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			Praise for Erin Kinsley’s debut novel, Found:

			‘This is brilliant, utterly compelling, heart-wrenching writing. I was gripped and loved it.’

			Peter James

			‘An unputdownable thriller that is also a mesmerising study of a family facing their worst nightmare and realising that it is only the beginning. The characters and events will stay with you for a very long time.’

			Elly Griffiths

			‘Sensitive and moving . . . but with a core of pure tension.’

			Sunday Times

			‘A gripping blend of police procedural and psychological thriller. Well-paced writing, finely drawn characters and a suspenseful plot make this novel a compulsive read. Once started, impossible to put down!’

			Minette Walters

			‘Found is one of those rare finds – a page turner that is equally remarkable for the beauty and consideration given to the writing. It will suck you in and take you on a journey that stays with you.’

			Jo Spain

			‘Found took me on the kind of twisting journey that

			kept me turning the pages until the early hours.’

			Chris Whitaker

			‘Critics have hailed Found the must read crime thriller.’

			The Sun

		

	
		
			About the Book
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			A MURDER TEARS A SMALL TOWN APART. BUT WHO DID IT?

			The pretty market town of Sterndale is a close-knit community where everyone thinks they know everyone else. But at a lavish summer wedding a local celebrity is discovered slumped in the gardens, the victim of a violent assault that leads to a murder investigation.

			As the police search for answers, suspicion and paranoia build – and the lives of the locals are turned upside down. Secrets that lurk beneath the pristine façade of Sterndale come to light as detectives close in on the truth . . .
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			‘Life changes fast. Life changes in the instant. You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.’

			Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking

		

	
		
			One

			First times you can easily recall. First date, first kiss. First day at the job, your child’s first birthday. Your first view of the house you fell in love with, the first time you held the keys to your own car.

			But last times come and go, and you never notice. The last time you held his hand, the last time you saw her smile: you overlooked those moments, and they slipped by unremarked. Only in hindsight can you see them for what they were.

			That hasty parting from an old friend, the visit to your mum that you cut short: if you realised they might be endings, mightn’t you stay a little longer, take the time to say a heartfelt goodbye?

			Be mindful of such moments with your loved ones. One of them, one day, will be the last.

			Outside the window, a white butterfly settles on a tendril of spreading ivy.

			Izzy doesn’t see it. In front of the mirror, she’s busy putting the final pins into her hair, adding a touch of pencil to her brows and pouting to slick soft pink on her lips. As she sprays eau de parfum at her throat, Tristan walks up behind her in the glass.

			He’s so handsome in his suit.

			‘I brought you something.’ He lays a few sprigs of forget-me-not on the dressing table, and she smiles her thanks.

			‘They’re so pretty.’

			He bends down and kisses the nape of her neck, exposed now her hair’s in a chignon. At the brush of his lips, she shivers, and with a tantalising suggestion of wickedness, in the mirror his eyes meet hers.

			‘You look fabulous,’ he murmurs, ‘and you smell divine.’ Hand beneath her chin, he tilts her head back and kisses her mouth. ‘I love you so much, beautiful wife.’

			Pouting, she picks up the lipstick. ‘You kissed it all away.’

			With the backs of his fingers he strokes her shoulder, naked below the strap of her chiffon dress, and talks into her ear. ‘Let me do it again. Let’s forget the wedding and stay here.’

			She covers his hand with hers. ‘We have to go. Flora’s so excited. And what would people say?’

			‘Who cares what people say?’

			‘I’ll make it up to you when we get home.’

			‘Now that I shall look forward to.’

			He watches her slip on kitten heels and drop the lipstick in her clutch bag. ‘Ready, Mrs Hart?’

			In the mirror, she makes a final check, adjusting a hair-pin where a fair strand has broken loose from the chignon.

			‘Ready,’ says Izzy, and as they leave the bedroom he slides his arm around her waist.

		

	
		
			Two

			Absolute darling, perfect angel.

			Flora, the youngest bridesmaid, runs gleefully across the lawns, trailing a pink balloon on a silk ribbon, not suspecting her pursuer can catch her whenever he wants. He’s letting her believe she can win, but when she veers towards the high box hedge and the path leading to the swimming pool, he makes his move.

			Three long strides, and the game’s over. Tristan sweeps his giggling daughter up over his head, laughing as he spins her round in her taffeta dress, and carries her back to the marquee, where Izzy’s watching, smiling, from their table.

			Among the wedding guests, someone else is watching, thinking what a pretty picture father and daughter make.

			Some people are just born lucky. Whether they deserve it, or whether they don’t.

			Little devil, wayward monster.

			The circlet of blush rosebuds pinned over Flora’s curls has come askew, and her satin slippers are ruined by grass stains. Aidan remembers how Gemma was at that age, mucky-faced and grubby-kneed one minute, bubble-bath sweet the next. Those young years held Aidan’s happiest summers: paddling pools and picnics, sandcastles and candyfloss, and her fast asleep on his shoulder as he carried her home from some windswept beach. Sometimes it feels like only yesterday, yet he can see her over there now, standing with her friends, fourteen going on twenty-five.

			She’s already a young woman. Where does the time go?

			One of the girls Gemma’s with spots Tristan coming their way and beckons him over, and Tristan appears happy to say hello. The girls try and make a fuss of Flora, but she’s feeling shy and hides her face on her father’s shoulder.

			At the next table, Aidan notices big, bluff David Garner is watching too, stroking the side of his pint glass as his eyes run over the girls in turn. Dave’s a local builder, with a reputation for spending as much time in bed with his clients’ wives as he does working on their extensions, and he’s currently involved – so Aidan’s heard – with a part-time assistant at the high street pharmacy. Less than two months ago, he got punched in the mouth, explaining the loss of two teeth to his wife Karen with some cock-and-bull story about a fall from a ladder. For a builder, Dave’s fallen off a lot of ladders in his time.

			The girls gathered round Tristan laugh at something he’s said. Gemma moves behind his back and puts her face up to Flora’s, but whatever she says then makes Flora scowl. Tristan’s apologising for his anti-social daughter, but the girls don’t seem to mind. As he leaves them he encourages her to wave, but Flora doesn’t comply.

			Her cheeks are flushed from running in the heat. Yesterday was the hottest June day on record, and it’s barely any cooler today. With the sides of the marquee pinned up to encourage a through-draught, the natural scents of the formal garden – lavender, roses and mown grass – waft in to compete with Jo Malone and Marc Jacobs, the yeastiness of barrelled beer and, increasingly, sweat.

			The wedding’s theme is swans, and every place setting has a glass swan filled with silvered dragées; the marquee roof is draped with garlands of white feathers, and alongside the cake – five tiers of sugarcraft, decorated with hearts formed from curved swans’ necks – is a swan carved in ice, melting so fast in the heat, it will soon have to be wheeled away.

			Tristan retakes his seat beside Izzy, lifting Flora on to his lap.

			‘Bit of a mad risk, ordering ice-sculpture in June,’ he says. ‘And what’s with all the swans anyway?’

			Flora leans across to Izzy, and Izzy reaches out to take her, not troubled by the dusty smears the soles of Flora’s slippers leave on her dress. Izzy has a traffic-stopping beauty, a pale, willowy loveliness made unfashionable by the current fake-tanned, tattoo-browed ideals of reality TV. Compared to them, Izzy seems from another time, her looks as classically English as a Gainsborough portrait. Alongside Tristan in his vintage-cut linen suit and collarless shirt, with his blond hair falling across one eye, they resemble throwbacks to Sterndale Hall’s heyday, before a receding financial tide left its titled owners high and dry and made conversion to a country house hotel the only possible alternative to slow decay and ruin.

			As Izzy leans forward to take Flora, a curve of breast shows at the neck of her dress, and Aidan takes a sharp breath. He knows his lust for Izzy is predictable and clichéd, and he glances at Laura, afraid she might have noticed, but he’s no cause for concern. Laura’s happily chatting to Tristan, who’s always fun to talk to with his anecdotes and wit.

			Anyway, Aidan’s very happy with Laura and isn’t seriously looking to stray. She’s attractive too, though in a different way, become what his mother would have called bonny since having two kids. Her fitted dress makes the most of her figure, and with her hair professionally done and careful make-up, he knows there are men in Sterndale who’d be keen to know her much better, given an opportunity. And if they were ever – God forbid – not together, Aidan would attract similar female attention. Even after his accident he’s in good shape, but he’d need more than admirable biceps to compete with Tris. Tris is a celebrity, who gilds an occasion just by being there. If Tris snapped his fingers, women would be lining up, but none of them would hold a candle to Izzy.

			Flora is reaching for a glass swan, or at least for the shiny sweets held in its back. Izzy grasps her hand and tells her no, which Flora accepts without argument. Putting her thumb in her mouth, she rests her head on Izzy’s breast and closes her eyes.

			‘She’s tired,’ says Tristan, touching Flora’s cheek. ‘Aren’t you, princess? I’ll give Bridget a call in a few minutes and ask her to come and fetch her. Enough excitement for one day.’

			‘Swans are a symbol of fidelity,’ says Izzy, beginning to unpin the rosebud circlet from Flora’s hair. ‘They mate for life, so I think they’re a great choice for a wedding. And they’re sacred to Aphrodite, Greek goddess of love and passion.’

			‘There you are, ladies and gentlemen,’ says Tristan. ‘That’s the kind of useful knowledge you get from an expensive education.’

			‘I got a scholarship, actually,’ objects Izzy.

			‘So much the cleverer, then,’ says Tristan, as if he doesn’t already know. ‘An expensive education for free. Now, there are too many empty glasses on this table, and I believe it’s my round. More bubbles, ladies? Aidan, mate, are you ready for another pint?’

			Making his way towards the bar, Tristan knows that – as always – he is noticed. Sometimes, when he’s being the star, it’s the best feeling, an adrenaline high like no other.

			But today he’s trying to blend in. A ripple follows him, regardless – whispers and nudges – and the energy of people’s interest creates an intangible shimmer, the aura of there being Someone in the room. There’s a fine balance to be maintained between keeping his head down and attracting bad press if he offends anyone, so he gives the odd smile to be sure he’s not coming over as arrogant or rude.

			He’s closing in on the bar when a young man stands up and blocks his way – gym-fit with a short, half-shaved haircut, looking uncomfortable in a fashionably over-tight suit. Holding out his hand to be shaken, plainly he’s determined to have a word.

			The people sharing his table have fallen silent.

			Tristan has a practised strategy for these moments. He takes the offered hand, and the plan is that as he says, Hello, nice to see you, are you having a good time? a little backwards pressure from the forearm will knock the guy off-balance and out of his way, allowing him to escape without giving offence.

			But the young man doesn’t respond to the backwards pressure. Instead, he holds his ground, and keeps Tristan’s hand in his.

			‘Tristan, mate,’ he says.

			‘Good to see you,’ says Tristan, trying to pull back his hand.

			The young man’s face is red with embarrassment, but at least he doesn’t seem drunk.

			‘Sorry to bother you, but could I ask a favour?’

			Favours Tristan is also prepared for, with a wad of cards with his agent’s contact details always in his pocket.

			‘You can ask.’

			More and more people are watching, but he’s perfectly used to that; in Sterndale people frequently stand and stare at him, whether he’s buying olives in the Italian deli or plant pots in Abbot’s Hardware.

			Finally, his hand is released.

			‘I’m on leave from the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment, based in Iraq,’ says the young man. ‘It gets tough out there sometimes, and I was thinking it would be a real boost for the lads if you’d send them a video message. Just a hello, like. Anything really, just a few words.’

			Do we still have soldiers in Iraq? Tristan doesn’t know if we do or if we don’t, but the young man seems in real earnest, and how can this be anything but a good thing?

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Simon, Simon Fisher. Lance Corporal.’

			‘Well, Corporal, where’s your phone?’ The soldier grins, and one of his companions hurries to pass over a mobile. As more and more guests wonder what’s going on, an audible murmur is building across the marquee. ‘You got any pictures of these guys?’

			The soldier scrolls through his phone and shows Tristan a series of photos: groups of sunburnt men in desert fatigues and combat boots, posing in arid landscapes. Few of them are smiling. Some of them are close to Tristan’s apparent age, late thirties or early forties, but their faces are more careworn, more adult than his own. Others are barely more than boys, but from the obvious juniors to the most senior their eyes are old, reflecting what they’ve seen that can’t be unseen and their bafflement at life’s cruelties, their optimism for the future having taken a fatal hit.

			Tristan feels the awkwardness of inadequacy. While he has his enviable job and his beautiful wife and daughter, other people’s children are out there facing landmines and hostile gunfire, taking the daily risk of being shot dead, blown up or maimed.

			‘That’s my mate Steve,’ says the soldier, pointing to one of the younger men. ‘He’s not with us any more. He lost a leg a few weeks ago.’

			‘So where is he now?’

			‘In hospital in Birmingham.’

			Tristan’s surprised to feel a tug of heartache. Since Flora was born, he’s become an emotional weakling.

			‘I’m sorry to hear that. Send him my best wishes, won’t you?’

			He puts his arm around the soldier’s shoulders, and the soldier holds up his phone.

			‘Let’s do this,’ says Tristan. ‘Ready? Press that button, buddy.’

			Tristan looks into the lens, and ad libs.

			‘Greetings to all of our friends out there in the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment. This is Tristan Hart here with your very own Lance Corporal Simon Fisher – give ’em a wave, Corporal – and we’re here to let you know that all your families and friends are thinking of you, that they love and miss you very much, and that they can’t wait to have you home. Meantime, keep your peckers up, guys – and girls. You’re doing a great job most of us don’t have the balls for, so stay strong, and most of all stay safe. This is Tristan Hart, over and out.’

			The red light goes off, and there’s low-key applause from around the marquee.

			‘That’s brilliant,’ says the soldier, grinning. ‘Thanks so much.’

			‘It’s a privilege,’ says Tristan. ‘I really mean that. And I meant what I said, you guys stay safe. You know what, Simon, I’m just on my way to the bar. Come on, let me buy you a drink.’

			The delighted soldier follows him, turning back to give his mates an ebullient double thumbs up. His companions burst into excited chatter.

			‘I can’t believe it,’ the soldier’s girlfriend is saying. ‘Isn’t he just the loveliest man? Just like he is on TV.’

			Tristan finds a gap in the crush, and leans forward on the counter to try and get a bartender’s attention. Down the bar, he hears the pop of a champagne cork, and the excited chatter of women ready to have fun.

			‘Simon, what are you having?’

			The soldier is still beaming at his good fortune. ‘Pint of Gold, please, Tristan.’

			The customer to Tristan’s left picks up his tray of drinks and moves away. Now Tristan can see he’s standing next to Dave Garner.

			Tristan takes one step to his left so no one can stand between them. ‘All right there, Dave?’

			Garner’s focus is on the blonde barmaid. When he hears his name, he looks round and acknowledges Tristan with a nod.

			‘Listen, Dave.’ Tristan matches Garner’s pose, with both forearms on the bar. ‘I’m glad I bumped into you. Your brother’s still on the town council, isn’t he?’

			Garner turns to look at him. His breath is unpleasantly beery. ‘Last I heard.’

			The barmaid approaches and looks from one man to the other, not knowing who to serve first. When she recognises Tristan, she flushes in delighted discomposure and asks what she can get him.

			Garner scowls.

			‘I think this gentleman was here before me,’ says Tristan, and the barmaid looks indifferently at Garner, who orders a pint of IPA and an Aperol spritz.

			As the barmaid turns away, Tristan says, ‘The thing is, you guys might be able to help with a programme we’re thinking of making.’

			Garner shifts his position so he’s looking straight at Tristan. Two of his front teeth are noticeably whiter than the rest. ‘Oh yeah? What’s that, then?’

			‘Didn’t your company get involved last year in the refurb of the council chambers?’

			‘We did that, yeah. What about it?’

			‘And those repairs to the leisure centre roof, aren’t you doing those as well?’

			‘Yes. A few more days and my boys will be done there.’

			‘And the library extension, when was that, two years ago, three?’

			Garner’s eyes narrow. ‘What’s this about?’

			The barmaid brings his drinks. Garner pulls a roll of banknotes from his trouser pocket and hands one over, gesturing to her to keep the change.

			While she’s at the till, Tristan says, ‘A little bird told me your brother was active in pushing those council contracts in your direction. Pulling a few strings, you might say. That’s a criminal offence, in public office. He could go to jail for that, if it turned out to be true.’

			The barmaid returns, with a big smile for Tristan. Garner picks up his drinks, but he doesn’t move away.

			‘What can I get you?’ asks the barmaid.

			‘I’ve a long list.’ Tristan turns round and touches the soldier on the shoulder. ‘We’ll start with a pint of Gold for my friend here, and a pint of Champion, please, my love.’

			Pink-cheeked, the barmaid heads for the pumps.

			‘My viewers are interested in stories like that,’ Tristan says to Garner. ‘They’re fed up with the creeping sickness of corruption in everyday life. They want to get back to the days when the people who are supposed to work for us, do work for us, and not for themselves. You understand what I’m saying?’

			‘Fuck you,’ says Garner, as he walks away.

			‘Better mend your ways, or we’ll be coming for you, Dave,’ Tristan calls to his retreating back.

		

	
		
			Three

			A blob of chocolate mousse Laura dropped during the meal has left a greasy mark. The designer label at the back of the neck was one of the reasons she chose the dress, and while she can’t imagine she paid even a quarter of the original price tag, she still spent significantly more than she would ever normally consider for a dress, so it will be worth the cost of dry cleaning. For now, she has an easy solution to cover the mark with a quick switch of her brooch – a genuine piece of sixties vintage, once her mother’s, whose pink glass gems are a perfect match for the fabric’s showy peonies.

			Laura sees no reason to worry about leaving Aidan talking to Izzy. Izzy has eyes only for Tris, and if she did ever think of straying, Laura imagines she’d choose an artist or a writer or an actor, not – poor Aidan – an ex-copper and committed sports fan whose favourite topic is how United performed in their last game.

			As Laura reaches the powder room, she hears voices, and before she touches the door, it swings open.

			Gemma was laughing at something her friend Hannah was saying, but seeing her mother, her laughter stops.

			‘Hi, sweetie! Are you girls having fun?’

			There’s a moment of silence, where Laura reflects that, for God’s sake, the question wasn’t difficult.

			‘Yes, thanks, Mum,’ says Gemma, eventually.

			‘I think the dancing will be starting soon,’ says Laura. ‘I see Darren’s here, Gemma. Might be your chance to kiss and make up.’

			‘For God’s sake, Mum,’ says Gemma, pushing past. ‘You are so embarrassing! I’ve told you a million times, I don’t even like him any more.’

			As she goes by, Hannah raises her eyebrows in sympathy for Laura.

			‘Darren’s going out with Rosie Stainforth,’ she says. ‘Anyway, Gemma says she likes someone else now.’

			‘Oh? Who?’

			Hannah shrugs. ‘I asked her but she won’t say.’

			‘Well, it’s news to me,’ says Laura. ‘By the way, I hope you two aren’t drinking.’

			Hannah shakes her head.

			‘Only Coke,’ she says as she follows Gemma, but there’s something about the careful way she’s walking in her absurd heels which makes Laura doubt she’s telling the truth.

			In front of the powder room mirror, Laura switches the brooch from left side to right. It’s hard to imagine her mother ever wearing such a frivolous thing; she never seemed the type for pink sparkles, and as she grew older, the only items of jewellery she wore were her wedding and engagement rings and the string of fresh-water pearls she kept for special occasions. But people change. Tell Gemma and Josh that their mum used to wear cowboy boots and bubble skirts, and they’d laugh in your face.

			Thinking she’ll touch up her lipstick, she searches for the gold case in her handbag. A toilet flushes in a cubicle behind her, the door opens, and in the mirror Laura sees a tall, thin woman, too old for the short, crushed-velvet dress she’s wearing. Phyllida Gaze.

			‘Hi, Philly.’

			Philly takes a few moments to focus, betraying the amount she’s had to drink.

			‘Is that you, Laura? I didn’t recognise you, all gussied up. Oh. You’re wearing my dress.’

			Laura glances down at her front, and a hot blush spreads across her face.

			‘Bang to rights,’ she says. ‘A second-hand bargain. Don’t tell anyone.’

			Philly crosses to the basins and begins to wash her hands.

			‘I wouldn’t dream of it, darling. Between you and me, mine came from the same place.’ Laura doubts Philly’s telling the truth; she and Jerry are loaded, and Philly’s always off to London for a spot of retail therapy, as she calls it. But bless her for trying to make Laura feel better. ‘And I have to say it looks a million times better on you. You’ve got those fabulous boobs to show it off. It hung like a sack on old ironing-board me. Jerry’s always admiring your boobs. If he could ever be bothered to get off his arse for a bit of extra-marital, you’d be his first port of call.’

			Laura smiles.

			‘Good to know. I think Aidan’s got a soft spot for Izzy.’

			Philly waves a dismissive hand before presenting it to the hot air of the dryer.

			‘If he’s not hiding it, then have no worries. Can I borrow a spot of lippy, by the way? Gorgeous colour, thanks. Anything they’re doing in public has no serious intent. It’s when they go underground you need to worry. Those deep, dark passions you know nothing about, that’s where the danger lies. Sex has a lot to answer for in life. People say follow the money, but I say sex trumps money every time. Speaking of money, this little do will be costing Dennis an arm and a leg, but doesn’t Suzie look fabulous in that gown? Makes me wish Jerry and I had had a proper wedding, instead of a registry office and fish and chips on Brighton beach. Didn’t do us any harm in the long run, though – thirty-two years we’ve put up with each other. Maybe when it’s Gemma’s turn, you’d be better pushing her in the cheap-and-cheerful direction, save the money for a down payment on a starter home. Is she still seeing that Ferris boy, by the way, what’s his name, Derren?’

			‘Darren. That seems to be well and truly over. I think she’s taken it hard, to be honest.’

			‘Plenty more fish in the sea, though. I’m sure she’s beating them off with a stick.’

			More kindness from Philly. Gemma’s still at the ugly duckling stage, and knowledge of the fact cripples her fledgling confidence.

			‘According to Hannah, Gemma’s got a new one she’s keeping under wraps.’

			Philly pats Laura on the shoulder.

			‘Mums are always the last to know. If I were you, I’d grab a great big shovel and start digging him out. Young girls and secret boyfriends never end well. Anyway, I’m so glad to see that gorgeous dress found a good home. Time for another drink, I think, don’t you?’

		

	
		
			Four

			When the cake’s been cut, the bride and groom take the floor for their first dance, gazing into each other’s eyes as they sway to Brad Paisley’s Then. Ed and Suzie grew up at opposite ends of town, were a year apart at school, first held hands at the church hall youth club. When Suzie went away to university, Ed stuck with his electrician’s apprenticeship, never looking at another girl, waiting for Suzie to come home, which she did after only a year away from him and Sterndale. They’re true soulmates, faithful as swans. Izzy reaches under the table and squeezes Tristan’s hand.

			As the track comes to its end the DJ ups the tempo, and the dance floor starts to fill.

			Flora is fast asleep on Izzy’s chest.

			‘Bedtime,’ says Tristan. ‘Bridget will be here by now. Why don’t you girls help get the party started?’ Tenderly, he picks up his daughter, and holding her against his shoulder, carries her from the marquee.

			With its grand Regency façade and Palladian columns, Sterndale Hall’s architecture is too staid and uptight for Tristan’s taste. His preference is for extravagant Victorian Gothic, towers, turrets and arches, yet on this glorious summer’s day, he’ll admit the hall makes a fabulous backdrop for a flamboyant occasion. His wedding to Izzy was a small affair, trying to duck the press attention which Izzy’s never welcomed. Now he’s thinking it might be fun to hire this place and do it again much bigger and better, call it a renewal of vows. When his work commitments let up in the new year, he’ll talk to her about it.

			As distance grows between him and the marquee, the melody of the dance music fades, so only the pulsing club beat is audible, incongruous in the silent formal garden. The heat is finally losing its grip on the day, reduced to that delectable blood-heat warmth of Mediterranean August evenings. Midsummer is next week, so dusk is still an hour away, but the light is beginning to change. At intervals, the box hedge has been cut away into alcoves where marble nymphs stand on lichened plinths, their blank faces hidden in shadows. A blackbird flies up from a nearby tree, chattering its annoyance at being disturbed, and startled, Tristan pauses. Were those footsteps behind him on the gravel? When he turns around to see, no one is there.

			Flora’s growing impossibly heavy, and he’s wishing he’d listened to Izzy when she suggested bringing a buggy. By the hotel’s rear entrance, three men in morning coats – one of them the father of the bride – are smoking cigars and drinking whisky from crystal tumblers. Tristan has no appetite for either smoking or Scotch, so to avoid an invitation he’ll have to decline, instead of going the quickest way to the car park – through the rear entrance, across the lobby and out of the main doors – he follows a path around the hotel side.

			He finds himself in a gloomy shrubbery overcrowded with rhododendrons, where the air is clammily cool. The walls on this side of the building have the acid-green tint which comes from never seeing sunlight, but after the heat the dankness is welcome, and he pauses again to rest, listening for any repetition of the footsteps he thought he heard in the gardens. All he hears is the distant beat of music and the clatter of dishes from the kitchens.

			He goes on, passing the foot of a rusting fire escape, looking in the windows of an empty ballroom where the unused chairs and tables are stacked away and the chandeliers are covered in dust-sheets.

			The car park, when he reaches it, is full. Bridget has parked the tiny Fiat 500 – a car Izzy insisted they offer as part of the nanny’s benefits, because it’s unreasonable to expect someone to work unsociable hours at Foxcote Lodge without transport – in front of his Range Rover. She’s sitting in the driver’s seat, tapping the steering wheel to music only she can hear, but as he emerges from the shrubbery, she senses movement, glances in his direction and removes her earphones.

			Bridget gets out of the car, smiling when she sees Flora blinking sleepily in her special dress and ruined slippers. Bridget’s dressed as always in baggy black, making no concessions to the heat or the occasion, and brushes her dark hair off her face, still winter-pale at midsummer. Tristan’s often wondered why she doesn’t make more effort, leave the Goth look she’s too old for behind, put on a dress, paint her nails red or pink or even yellow instead of that Bride of Dracula purple. And if she lost a couple of stone, she’d be a great-looking girl.

			‘Look who’s here,’ says Tristan to Flora. ‘Someone’s come to take you home.’

			‘Hey, poppet,’ Bridget says quietly, holding out her arms to take the child, who goes to her willingly. ‘She’s exhausted.’ Bridget’s accent is southern Irish, though she was born in Liverpool, and she insists there’s plenty of Scouse in there, if you know what you’re listening for.

			‘Why don’t you take the Range Rover?’ suggests Tristan, handing her the fob. ‘Her car seat’s already in there.’

			Eyebrows raised, Bridget gives him the keys to the Fiat. ‘Wow. What did I do to deserve this?’

			‘I promise we won’t be late. I know it’s your day off tomorrow.’

			‘You go and have yourselves a good time, and don’t worry about us,’ says Bridget. ‘We’ll be just fine by our ownsomes, won’t we, poppet?’

			He watches her drive away, then decides while he’s close by, he might as well pay a call to the gents.

			As he walks down the aisle between the parked cars, a stone bench comes into sight, placed to give a view of the parkland which fronts the hotel. Sitting on the bench is a man, stout and balding, no suit jacket, his tie stuffed in his trouser pocket. Somehow, he looks familiar.

			‘Hello, Tris. Long time no see.’

			Tristan recognises the voice before the face. The guy’s put on a load of weight.

			‘Hello, Murray. What the hell are you doing here?’

			Murray stands up and walks forward, proffering his hand, and Tristan looks at it, wondering how much offence he’ll give if he doesn’t take it. In the end, he decides he doesn’t need the aggravation, and gives it a brief, loose shake.

			‘I knew it was you, soon as I saw you,’ says Murray. ‘I was watching you playing with that little girl. She your daughter, is she? And haven’t you gone up in the world? We see you on the telly, from time to time. What’s that programme you’re doing now, Take Hart? Great title. You come up with that one, did you? Is that why you chose that name, so you could use all those lousy puns? Take Hart, Hart of the Matter – bit cheesy, aren’t they?’

			‘It’s just a stage name, Murray. That’s what people in my line of work do, they use stage names.’

			‘Well, your real name wouldn’t work half as well, would it? Though some people might say it’s a much better fit.’

			‘Nice seeing you. Give my regards to Fiona.’

			Tristan’s ready to walk away, but Murray steps forward to block him.

			‘Give them to her yourself. She’s over there, in the marquee. It’s thanks to her we got the invite. The bride’s mother’s her second cousin or something. Not really my thing, weddings, but I’d heard you were living in Sterndale, and I didn’t want to pass up the possibility of bumping into you. And here you are.’

			‘What do you want, exactly?’

			Murray looks at him with malice in his eyes. ‘There are wrongs still to be righted. I think you know that.’

			‘It was a clean break, Murray. I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

			‘It’s not about me, though, is it? It’s about other people. That woman you’re with, she’s a looker, isn’t she? And what about your little girl? When she grows up, is she going to find out about her daddy’s past life?’

			‘Get out of my way.’ Tristan pushes past him, heading towards what he thinks will be the sanctuary of the hotel entrance, but Murray’s so close behind he can smell his aftershave.

			‘All I’m asking is a few minutes of your valuable time, a private chat between you and me. What could be wrong with that? We’ll go for a turn round the grounds, just two old friends, taking a walk together.’

			Tristan stops and turns back to face him.

			‘You spend too much time watching those old films. What’s that one from? Let me guess – The Shawshank Redemption.’

			Murray laughs.

			‘You’re still the sharp one, aren’t you? Actually it’s Mystic River, Kevin Bacon, Tim Robbins. It’s in your best interests, Tris. If you won’t talk to me, we’ll have to think about going public.’

			Tristan shakes his head.

			‘Don’t threaten me, Murray. You don’t have the chops to follow through. We went our separate ways, and that’s how it’s going to stay. It’s nothing to do with you, and it never was. Now I’m going for a piss, and when I come out of there, don’t you be here waiting.’

		

	
		
			Five

			An hour’s passed since Tristan went to drop Flora off with Bridget. As the time slips by, at first Izzy’s unconcerned, thinking he’ll be caught in conversation, doing the rounds, spreading the love. She dances with Laura a couple of times and accepts another glass of prosecco, but she’s had enough to drink and it’s standing, untouched and fizzing, on the table.

			Bending down to her handbag, she finds her phone, and presses the speed-dial button to call him. She hears his phone ringing out, but he doesn’t answer.

			Laura leans across the table.

			‘Where’s Tris?’ she asks, and Izzy shrugs.

			‘I don’t know. Talking, probably. But I want to go soon. I tried to ring him but he didn’t pick up.’

			‘He probably didn’t hear his phone in this racket. Aidan will take a turn about the place and track him down, won’t you, honey?’ Aidan’s only just sat down after visiting the gents. ‘Sorry, we should have asked you while you were up.’

			‘I don’t mind,’ says Aidan, getting back to his feet. ‘I’ll have a see what Gemma’s doing, while I’m about it.’

			The music’s getting louder; the dance floor is full.

			Whoever did the seating plan, Aidan notices, has made a couple of gaffes, potential flashpoints as the evening progresses and alcohol removes inhibitions. Probably it seemed logical to seat the Proctor brothers and their wives together, but the brothers haven’t spoken for three years after a row over their mother’s will led them into a bitter court case. And they’ve put the farmer who shot an errant dog for sheep-worrying far too close to the dog’s still-grieving owner. If the farmer has any sense and sensibilities, thinks Aidan, he’ll be cutting his evening short.

			Finally, he spots Gemma with Hannah and a few other friends. Most of the girls are laughing at something on a phone, but Gemma’s not joining in and seems distracted, looking towards the marquee entrance as if she’s waiting for someone to walk in. Is she still carrying a torch for Darren Ferris? If Darren’s broken his little girl’s heart, Aidan would love to get him in a dark alley and have a word, but that isn’t how it goes. Life lessons are not to be interfered in, though it’s incredible to him a toerag like Ferris could prefer another girl to his beautiful daughter. Maybe Gemma did the right thing and refused to go as far as Darren wanted. From what he’s heard, Rosie Stainforth’s boundaries are more flexible, but knowing Gemma’s got some kind of moral code doesn’t make it any easier to see her unhappy.

			Someone touches his arm.

			‘Is that you, Mr Ridley?’

			Aidan looks down on an elderly man sitting alone at an otherwise abandoned table, a half-empty half-pint glass in front of him. He’s changed since Aidan last saw him, lost weight, gained years.

			‘Hello, Len, how’s things?’

			‘I’ve been better, Mr Ridley, if I’m honest.’

			Aidan glances round as he sits down. ‘Where’s Yvonne?’

			Len looks away, tightening his jaw to stop it trembling. ‘She passed, Mr Ridley. Six months ago now. All the stress over the years, in the end her heart gave way. Still, she’s no more worries now. I got her a beautiful spot in the churchyard, not far from her mum and dad. The way I’m feeling, I shan’t be far behind.’

			‘I’m very sorry to hear that. If I’d known, I’d have come to pay my respects.’

			‘Well, you can’t be everywhere, can you? You lads have plenty on your plates, day to day.’

			‘I’m not in the force any more, actually,’ says Aidan. ‘I’m invalided out.’

			‘That’s a shame. I always had you down for being one of the good ones. What are you doing now, then?’

			‘I’ve got a bike shop. It does all right, puts food on the table. What about Jason? How are things there?’

			Aidan remembers Jason Tyndall too well – an addict with a ruthless streak when he needs cash to fund his habit, and a long-term, anti-social menace in Sterndale and beyond. In the White Lion, they still talk about the night Jason was refused service and threw a chair at the back of the bar, bringing down a Victorian mirror and several shelves of bottles in a catastrophic cascade of alcohol and glass. Sometimes, still, the regulars wind up the landlord by telling him Jason’s been seen in town, and sometimes it’s true, though Jason never stays long in one place, flitting between Detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure and the ditches and squats which add up to No fixed abode. If Len tells Aidan Jason is dead too, it will come as no surprise.

			Len shakes his head. ‘He’s doing another stretch. They let him out early March, four weeks later he got recalled. I didn’t even bother going to court, not this time. We’ve heard it all before, haven’t we? All I know about it I read in the paper, that he robbed some poor bloke in a corner shop, threatened to cut his throat with a Stanley knife.’

			‘I heard about that case. Didn’t they catch him on CCTV?’

			‘That was him. Too spaced out on his dirty damned drugs to cover his face, the silly fool.’

			‘Do you get to see him?’

			Len shakes his head again. ‘He’s up in Durham at the moment. That’s too far for me to go at my age, even if I could afford the train fare.’ He musters a smile. ‘You won’t believe me when I tell you what a lovely lad he was growing up, the apple of our eyes. And he had a good heart, used to fetch a bit of shopping for old Billy Spence on Miller’s Lane, until the day his daughter came knocking to say Billy’s war medals had gone missing. Bit by bit he broke our hearts, and he wasn’t even there at the end to lay a few flowers on his mother’s grave. I made excuses for him many times – more than I ever should have, if the truth be told – but I’ll never forgive him for that.’

			The weight of Len’s grief lies heavy between them.

			‘I know it hasn’t been easy for you,’ says Aidan.

			Len picks up his glass. ‘Here’s to your kids, Mr Ridley. I hope you have better luck with yours than I did with mine.’

			Amen to that, thinks Aidan, patting Len on the back as he moves on.

			Darren Ferris and Rosie are sitting in the corner of the hotel lobby, holding hands. Rosie is uncharacteristically silent, and Darren thinks he might throw up, knowing he’s overdone the illicit Jägermeister. When she notices Aidan, Rosie gives him an embarrassed smile which Aidan doesn’t return. Darren puts his head in his hands, deciding to pretend he hasn’t seen him.

			A burst of laughter from a group of twenty-somethings in the bar draws Aidan’s attention, and Rosie watches him cross to the open doorway and scan the room, where he seems not to find whoever he’s looking for. Rosie assumes it’s Gemma, and hopes he doesn’t ask her where his daughter might be, guiltily realising she might have totally wrecked Gemma’s day.

			But Aidan ignores her and heads for the restaurant, which from what Rosie can see is deserted except for a sullen girl laying tables. Aidan’s soon back in the lobby, where the ­harried-looking receptionist is speaking into a phone. When she finishes her call, she comes across to Darren and Rosie.

			Aidan moves closer so he can hear what she says.

			Darren’s face has turned very pale, almost green.

			The receptionist smiles. ‘They want you to wait here. Someone’s on their way to get you.’

			A man wearing a black suit appears at Aidan’s side, his lapel badge announcing him as some kind of manager.

			‘May I help you, Sir?’

			Rosie hears Aidan ask if something’s going on.

			‘If you’d like a drink, we have full service in the bar,’ says the manager.

			Aidan says, ‘I think I’ve had enough, mate,’ and sits down in an armchair.

			The manager leans over the desk to confer with the ­receptionist. Another burst of laughter from the bar blurs what’s being said, and Rosie only clearly hears one word: pool.

			Aidan abandons his chair, heading out in the direction of the gardens.

			Across the lawn, where the path leads between the box hedges, a sign reading Pool closed has been thrown aside. Aidan walks through the leafy archway and is confronted by a policeman in uniform.

			‘I’m sorry, Sir, this area’s . . .’ begins the policeman, but then he grins and says, ‘Hello, Aidan mate, how’re you doing?’

			The cogs of Izzy’s reality are slipping. She watches Aidan return, grave-faced, to the marquee table, sees his whispered exchange with Laura, and how she freezes for a moment, as if she were paused. Laura’s face gives more away than Aidan’s, so Izzy knows he’s told her something bad, though she’s already drawing her own conclusions, since Aidan’s come back without any sign of Tris.

			Laura gets up and stands next to her, and from her chair, Izzy looks up at her friend, who touches her shoulder in the universal gesture of comfort which means it’s going to be something she really doesn’t want to hear.

			‘What’s going on? Tell me what’s happened.’

			There’s a whoop from the crowd as the music segues into Flo Rida’s Low.

			‘There’s been an accident,’ says Laura, speaking loudly so she can be heard over the voices singing along on the dance floor, and it’s not her fault because she’s trying to be sensitive and break it gently, but for God’s sake, thinks Izzy, just spit it out.

			‘Who? What? Just tell me!’

			‘It’s Tris. The police are asking for you and the ambulance is on its way. Aidan and I will take you over there.’

			‘What are you talking about? He just went to the car park to drop Flora off with Bridget. Has he been knocked down?’ Knocked down. Such an oddly vintage expression, but if that’s what’s happened, surely it’s not serious? Vehicles in car parks don’t drive very fast. ‘What about Flora? Is she OK?’

			‘It’s nothing to do with Flora,’ says Aidan. ‘Tris is by the pool.’

			‘What pool?’

			‘Across the lawn, there’s a swimming pool. We’d better hurry. The ambulance will be here any minute, and if you want to go with him . . .’

			‘Go with him where?’

			‘To the hospital,’ says Laura. ‘They’ll want to have a look at him, I’m sure.’

			‘Did he fall in?’ asks Izzy. ‘But he’s such a good swimmer.’

			‘Please, Izzy, let’s hurry,’ says Aidan. ‘They can tell you everything when we get there.’

			Blue lights strobe on the turquoise water. From a distance, they might be mistaken for a spin-off from the marquee dance floor, but there’s no music here, just the splash of water in the pool drains and the murmur of voices. A police car’s headlamps are trained on two kneeling paramedics, giving them light as they work under a sign saying Hotel Guests Only.

			The dazzle behind the policeman obscures his face. He’s asking Izzy’s name and address and her relationship to the casualty, and when she doesn’t answer him, he starts again, this time talking to her as if she were five years old. In fact she’s already heard and understood him, but her focus is on the legs she can see in front of the female paramedic.

			Izzy feels a lightness in her head, a strange, disorienting sensation as if she’s split into two people, one trying to talk coherently to the policeman, the other a fearful observer, mentally distant. Who is that person on the ground? Surely it can’t be Tris, and yet those are unmistakably his shoes. The male paramedic moves to take something from his bag, and Izzy sees a face made grey by the blue light, before the paramedic covers the nose and mouth with an oxygen mask. The mask gives her a measure of relief. If they’re giving him oxygen, that must mean he isn’t dead.

			‘Are you sure it’s him?’ she asks, and the policeman says, ‘Yes, Madam,’ before going back to his questions which, this time, Izzy answers.

			‘Can I go to him?’

			‘Better wait here until they get him stabilised.’

			‘What do you mean, stabilised?’ asks Izzy, and immediately asks Laura the same, but Laura clutches Izzy’s arm and doesn’t answer.

			‘He’s had a blow to the head,’ says the policeman.

			‘You mean he fell?’

			‘It’s too early to say.’

			‘But what was he doing here? Who found him? You have to let me go to him. He needs to know I’m here.’

			A car arrives and pulls up behind the police patrol car. A man and a woman get out, and a policewoman steps forward to greet them, leading them forward, pointing at the ground.

			Aidan speaks quietly into Laura’s ear. ‘CID.’

			‘We’ll have answers to your questions down the line,’ says the policeman, betraying no interest in the recent arrivals. ‘I expect you’ll be wanting to go with him in the ambulance?’

			‘Where will they take him?’ asks Laura.

			‘An injury like that, I expect it would be Shrewsbury.’

			‘An injury like what? How bad is it?’ demands Izzy.

			‘Shrewsbury’s a long way,’ says Laura, to deflect Izzy’s attention on to domestic arrangements.

			‘What about Flora?’ asks Izzy. ‘Who’ll look after her?’

			‘Bridget will, of course,’ says Laura. ‘That’s where she is now, safe at home with Bridget.’

			‘But tomorrow’s her day off.’

			‘You’ll probably be home by then. I’ll speak to Bridget. You just go with Tris, and do what you need to there.’

			The policewoman joins them.

			‘They’re ready to move him.’ She looks from Izzy to Laura. ‘Which of you is his partner?’

			‘I am,’ says Izzy. ‘I’m his wife.’

			‘You can go with them in the ambulance, but they’ve asked me to tell you he isn’t conscious at the moment, just so you’re aware. Can I ask when you last saw your husband?’

			Izzy shakes her head. ‘I don’t know. An
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