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Prologue

‘Don’t go so near to the edge!’ yelled Patricia Phillips at a group of Korean tourists taking what appeared to be wedding photographs on the edge of the Seven Sisters cliffs. ‘These cliffs crumble,’ she shouted. ‘It’s not worth dying for. Get back!’

She planted her hands on her hips and waited. The tourists looked back at her blankly, then carried on posing not discernibly any further away from the white chalky edge. With a loud exhale, Patricia turned on the heel of her ancient walking boot and marched along the path across the Downs towards her cottage.

‘Every bloody day,’ she mumbled to herself, pulling her dryrobe tighter around her. ‘Every bloody day, and no one listens.’ She looked up. ‘Put that dog on a lead,’ she barked at a woman who had let her black Labrador loose in the sheep field. She got another blank stare in response. The dog lolloped in the direction of the flock and the sheep began to canter towards the cliff. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Pat said under her breath, then commanded, ‘Sit!’ with all the authority she could find. Luckily, the dog took more notice of her than anyone else had that morning.

‘He’s never chased sheep before,’ began the Labrador’s owner, a short woman with cropped ginger hair. ‘Normally he’s very well beha—’

‘Lead!’ It was all Patricia could manage to yell back, with a dismissive wave of her hand. She couldn’t even blame how furious she felt on the menopause any more, she thought, just as a sharp twang pierced her hip joint. She winced. The pain alone could have been justification enough for her mood, even if it hadn’t been exacerbated by idiots.

The wind picked up as she crossed the brow of the hill and strode on towards her cottage. It was always blustery up here; the grasses were flattened, the elderly hawthorns and gorse permanently bent, buffeted and bruised by the prevailing wind. She tugged harder on her dryrobe, regretting having stayed in the water that bit longer than usual. The English Channel had chilled her to the marrow. She was of the opinion that no one could possibly get into the sea and come out in a bad mood, unless, of course, they needed a hip replacement and were too bloody-minded to admit it.

She eschewed the small wooden gate for walkers to the side of the cattle grid and picked her way across the metal bars. As she turned the corner towards her eighteenth-century brick and flint cottage, she stopped in her tracks. Not again! Every bloody day. There was yet another car parked on the grass verge. Right in front of her doorstep. She was just about to shout ‘Get off my land!’ like a crimson-faced farmer when a woman and a hefty-looking policeman got out of the Ford Focus. She inhaled deeply and downgraded her retort to an icily polite ‘Can I help you?’

‘Dr Phillips?’ said the woman, flashing a badge. ‘May we come in?’




CHAPTER 1

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Amanda Stevens, and this is my colleague Police Constable Barry Footer,’ said the woman, lightly patting the neat brown bun at the back of her head. ‘We don’t want to take up too much of your time.’

The officers followed Pat as she strode through the wooden gate and down the garden path. They watched as she bent down, picked up the flowerpot to the right of her bright yellow front door and took out the cunningly hidden key to unlock it. She led the way into the kitchen.

The sun was pouring through the window, the radio was on, the remains of breakfast were still in the sink and the small, round pine dining table in the centre of the room was covered in files and papers. There was a half-completed Times crossword lying next to a cup of cold coffee, an open Financial Times with some of the stocks and share prices underlined and a well-thumbed Sudoku booklet on top of it. A black and white cat raised its head from the dining chair cushion and took in the new arrivals. It yawned, stretched and settled down again, clearly unimpressed.

‘Tea? Coffee?’ Pat asked, switching off the radio. ‘Biscuits?’

‘Biscuits would be good,’ replied PC Footer, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

DS Stevens shot him a look, raising her heavily pencilled eyebrows. ‘I wonder if we might ask you a few questions, Doctor,’ she began, pulling out the cat’s chair. The cat stayed put and emitted a warning hiss. ‘It is a matter of sensitivity. So maybe a cup of tea might be helpful?’

What could possibly be helped by tea? Pat turned around to flick on the kettle. She looked back to find DS Stevens trying to edge the cat off its chair, but it stood its ground firmly.

‘I wouldn’t try to move him,’ she warned. ‘His bite is worse than his bark.’

‘So, you’re a psychotherapist,’ DS Stevens said, pretending not to hear Pat’s advice. She dragged a stool from under the table, sat down and nodded at PC Footer, who immediately took a seat next to her.

‘I am,’ replied Pat.

‘Good,’ said DS Stevens, looking around the kitchen. Her eyes darted from the row of mismatched chipped mugs that hung on hooks under the white wooden units to the collection of prehistoric orange Le Creuset pots on top of the fridge, the dying African violet on the windowsill behind the sink and the cork noticeboard overloaded with curled photographs, bent postcards, fliers, tickets and wristbands from numerous plays and concerts. ‘Have you been here long?’

She was overdoing it with the small talk. Pat followed her gaze around the room. What was the woman looking for? What did she want from her? Was she about to be arrested?

‘Eight, ten years, something like that.’

‘And you moved from London to the South Downs, to Westlinke?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘You live on your own?’

‘I live with Dave.’

‘Your husband? Son?’

‘Cat.’

DS Stevens nodded curtly at PC Footer. Was he jotting all this down?

‘Dave,’ he repeated. ‘The cat. So is that eight years or ten years, would you say, living here?’ His round cheeks flushed as he looked up at Pat, his stubby pencil poised over his black notebook.

‘Nine years and two months,’ said Pat, watching him scribble away. ‘And three days,’ she added just for good measure.

‘Three?’ He looked up.

‘Three,’ she confirmed.

‘And this is where you practise?’ asked DS Stevens, gesturing to the papers on the kitchen table.

‘Oh no,’ said Pat. ‘My office is a shepherd’s hut in the garden.’ She nodded towards the window. ‘That’s where I see clients. You wouldn’t want to have them in here.’

‘No.’ DS Stevens laughed sharply. ‘I can see that!’

‘But it’s mostly on Zoom these days.’ Pat tried her best to be amiable and poised, the opposite of Stevens’ brusque, uninterested delivery. ‘People often prefer it. Zoom, that is. They don’t have to leave home.’

‘Yes, yes. Of course.’ DS Stevens offered a dry smile.

‘And I can see more people this way,’ Pat added.

‘Which brings me to this question.’ DS Stevens paused, her face suddenly very sombre indeed. ‘Do you know a Mr Henry Clayton?’

Silence hung in the air for a moment. The kettle came to a rumbling boil and clicked.

Pat poured hot water onto the tea bags, eyes fixed on the liquid as it turned dark.

‘Henry Clayton? I’m afraid I’m bound by my code of ethics. I’m not really able to tell you.’ She looked across at the round brass clock on the wall. He was due at three o’clock.

‘Ah, well. Of course we know that you know him, at least in a professional capacity.’ DS Stevens sighed before clearing her throat, her gaze now fixed on Pat. ‘I have some bad news. You might want to take a seat.’

‘I’m fine,’ replied Pat.

‘Well … I’m sorry to tell you that Mr Clayton’s body was discovered washed up on the beach this morning. On the pebbles just below Birling Gap, to be precise. It’s suspected that he died by suicide.’

‘No!’ Pat raised her voice. She pushed a mug of tea towards each of them. ‘Milk? Sugar?’

‘Yes, please,’ nodded PC Footer. ‘Both.’

‘No, that can’t be.’ Her code of ethics was very much forgotten now. ‘I’ve got a sense for this sort of thing. I did not see Henry as a danger to himself or others.’

‘And why do you say that?’ asked DS Stevens, her tone verging on the patronising. ‘Is he not the type?’

‘Type is not the right word,’ replied Pat, grabbing a tin of biscuits that sat next to the Le Creuset collection on top of the fridge. The lid was sticky, clad with grease and dust, and the sell-by date was from the last decade, but she opened it anyway. ‘We all have the potential to commit suicide.’

‘Die by suicide,’ corrected DS Stevens.

‘Take our own lives, yes, but it is dependent on our state of mind. There is no type per se. Just as we are all capable of immense acts of bravery, love and self-sacrifice. But Henry – Mr Clayton – was not suicidal. He had expressed no suicidal thoughts whatsoever.’

‘But he was in therapy, wasn’t he?’ DS Stevens tilted her head to express sympathy. ‘So he did have some mental health issues?’ Pat watched as the detective put little quotation marks around the words ‘mental health’ with her long, ballet-slipper-pink nails.

‘That doesn’t mean he wanted to commit suicide.’

‘Die by suicide,’ DS Stevens corrected again.

Pat bit her tongue and stared at PC Footer’s dimpled hand as it dipped in and out of the sticky-lidded tin, clearly not noticing, or caring, that the biscuits he was polishing off were soft and damp and smelt very obviously stale. In the background, DS Stevens’ voice was explaining that they’d found Henry at the bottom of the cliff, lying on his back, feet in the water, waves lapping over him. He’d been discovered at around eight o’clock that morning by some joggers from Westlinke Running Club, who passed by that stretch of shore every day at around that time. There was little suspicion of foul play, it being Birling Gap and all that, so close to the popular suicide spot that was Beachy Head. Henry Clayton was not from round here, so he had obviously made the journey to the Seven Sisters area to die by suicide somewhere between low and high tide on the night of Sunday 19 April.

Pat listened with increasing annoyance and frustration. Not that Henry was a friend, of course not. He was a client, whom she hadn’t been working with for very long. Six, seven weeks, maybe; she’d have to look that up in her appointment diary. But he was a young man in his early thirties who’d had his whole life ahead of him. He was charming, good-looking, a nice boy. She began to feel irritated by the presence of DS Stevens in her kitchen.

She took a deep breath and tried hard to remain impassive. Stevens was likely in her mid-thirties, bustling with efficiency and freshly washed hair. She smelt of a cloying, heavy floral teenage perfume. She was made up, curled eyelashes, a bit of Kardashian contouring down the nose and across the cheeks, the sort of woman who always wanted to look her best. A small solitaire diamond glimmered on her engagement finger as she picked up her mug of tea. It was looking a little sad on its own without a wedding band. It’d been there a while, Pat was sure of it.

‘How did you know he was a client of mine?’ She interrupted the detective mid-flow.

‘We found your business card in his wallet, with today’s date and three p.m. written on the back,’ said PC Footer. His tongue peeked out of his soft mouth as he leafed hastily through his pad. ‘There were some other numbers jotted down there too, but we tried them and they all turned out to be taxi drivers.’

‘What I don’t understand,’ Pat said, ‘is why he was already here. He was supposed to be travelling down from London around lunchtime today and then taking a taxi directly here. He’s always been a Zoom client, but this time he wanted to meet in person.’

‘Did he now?’ DS Stevens nodded meaningfully at PC Footer. ‘Interesting. Why do you think that might be?’

‘Well, without going into too much detail, he was struggling in his relationship. And he was worried about his privacy. He thought a face-to-face session would be more secure.’

‘So he was paranoid?’ suggested Stevens, a hint of triumph in her voice.

‘No,’ Pat replied sharply. ‘He just wanted to come in person. It’s not that unusual; in fact it was common practice to see people in the flesh before the pandemic.’

‘Maybe he changed his mind; maybe he decided to just go straight to the cliffs instead. Maybe he was overwhelmed, don’t you think? Overcome?’

‘No, I don’t think. As I said, he was not in that frame of mind.’

‘Well.’ DS Stevens shrugged, patting the back of her bun again. ‘Perhaps he hadn’t told you what his true intentions were. Maybe you just hadn’t picked up on it. Maybe, professionally …’ Her voice trailed off.

Pat stared at her, face purposely devoid of emotion. Her sea-soaked, wind-blown bobbed grey hair was sticking out at all angles, but her gaze was unblinking. She made sure of that. The kitchen was silent save for the quiet ticking of the wall clock.

DS Stevens smiled weakly. ‘Well, um, maybe you—’

‘To be clear. There are certain pointers for people who are at risk of taking their own lives.’ Pat’s voice was calm, her words measured. ‘Low energy, low self-esteem, a hard, critical inner voice that won’t go away.’

‘That’s as maybe,’ countered Stevens. ‘But things change, don’t they? He was seeing someone for his mental health issues – you. And he was in the right age group to die by suicide. Between thirty and forty-four years of age. Male. He fits all the statistics. We have twenty-five to forty cases of death by suicide a year round here, so we’re well used to these things. How can you be sure he’s not one of those statistics?’

‘People are not statistics,’ Pat replied with growing exasperation. She leant forward and pinched her hip. A bolt of pain shot down her right leg, and she inhaled sharply. ‘They don’t fall into neat categories. We are all individuals.’

‘You may say that,’ replied DS Stevens, adding a light laugh. ‘But at the end of the day, we’re also statistics.’

‘The reason why I believe he was not suicidal was because I asked him.’ Pat placed both hands on the table. ‘It’s one of the first questions you ask as soon as a client sits down. Or at least I do. I also take a full history. There are pointers to someone’s potential to self-harm, and Henry had none of them.’

‘What pointers?’ asked PC Footer.

‘No previous suicide attempts, no desire to escape. Are you writing these down?’

Footer nodded.

‘Not wanting to take vengeance. He did not think other people would be better off if he was dead. No magical thinking, no self-sacrifice, no suicide ideation, no evidence of alteration of cognitive function.’

‘What?’ Footer and Stevens asked in unison.

Pat continued. ‘No aggressive or impulsive behaviour, no mental confusion. No drug-taking, no alcohol misuse, and he had no psychiatric history nor other comorbidities.’

‘It’s a tough one, though, isn’t it?’ said Stevens, standing up. ‘Come along now, PC Footer. We don’t want to waste any more of the good doctor’s time.’ She looked at Pat. ‘Thank you, though, Dr Phillips, for helping us with our enquiries.’

‘Are you speaking to anyone else?’

‘No.’ The detective shook her head. ‘The next of kin have been informed. There will be a post-mortem, but that will be fairly basic. Just a confirmation, really, of the circumstances.’

‘Which are?’

‘That Henry Clayton died by suicide.’ She nodded. ‘We’ll let ourselves out.’

The kitchen door clicked shut, followed by the garden gate, and then there was the sound of a car starting up. Pat sat at the table, her hands clasped in front of her, seething. Was she angry? Upset at the carelessness, presumptuousness? It just didn’t feel right that Henry Clayton had killed himself. It didn’t seem possible to her that he would go through with it. He had a seven-step skincare routine, for goodness’ sake. The two of them had laughed at the complexity of it. No, he wouldn’t have wanted to damage himself like that. He wasn’t planning to die. She stiffened, jaw tight with frustration. Why wouldn’t the police listen to her? Why ask for her opinion if they had no intention of acting on it? Why contact her at all?’

She picked up a bourbon biscuit from the tin and sank her teeth into it.

‘Jesus!’ she said out loud. ‘That’s bloody disgusting!’

She leapt off her chair, ran to the window and spat the stale biscuit into the bin. How the hell could that young police officer have eaten his way through half the tin? What inner sadness was he compensating for? What void was he filling with sugar, trans fats and E numbers?

She stood at the sink, staring at her shepherd’s hut. She’d been looking forward to talking to Henry. She’d put the heater on especially for him before she went out for her swim. She was used to the elements down here. She found the cold wind comforting, even the horizontal rain, and she loved the stone-grey waves of the English Channel no matter the season. But Henry was a London lad, and she’d wanted him to be comfortable in the hut, not shivering with cold sitting in the armchair beside her desk.

Some people were a little disappointed when they first walked into Pat’s hut that she didn’t have a couch for them to lie down on when they talked to her. That was the way it happened in the films. People were always horizontal in therapy, talking to the ceiling, or some slowly turning fan. But Pat preferred to look at her clients’ faces. The way they moved. The changing expressions: small self-congratulatory smiles, or narrowing eyes and lips that indicated underlying anger; steady, impenetrable gazes or sad, lonely looks; seeking or avoiding eye contact. All these signs that she would miss if they were staring at the ceiling; and she especially wouldn’t want to miss the look of recognition when they made a discovery that helped them understand themselves and their world a little better. She called those ‘aha!’ moments.

Henry had been doing well; he’d had several ahas! He’d been frustrated and annoyed when he realised how his behaviour had been fuelling the situation he had found himself in. Pat had thought he was finally ready to make changes, get his life back on track.

She left the kitchen and made her way over to the hut. If Henry wasn’t coming, then she should at least turn off the heater. She walked up the three wooden steps and opened the door, letting out a guff of hot air. The shed was positively tropical, and there was that familiar singed-plastic smell, sharp and metallic. She left the door open, both as invitation to Dave, who had inevitably followed her, and to let the heat out of the room. Then she sat down in front of her ancient computer, with its scruffy keyboard that bore the crumbs of a recent luncheon eaten at her desk.

The rest of the space was surprisingly tidy. Her work area was clear, save for an old-fashioned Rolodex to the right of the computer that still contained the phone number of a gardener who used to mow her lawn when she was married to Martin and lived in Chiswick. Martin still lived there. For some reason, he never minded the commute into his barristers’ chambers. Pat had always loathed it. The law, the commute, the long hours. She’d been a solicitor in a family law firm in the City before changing direction completely. A lot of that change had been down to Sue. Well, Sue and a desire to uproot her life and live by the sea. Surely there was only so much family law one could engage with without wanting to get into the nitty-gritty of what was really going on? Although Sue clearly felt differently. She was still at the coal face of law.

‘Shit!’ Pat exclaimed. She should telephone Sue. Sue was the reason Pat was treating Henry. Sue was the reason Henry was making the trip to Westlinke in the first place.

She picked up her mobile, hands shaking. She was suddenly overwhelmed with sadness. Somehow calling Sue and saying the words out loud would make the abstract concrete.

Her three o’clock was dead.




CHAPTER 2

‘Yup?’

Sue was busy. She always answered the phone as if it were interrupting something important. Which it invariably was. She worked in a frantic, overstretched partnership of twelve solicitors, just off Chancery Lane, which specialised in family law, divorce and all things personal. She was a solicitor advocate, so was often in court, a horsehair wig on top of her smooth, sleek blonde blow-dry, and difficult to track down. Time was actually money. Her time was charged by the minute; even her thinking time was paid for, detailed as ‘considering’ on the invoice. As a result, Pat very rarely called her ex-girlfriend at work.

‘Oh, it’s you, sorry, I didn’t see the number.’ Sue’s voice mellowed. ‘Everything OK? I don’t have long …’

‘I’m not sure how to put this, so I’ll just say it.’ Pat swallowed. Her mouth was suddenly dry.

‘What?’ Sue was rustling papers on her desk.

‘Henry Clayton was found dead this morning. Washed up on the beach at Birling Gap.’

There was a long pause.

‘Sue?’

Silence.

‘Are you there? Did you hear me? Henry Clayton is dead.’

‘That’s very sad,’ replied Sue, before emitting a long, sombre sigh. ‘That’s very, very sad. He was such a lovely boy. Birling Gap? Near you? How?’

‘Suicide, apparently.’

‘Suicide? I doubt that.’ She paused again. ‘Sorry, you’d know best, of course, but … really? What d’you think? That doesn’t sound right, does it?’

‘I think the same. He showed none of the usual signs. Not that people haven’t been shocked and surprised by suicides before, but I feel in my gut that he wasn’t in that frame of mind. The police think otherwise.’

‘Do they now?’ Sue inhaled deeply down the line and then sighed again. ‘The police taking the path of least resistance. Why doesn’t that surprise me? Although I suppose they do get a lot of that down there.’

‘How was Henry when you last saw him?’

Turned out Sue had seen Henry just two days before. He’d come to her office – an oak-panelled room at the top of a narrow, twisting staircase – for a coffee and legal advice about issuing a non-molestation order, a ‘cease and desist’, against his boyfriend, Derek, who’d been causing him some problems.

Henry had originally been put in touch with Sue by one of his stockbroker colleagues. She’d come highly recommended. Cool under pressure, a stickler for fairness, she was well known for championing the underdog and getting wronged women generous divorce settlements. She had taken Henry under her wing and suggested that he might want to remove Derek entirely from his life. Legally force him to leave his flat in London. She had subsequently suggested that a few sessions with Pat might be helpful with the fallout from the breakdown of his relationship, as Henry kept wavering and getting back together with Derek and Sue kept having to put the legal work on hold.

‘It doesn’t make sense, though, does it?’ she said now, clicking the end of her biro down the line.

‘No, not to me, but the police aren’t looking for anyone else. They seem convinced that he committed suicide.’

‘How can they be so sure? And what did they want from you exactly?’

‘They probably thought that the fact he had an appointment to see me was enough to prove their theory.’

‘But you wouldn’t have been able to confirm or deny he was a client.’

‘Technically. But I slipped up. Don’t tell my governing body.’ Pat paused, a myriad of thoughts circling in her mind. ‘But, you know, if he didn’t jump, he might have fallen. An accident. What d’you think?’

‘Or murder,’ declared Sue.

‘Oh God!’

‘Well, you never know.’

‘That might happen regularly in your circles,’ said Pat, ‘but down here, we mostly settle things over a glass of sherry in the pub.’

‘Sherry!? And I’m afraid to say that domestic violence, a common cause of murder, is rife everywhere, and isn’t necessarily anything to do with class either.’

‘Yes, you’re right.’ Pat gazed out of the window of the hut, taking a deep breath. ‘Are you really suggesting that Henry could have been murdered?’

‘I’m not suggesting anything. I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s just a possibility.’

‘A possibility? Murder! What am I supposed to do about that?’

‘Find out who did it?’

‘That’s easy for you to say. I’m not a detective, I’m a psychotherapist.’

‘I’d say that’s probably better. You understand people, you see things no one else does. You’re canny!’

Pat laughed.

‘Well, you can’t do any worse than the police, that’s for sure. Listen, I’ve got to go. See you soon, good luck.’

Pat sat in the shed with her chin in her hands. Dave was curled up on the soft, fat armchair where Henry should have been. What could possibly have happened to poor Henry for him to have ended up dead on the beach? And why was he in Westlinke in the first place, when he should have still been at work in London? He was going to catch the 1.15 p.m. train from Victoria, if Pat remembered correctly. Why hadn’t he done that?

She got up and crossed the hut, with its sheepskin rug and sage-green-painted floorboards. Opposite the desk and the window, three of her watercolour landscapes hung on the wooden wall. Next to a bookcase of academic journals and psychotherapy textbooks was a tall grey metal cabinet that contained the files on her past and present clients. Her professional code of ethics dictated that her client records should be filed under code numbers rather than names, but that was too far-fetched for maverick Pat. Technically she could’ve locked the cabinet, but she had no idea where the key was. She pulled out the top drawer and began flicking through the files. They were supposed to be stored in alphabetical order, but somehow that system had slipped. What was the point of having Mark Allen’s file right at the front when he was no longer on her books and had moved to San Francisco at least eight years ago?

Although, to be fair, Mr Allen was something of an exception. Pat’s patients rarely seemed to leave the practice. One of the problems of being a successful psychotherapist was that no one ever wanted to move on. They’d understand their issues, even make changes and improve their lives, but they seemed to like to stay on for maintenance. ‘A bit like Hotel California,’ had been Sue’s response to Pat’s conundrum. Scaling back the practice was one of the reasons why she had left London. Some patients didn’t seem to make any progress but repeated the same patterns and circles and stayed in the same lane, no matter how many times they’d come to see her in her Covent Garden office. Obviously, as Pat would say many times over, you couldn’t go to the gym once and expect to leave with abs. Therapy took time, but it also took effort. And there were a few stuck clients who wouldn’t, or maybe couldn’t, do the work.

She continued searching through her files. There was the angry banker who used to shoplift to help express his suppressed feelings. The unhappy loner who would physically ‘dump his shit’ at her door by using the lavatory in her office every Monday morning, leaving it in a terrible skid-stained state. The yearner who never felt she had her mother’s love and had been chasing various unobtainable amours ever since; and the people-pleaser who attuned so acutely to everyone else she had lost sight of who she was. And then there was Henry.

‘At last,’ mumbled Pat, tapping the folder lightly, ‘here we go. Filed under H for Henry rather than C for Clayton.’ She pulled out the file, sat down and opened it on the desk. There was a printed copy of an email from Sue explaining the reason behind Henry’s desire to contact her. There was their agreement that Henry would undertake eight sessions. There was his personal information form, which he had filled out in his sophisticated handwriting before sending it to her. She also remembered his first Zoom session. He was nervous, but quite talkative, as if all his worries and grievances were ready to burst out of him, like a fizzy drink that had been shaken before being opened.

His life was seemingly great. He enjoyed his job, had plenty of friends and got on with his family. His father had loomed large in his psyche, although he’d been in denial about that at first. His mother was a healthy, loving presence and he had a good relationship with his stepfather and stepsisters too. The only problem was his love life. He kept falling for men who went hot and then unfortunately cold on him, meaning he was hurt time after time. One of his aha! moments had been when he realised that these emotionally unavailable men were just a replacement for his father. He craved his approval, his recognition, his affirmation and yet had no way to get it. He’d thought his latest relationship was going to be different, but Derek, for whom he had fallen hard, might have been his most disastrous love affair yet. Pat had been helping him become aware of the ways Derek didn’t respect him, let alone love him.

The most important factors for a successful outcome in therapy were the client’s expectations, motivation and hope. As well as, of course, the relationship between client and therapist. And Henry had thrived in both areas. He was excited for change. And Pat had really liked him. Looking at the file, she realised it didn’t really sum him up. There was so much more to him than any piece of paper could ever convey. But she remembered what it felt like to be in his presence, and it was not how she felt when she was with patients who were likely to harm themselves.

‘Knock, knock!’

‘Jesus Christ!’ she exclaimed, and leapt in her seat, smacking her knee on the underside of the desk.

‘Almost!’ replied a familiar voice.

‘Come in! The door is open.’

‘Here I am!’ announced her friend and near neighbour Prichard Knowles, as if she’d been waiting for him for hours, days, indeed her entire life. ‘And I bring libations.’

‘Oh great,’ replied Pat, her shoulders sinking a little in anticipation of the thunderous hangover that would inevitably wake her like a hammer to the head at 3 a.m. ‘What is it this time?’

‘Well,’ said Prichard as he stepped inside with a flamboyant flick of his lengthy hand-knitted orange scarf, ‘it’s a bit of an experiment. I know!’ he added, one of his hands in the air like he was stopping traffic. ‘A word one never wants to hear when it comes to a beverage, but bear with, bear with. This one,’ he pulled a sturdy bottle containing neon-pink liquid from his duffle coat pocket, ‘is strawberry vodka. And this coquettish piece of quelque chose is pineapple and cheese – wait for it – gin!’ He plonked both bottles down on Pat’s desk. She recoiled as if faced with an unexploded bomb. ‘Boom!’ added Prichard for good measure, his machine-gun laugh erupting. ‘Hahaha.’

‘Cheese?’

‘Cheese!’ His long nose curled in amusement; a paintbrush of short grey hair shot out of each nostril. ‘Who knew!’

‘No one. And there will be a sound and solid reason for that,’ replied Pat, inspecting the bottle. There appeared to be yellow crumbs swilling around at the bottom – quite possibly small hunks of Cheddar sediment.

A bit like the son of the Good Lord, Prichard Knowles could apparently conjure up alcohol out of anything. Most ingredients were fair game as far as he was concerned. He had yet to turn his hand to water, but so far he had produced beetroot wine, rhubarb wine, turnip wine, dandelion wine and – the least successful of all – nettle wine, which had brought them both out in some sort of allergic reaction and made their lips swell up so that they looked like Love Island contestants. It was one of those lockdown experiments that was never to be repeated.

‘I’m not interrupting anything, am I?’ he asked, scouring the hut for evidence of activity. ‘You look busy.’ He nodded at the open file on Pat’s desk.

‘One of my clients has just been found dead on the beach,’ said Pat, swiftly shutting the folder.

‘Goodness!’ Prichard perched, half-buttocked, on the fat armchair, where Dave was now staring at him with murder in his yellow eyes. ‘That sounds bad.’

‘Well, it’s certainly not good. Especially for his mother.’

‘A young chap, then?’

‘Early thirties.’

‘What a waste.’

‘It is a waste. A terrible waste. And what’s making me angry is that the police don’t want to investigate it. They’re writing it off as a suicide.’

‘Suicide? Well, he’s in the right place.’

‘Surely not every bloody person who dies off the sodding Seven Sisters is trying to kill themselves!’ replied Pat irritably. ‘There are accidents, and then of course there’s …’

‘Murder!’ Prichard’s brown eyes were spherical as he filled the empty space of her words. He blinked slowly behind his smeared specs. ‘D’you think your client was murdered?’

‘I believe it to be a possibility, as does Sue,’ Pat replied solemnly.

Prichard sat back in the armchair, prompting Dave to leave with an outraged meow, and exhaled loudly. Then he leant forward and grasped the stubby bottle of vodka. ‘Well, stone the starlings!’ He popped the cork. ‘Nothing like this ever happens in a sleepy vicus like Westlinke.’

‘Vicus?’

‘Latin, keep up, hahaha.’

He picked up Pat’s half-empty glass of stale water from the desk and chucked its contents into the pot of a parched spider plant before filling it with the pink drink.

‘What do you think happened?’ He took a swig, and his dark eyes watered.

‘Someone might have pushed him, I suppose. An argument, maybe? I don’t know.’ Pat eyed the pink liquid with increasing suspicion.

Prichard raised his eyebrows, then took another shot. Pat quickly followed suit. She coughed and rubbed her nose, her throat on fire. Shaking her head, she admonished herself for such foolishness. Surely she should know by now not to drink anything that came out of Prichard’s kitchen.

‘Granted, it needs finessing,’ agreed Prichard, his voice suddenly raspy. ‘But I find it tastes better the second time.’

‘It’s like drinking Calpol,’ Pat said. Prichard looked at her blankly. ‘It’s what you give children when they’re ill.’

‘Obviously I wouldn’t know, being delightfully devoid of progeny.’

Pat took the glass out of his hand and took another swig. ‘You’re right.’ She inhaled through her back teeth. ‘It does taste better after a while.’

‘So who do you think did it?’

‘The murder?’

‘The deed.’ Prichard took another virulent sip. ‘Is there a lover? A girlfriend? Something like that? It’s normally them, isn’t it?’

‘There’s an on-and-off boyfriend.’

‘Well, it’s him then, obviously.’ He drained the glass and wiped his lips on the back of his hand. ‘You should tell the police.’

‘They’re not interested. They’re convinced it was suicide.’

‘Maybe it was.’

‘I have a persistent feeling it wasn’t.’ Pat got up abruptly, pushing her chair back.

‘Now what?’ asked Prichard, confused.

‘Follow me,’ she commanded. ‘And bring those bottles with you!’

Back in the kitchen, the cold half-drunk mugs of tea were still on the table, along with the open tin of stale biscuits. Dave was nowhere to be seen.

‘Right,’ said Pat, clapping her hands together with sudden determination, ‘help me clear this noticeboard.’

‘What are we doing?’ asked Prichard, putting his two lethal bottles on the table with a clatter.

‘I’m making a crime chart of suspects.’

‘Like they do in Silent Witness?’ he asked with an excited grin.

‘Like they do in every television drama and true-crime documentary.’

‘Like a Pinterest board of villains?’

Pat grabbed her noticeboard from the kitchen wall. ‘Probably.’ She shrugged. ‘Don’t throw anything away,’ she added as she unpinned a postcard of a Santorini sunset that Sue had sent her back in 2010.

Pat loved her noticeboard. It was organised chaos; she knew exactly what the story was behind every photograph or card or theatre ticket that might otherwise have seemed like random memorabilia. They each conjured up a memory, a moment.

‘Oh, she was a gorgeous girl back then, wasn’t she? Fearless,’ she said, taking down a faded baby photograph of her daughter, Sofia, with cherubic blonde curls, up to her knees in a rock pool. She placed it carefully on the table.

‘I didn’t know you were a pot-smoking, drug-taking hippie, Pat! You dark cheval, you!’ exclaimed Prichard, waving a piece of paper close to Pat’s face.

‘I’m not,’ said Pat. ‘Dulls the brain. Anyway, what’s that?’

‘Glastonbury tickets.’

She laughed. ‘Glastonbury! I went with a corporate client back in my solicitor days, in 2002. I think I drank three Coronas, listened to Rod Stewart and witnessed a group of middle-aged men in a state of arrested development. Their nostrils were frosted like margarita glasses. Probably trying to recapture their youth.’

‘Sad.’

‘Very.’

‘Although to be fair,’ admitted Prichard, ‘I am a fan of our Rod.’

Tickets, photographs, drawings in wax crayon, an amusing birthday card or two, Pat and Prichard piled them all on the worktop, next to a pouch of Dave’s special organic chicken liver pâté, and set about organising their crime board.

‘Henry is in the middle, I presume,’ suggested Prichard, smoothing down the yellow Post-it in the centre of the board.

Pat looked up and nodded. A heavy black marker pen was sticking out of her mouth like a cigar. ‘And let’s put Derek right next to him,’ she mumbled.

‘Who’s that?’

‘The boyfriend. Our prime suspect.’

‘Great!’ enthused Prichard. ‘I had no idea this amateur sleuth thing was so easy. Who needs Poirot when we have you, Pat! Now all we need to do is prove it’s him.’

‘Or possibly not. It’s important not to jump to conclusions.’

‘Jump!’ said Prichard, before letting out another of his machine-gun laughs.

‘Not funny,’ said Pat.

‘No, it isn’t, sorry.’

Prichard stood back from the board and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair as he admired his handiwork. In his mid-sixties, he still had quite a thatch in comparison to the gleaming billiard balls that Pat mostly saw in the Green Lion. Prichard Knowles MBE had probably been quite dapper in his day. He was good company, enthusiastic and well read. He had quite a collection of shoes. But now that he’d retired from his trucking business, where he’d been known as ‘the Eddie Stobart of the south’, he had gone to seed a little. He spent most of his time cooking, eating, watching daytime quiz shows and sporting flamboyant knitwear, the majority of which he’d crafted himself. Pat
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