison officer. She said the longer Matthew was missing—’

‘I know what she said!’ Ali clenched her fists, the knuckles growing white. ‘I’m sorry, Liz. I didn’t mean to snap at you. She said that the longer he’s missing the more likely …’ She stopped, unable to speak the words. ‘But there’s still no body, and my Facebook posts have brought up a lot of sightings of someone matching Matthew’s description all across the south-west.’

‘If that’s the case,’ said Liz, plainly unconvinced, ‘then why wouldn’t he come home?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Ali, ‘but the police are still monitoring his bank account and credit cards. Why would they be doing that if they thought he was dead?’

The was a long silence before Dane spoke. ‘There’s always hope. Matty was a resourceful ole bugger after all.’

Liz tutted. ‘It’s been over two months. We need to start thinking about the future.’

‘Future,’ whispered Ali. ‘What future?’

‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Liz began to cry. ‘I know this is awful, unbearable, but things need to be done.’

‘Things? What things?’

‘Legal, financial.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’

‘Because we care about you,’ said Liz.

‘I’m doing fine,’ Ali lied. What she really wanted to say, however, was how late at night she would stare into the darkness wondering, worrying. How her dreams were filled with terrifying images of that night, of the car toppling down the bank, the smell of dead earth and burnt rubber, the sound of water racing past. How every morning she woke up with a gasp of relief knowing that she would be free of those horrors for another few hours at least. How all she could think about was finding Matthew.

‘It’s not that we’re expecting the worst,’ said Liz. ‘Of course it isn’t. It’s just that we want to help you prepare.’

‘Prepare for what!’ said Ali, with unexpected vehemence. ‘He’s missing, Liz, just bloody missing!’ She dabbed the crumpled tissue against her scarred cheek. ‘And I don’t know what to do to find him.’ Finally giving in to the emotion she had been fighting all morning, Ali began to cry. ‘I just miss him, that’s all.’

Dane let out a sigh that sounded more like a sob. ‘I miss him too.’

Close, but not touching, the three friends came together.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ali. ‘I know this all sounds mad, but as far as I’m concerned there’s more evidence to suggest he’s alive than not.’ She faced Liz, desperate for reassurance. ‘Can’t you try and believe that too, for me?’

Liz took Ali’s hand. ‘Anything for you.’

Dane stood up, his energy shifting the mood. ‘That’s enough of all this nonsense,’ he said. ‘We need to stay positive, energised. How about some lunch?’

They sat at the large oak kitchen table, nibbled at cheese and pickle sandwiches, and drank more tea.

‘You could do with an online shop,’ said Liz, who had taken it upon herself to reorganise the fridge. ‘Most of this stuff is out of date.’

‘I’ve been meaning to,’ replied Ali, though the thought of scrolling through endless webpages of food made her stomach turn.

‘Why don’t I do it?’ said Dane. ‘I do ours, don’t I, Liz?’

Liz gave a chuckle. ‘Yes, and last week you ordered ostrich steaks!’

Dane gave his wife a wounded look. ‘I’m a culinary adventurer.’

Ali found herself laughing for the first time in weeks, and was once again reminded just how grateful she was for Liz and Dane’s friendship.

Dane rubbed his hands together in glee. ‘I love a good shop. Where’s your laptop?’

Ali pointed to the downstairs bedroom.

‘Speaking of laptops,’ Dane sounded hesitant, as if he was tiptoeing through glass. ‘Where’s Matthew’s?’

‘Matthew’s laptop?’ said Ali, perplexed. ‘I thought it was at the office?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Liz, a tea towel slung over her shoulder.

‘It’s not here?’ said Dane.

‘I …’ Ali could feel her cheeks tingling again. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’

‘Do you mind if I have a look?’

‘Um, no, of course not.’ The warm atmosphere that had brightened the room only minutes before now vanished, leaving Ali feeling as if she was sitting in shadow.

Dane gave her a reassuring smile and Ali listened as he made his way methodically throughout the house. First her downstairs bedroom, then kitchen cupboards and the large island unit, and finally into the lounge and dining area.

‘Upstairs?’ he asked.

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’ Ali didn’t want anyone going into the master bedroom, pristine and preserved for Matthew’s return, and it certainly wouldn’t be appropriate for him to enter Emma’s private space without her permission.

‘But—’

‘It’s not upstairs,’ she said decisively. ‘I’m sure of it.’

There was a moment of silent exchange between them, only the steady tick of the mantel clock in the background.

‘Could it have been in the car with you?’ asked Liz, eager to ease the tension.

‘No, definitely not,’ said Ali. ‘We’d just had the car valeted and the boot had been emptied.’

‘So where could it be?’ Liz and Dane were standing side by side staring at her.

‘I don’t know,’ said Ali, beginning to feel uncomfortable. ‘Why would you want it anyway?’

Liz pulled out a chair and sat down beside her. Dane did the same.

‘He kept everything on that laptop.’ Liz’s voice was tense. ‘Bank account details, financial records. We need to think about stopping his direct debits, standing orders, that sort of thing.’

‘I don’t—’

‘And if it’s missing …’ said Dane. ‘Well, that could be a problem.’

‘A problem?’

‘You know how terrible he was with remembering his passwords,’ said Liz. Ali smiled wryly, remembering her constant invocations to her husband to improve his online security. ‘He saved all his passwords to his laptop. If somebody found it—’

‘They’d have to know his login,’ said Ali.

‘Chiefs123,’ said Dane and Liz in unison.

‘How?’

‘His Amazon and Netflix accounts, and almost everything else had the same login – or a variation of.’ Dane couldn’t hide his look of frustration. ‘I can’t tell you how many times I told him to change it.’

‘Me too,’ said Liz.

‘And me,’ added Ali.

‘You can speak to your solicitor about it,’ said Liz, sensing Ali’s discomfort, ‘if that would make you feel better.’

‘Why would I want to do that?’ Ali knew she was repeating herself but didn’t care. On either side of her both Dane and Liz seemed awkward and distraught.

‘Just in case,’ whispered Dane.

‘In case of what!’

Liz placed a hand on hers. ‘In case he doesn’t come back.’

Ali and Liz met as thirteen-year-olds in the hallway outside the headmaster’s office at St Mary’s Catholic Secondary School in Kingsbridge. She had been sent there for wearing inappropriate footwear, a pair of black Dr Martens with yellow stitching she had bought at Camden Market. Liz had been bringing the registers to the secretary’s office.

‘Nice boots,’ she said. Ali had expected a scornful look, but instead was met with an open, friendly smile. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’

Ali sighed. Her identity, once that of a bolshie North Londoner, had unexpectedly changed to that of new kid.

Liz sat down beside her. ‘You live at that commune place in Staverton, don’t you?’

‘It’s a shared community,’ replied Ali, still not believing the words no matter how many times she said them. It had only been six months since her father, in an epiphany of self-interest, had decided to embrace an alternative lifestyle that included leaving his job as an IT specialist, selling their detached home in Muswell Hill, and moving the family to Devon, to live at Clearwood House.

‘What the hell is a shared community?’ she remembered asking her older brother Graham at the time. What they discovered was a group of ramshackle properties orbiting around an old manor house, and a group of naïve yet optimistic families struggling to maintain them, as well as an ethos of environmentally friendly self-sufficiency. Even now, her father – an eco-minded widower in his early seventies – still paraded his views, once showing up with placards at a property development she was managing near St Ives. There had also been a brief appearance at her hospital bedside after the accident.

‘Ambition is a dangerous stupidity, Alice,’ he had murmured, while her brain was still riddled with damage and drugs. Later she wondered if he had ever been there at all.

‘Most of the kids from Clearwood go to the Steiner school,’ said Liz, clearly curious.

‘Not for me,’ replied Ali, picking at a piece of gum that had been stuck under the seat. She didn’t mention the arguments with her parents, her bunking off, and finally the hunger strike.

‘Me neither,’ said Liz. ‘My mum tried to get me to go there after primary, but I hated it. All the kids smelled like cabbage.’

Ali laughed, grateful for kindness instead of hostility or, even worse, indifference.

‘Why don’t you come and sit with me at lunch. I’ll introduce you to my mates.’

‘You sure you want to be seen with the weird kid from the commune?’ asked Ali.

‘You’re not the weird kid from the commune,’ replied Liz glancing down at Ali’s boots. ‘You’re the cool kid from London.’

It didn’t take long for the small group of girls to accept her. Liz smoothed the way by telling them that Ali had refused the head teacher’s demand to acquire more appropriate footwear, and had even sworn at him.

‘Why did you tell them that?’ she had asked as they emptied their lunchboxes in the bin and then went to stand in the queue for chips.

‘Just to make you sound more exciting, dangerous.’

Liz’s friends were anything but dangerous. Sweet, friendly, hardworking, and polite, they aspired to rebelliousness, but their happy middle-class existences didn’t offer much true motivation.

She went to Liz’s house for tea that night and many after, relishing her mother’s roast dinners, and home-made steak pies.

‘We’re vegan,’ she had confessed to Liz, one afternoon as they sat eating junk food in front of the telly.

‘What’s that?’ asked Liz, handing Ali another peperami.

‘Like being vegetarian only worse.’

By the time they reached sixth form, Ali was spending most weekends at Liz’s house. Liz’s parents – often escaping to their caravan in Cornwall with her two younger brothers – were grateful for Ali’s presence.

One Saturday she and Liz took the train to London and spent the day in Carnaby Street. Liz was mesmerised by the energy and bustle, and Ali found herself dragging her friend from stall to stall. They bought clothes and make-up both knew would have to be hidden from their parents, and that night broke into Liz’s parents’ drinks cabinet, pouring Tia Maria into their glasses of Coke and topping up the half-empty bottle with tap water.

‘To best friends forever!’ said Liz, clinking glasses.

‘Best friends forever,’ replied Ali, and she meant it.
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Ali waited for Liz and Dane to leave before collapsing onto the settee. After her release from the neuro-rehabilitation unit six weeks before, she had tried to embrace her treatment programme with gusto. Daily physio, meditation, deep-muscle massages – everything to get her back on track, as the surgeon had suggested, but back on track for what? Her body felt broken, her mind much the same, and pain and panic attacks had dogged her since she had awoken in intensive care.

‘It’s good news,’ Dr Bhogadi had informed her. ‘The MRI scan confirms no major spinal injury … There are some minor fractures and significant tendon damage to the right leg which may require micro-surgery, a few titanium pins here and there, but you should be back on your feet within a few weeks.’ He clapped his hands together in genuine delight. ‘You are indeed a very lucky woman.’

Ali had fought through the post-anaesthetic haze, trying to gather her scrambled thoughts enough to ask about Matthew.

‘Is he here? Is he okay?’

There’d been no answer, only a tight smile and a recommendation to get some rest.

An hour later a road policing investigator for Devon and Cornwall Police had arrived along with a family liaison officer. Their expressions serious, they’d explained how just after Liz had pulled her free from the BMW, a freak current had pulled the vehicle further into the river. Specialist officers were searching it even as they spoke, but with the deteriorating weather conditions and river at its highest-ever recorded level, it was proving difficult.

‘We’re just trying to accumulate as much evidence as possible about what happened that night,’ the family liaison officer had said. ‘According to Liz, your husband was still inside the vehicle when the car was swept deeper into the river. Can you remember if that was the case?’

Ali looked at the officer, her face distorted in pain, shock, and confusion.

‘What are you talking about? He got out. Liz rescued me and then went to help Matthew.’ The heart monitor gave a tiny blip of protest. ‘The air ambulance came, and the fire crew. He’s here now, in the hospital, isn’t he?’

Then Emma had stepped forward and taken her hand.

Forcing herself to her feet Ali shuffled her way to the downstairs bedroom where she now resided, the stairs still being too much of a hardship. She reached into the chest of drawers for the large album box. Resting it on the bed, she carefully unwrapped the cream ribbon and lifted the lid. The Wedding of … read the album cover, also adorned with a slick black and white image of her and Matthew barefoot on the beach. Ali felt a wave of grief sweep over her. She couldn’t bring herself to look at all those happy, smiling faces. Matthew in a navy linen suit, and her in a designer tea-length satin dress with hand-sewn seed pearls. Instead, she lifted the album from its resting place and set it carefully on the bed. What she was after was hidden beneath.

The folder felt like a dead weight in her hand, but she still opened it and spilled the contents out on the bed, just as she had done so many times before. Spread out before her were photographs, old and new, and at least a half dozen newspaper articles, some printed from the internet, some clipped from the few tabloids that had managed to make their way into the house after the accident.

MAN MISSING AFTER HORRIFIC CAR CRASH ON DARTMOOR!

She went through the articles one by one, hoping that somewhere there might be a clue, some bit of information that might spark a memory. The articles described her and Matthew as one of Devon’s top power couples, running a property business that ranged from luxury homes in the South Hams to student flats in Plymouth.

There were photographs of them at events, of her winning The Most Inspiring Woman in Business Award at a do that had raised nearly fifty thousand pounds for local charities. Ali ran her fingertip across the scar on her cheek. The woman in the photos, charming, smiling, and overflowing with confidence, was much different to the person she was now. She gave a bitter snort. The Botox she once used to keep her forehead wrinkle-free, was now being employed in a far more practical manner: managing the muscle spasms following her injury. Next to her, Matthew, in his well-cut suit and carefully manicured beard, seemed happy to remain in the background. It was hard to tell there was an eight-year gap between them.

Tired and despondent, she was replacing the items in the folder when a bit of loose paper fluttered to the floor. Ali carefully reached down to retrieve it, her leg aching in protest. It was a newspaper clipping of her and Matthew’s wedding announcement. The bride wore …

She met Matthew after finally agreeing to go for a drink with Liz and Dane at a pub near the river. It was nearly four years since Rory’s death, and it had become clear to Ali that the couple were determined to try and get her dating again. As Liz handed her a second G & T, Dane approached, a tall, good-looking bearded man in tow. Standing side by side, the two men could have been brothers.

‘Ali can I introduce you to Matthew?’

Matthew kissed her cheek and bought her another drink. They talked about business, Hope Farm, and the loss of his mother only a few months earlier. When Ali finally took her eyes from his, she discovered Liz and Dane had moved to a table by the window and were watching them surreptitiously.

‘It’s a set up,’ she said to Matthew, ‘isn’t it?’

He smiled and ran his finger across the inside of her wrist.

‘Only if you want it to be.’

Still doubtful if she was ready for
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