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Dedication

To Ace, and MGS: keep up the good work. 
Sapere Aude
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Prologue

It was easier than you’d expected. No one paused to stare, no one sounded the alarm, no one said anything to the people in uniforms to bring their attention to what was taking place right in front of them. There were many people present, but there were no witnesses. It went off flawlessly.

And so now it has started.

Restarted, that is.

They thought it was all over.

They thought it was history. Gone forever. Fixed. Unchangeable.

They thought all was now safe, the bad things in the past.

But they were wrong. They were not even close. The enemy may have been vanquished, the battle may have been won, but the war: the war was far from over. The peace – their peace – was an illusion. A comforting story they told themselves so they could sleep at night.

And a necessary story, for if they did not believe it was over how could they get on with their lives? If they knew what they were really up against, if they understood the obsession and madness and ruthless determination they faced, they would not be able to find any peace. They would lie awake all night every night, wondering when the final blow would come.

But you do know. You know exactly what they are up against. You know this is not finished, and you know what it will take to emerge the victor, and you know they cannot compete. They do not have what it takes.

But you do. You have what it takes and – finally – you have a plan. A plan to end this once and for all. A plan which is now in motion.

And that feels good. It has been too long, the waiting has been gnawing at you, wearing you down. You are glad the time has come.

It will be awful for them when they learn their peace was never real. In a way you feel bad for them. In a way you pity them for what they are going to go through. Because it will be mind-bendingly awful. Shattering. Gut-wrenching. They will sink into a witch’s brew of worry and fear, consumed by agony and desperation, will lie awake at night, sleep and anything resembling contentment a distant memory and an even more distant prospect.

They will torture themselves with questions. How has this happened? Where is my daughter? Will this ever end?

Worst of all will be the self-loathing and self-blame: How did we let this happen again?

But you do not quite pity them. There is no space for that. This is for the best. This is for the good of everyone. It is necessary: it has to happen. If it does not, there will never be an end.

And all things come to an end, eventually.




PART ONE




Another Goodbye

i

‘You have your boarding pass?’

Julia Miller’s daughter, Anna, rolled her eyes. It was a familiar gesture; Julia was the recipient of it more and more these days, whenever she asked what, to her, were quite reasonable enquiries. Have you done your homework? Eye roll and a nod. Should you be wearing a skirt that length to school? Eye roll and a sigh. Would it be possible for you to help empty the dishwasher? Eye roll and a grunt.

‘So you have it?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ Anna said. ‘It’s on my phone.’

‘I prefer a paper copy.’

This new eye roll was accompanied by a theatrical sigh. ‘It’s fine. It’s in my wallet.’

‘Your phone wallet?’

‘Yes, my phone wallet.’ Her tone was that of an exasperated teacher explaining something simple to a particularly slow-witted pupil.

‘You could run out of battery.’

Anna held up her phone. ‘It’s at ninety-seven per cent, Mum. I don’t think it’s going to run out. And if for some strange reason it does, I can charge it. So stop worrying, OK?’

That was precisely the problem. She couldn’t stop worrying. Constant worry: it was the curse of parenthood. You were given this incredible gift of a child, a human being you had carried in your body for nine months and then brought into existence in the most painful, yet beautiful, way, an experience after which you finally understood what it was to truly love another person. From the first instant you saw the baby, inhaled that unmistakable new baby smell, heard the soft mewling, brushed your cheek against the velvet skin; from that moment you were in love. And then, almost immediately, the worry started.

And it went beyond worry. It was all-consuming. The arrival of her first – and to date, only – child had changed her entire worldview. It wasn’t only her – the women and men she met at playgroups and play dates felt the same. Until that first child you were, however much you cared for the other people in your life, essentially focused on yourself. Decisions were easy: what do I want to do? What will make me happy? Of course, others came into it, but only as a factor to be considered; ultimately it was about you.

Not when you held that helpless baby in your arms. Then it became all about them. If they were unhappy, you were, too, whatever the cause. Illness, a toxic friendship, a failed exam at school: it made no difference. What was the saying? You’re only as happy as your unhappiest child?

Well, she only had one, but she could fully understand the truth of that. And even when they were happy there was the worry something might go wrong. It had come as new to Julia; she had always been carefree, rarely bothering much about what might happen. Being miserable with worry was pointless; nothing had happened yet, and you couldn’t stop it anyway. Thinking through all the things that could happen and figuring out what you would do if they did was a waste of time: you couldn’t have a plan for everything.

The key, her dad had said once, isn’t having plans. It’s having skills. Make sure you have the tools and ability, and you’ll soon figure out how to handle whatever comes your way. He’d winked and ruffled her hair. And if that doesn’t work, just come and ask your old man and I’ll sort it out.

She had taken that on board, and if she did feel herself start to worry she remembered what he had said. Mostly, it worked. And then she became a parent.

At which point she had discovered that she was worried about everything. A small cough when Anna was an infant? Surely nothing to cause concern, but what if it was something serious?

Better take her to the doctor.

Water temperature in the bath a bit hot? There were no obvious signs of damage – no scalded or blistered skin, or even mild redness, but what about Anna’s internal temperature? Could she have damaged her in some way?

Better call a friend. Get reassurance.

An electronic boarding pass? What if the phone died, and there was no charging outlet? Or something else went wrong?

Well, what, exactly? Anna would miss her flight, call her mum, and Julia would have to come and pick her up from the airport.

Hardly the end of the world, but when worrying was ever-present it was hard to stop.

‘OK,’ Julia said. ‘I’ll try. But mums worry, you know.’

‘Yeah. I noticed.’

‘Especially when they’re putting their beloved daughter on a flight.’

‘It’s only to Manchester.’

‘You’re only fifteen. I preferred it when you were accompanied by someone from the airline.’

‘Mum. I can get on a plane on my own. And airports are the safest places anywhere. Think about it. There’s so much security.’

Julia raised her hands, palms up, and shrugged. ‘I know. But I can’t help it.’

‘Then maybe you shouldn’t be putting me on a plane. I could have taken a train.’

‘I’m not sure that’s safer than flying,’ Julia said.

‘It’s greener.’

‘Let’s not go through that again,’ Julia said. In the run-up to her flight, Anna had explained at great length why a train was the better option, the only responsible option in fact, given the climate emergency and relative carbon footprints of train and air travel.

Julia had no idea whether her daughter was correct, but she did know it was more convenient and cheaper to fly. They were going to be in London for the weekend and would be passing Heathrow on their way back to Oxford, and the plane tickets were – bizarrely – half the price of their rail equivalent.

‘I mean, I might as well go and shoot a polar bear. Flying is the same thing.’

‘It’s not quite the same thing,’ Julia said. ‘I get your point, but if we’re being accurate, you taking a short flight on a plane – which is in any case going to Manchester – instead of going by train, is not exactly the same as walking up to a polar bear and shooting it in cold blood.’

‘I didn’t say it was. I said I might as well shoot a polar bear.’

‘That was the point you were making, though, wasn’t it?’

‘God, you’re such a lawyer,’ Anna said, injecting the word lawyer with the kind of disgust you might associate with describing someone as a Nazi, or some other particularly murderous character. ‘Most normal people’ – Julia deduced that lawyers were not ‘normal’ in her daughter’s eyes – ‘just say things. You always have to say exactly what you mean.’

Julia was about to point out that was generally considered to be a virtue, but she held back. She did not want this to spiral – and it very well could – into a public shouting match.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’m a pain.’ She stood up. ‘Do I still get a goodbye hug?’

Anna rolled her eyes again. If you could strain your eye-rolling muscles through overuse, Julia thought, there was a good chance she’d soon be suffering from that injury.

Anna stood up and held out her arms. Julia embraced her, and was glad – no, delighted – to feel her daughter squeeze her tight.

‘Love you, Mum,’ she said, all the exasperation gone from her voice, replaced by a quiet tenderness. It was how she had sounded as a little girl.

‘I love you too,’ Julia replied.

Anna let go, then picked up her bag – a shocking pink rucksack she had dyed herself – and walked towards the security line. As she reached it, she turned, caught Julia’s eye and gave her mum a wave goodbye.

ii

It was always disorientating to watch Anna leave to go and stay with her father. Julia said goodbye to her every day, in one way or another; as she left for school, or to walk to a friend’s house, or to take the bus from Jericho, the area of Oxford where they lived, into the town centre, but those felt normal, part of the routine. Part of their life.

Saying goodbye when she left to go to her dad’s was different. Julia felt dislocated, thrown out of their pattern. It was as though Anna was going to another world, a parallel life, that, if things hadn’t gone so spectacularly wrong, they both could have been living.

It was exacerbated by the fact that Brian, her dad, still lived in the house that he and Julia had shared, the house Julia had left for good when Anna was five. It might have been different if Brian had moved somewhere new, to Cornwall or Newcastle or Edinburgh. Then Julia would have felt like Anna was simply going to her dad’s place.

Instead, she felt like Anna was, in some way, going to her true home, and that brought back a lot of memories that Julia would have preferred to leave undisturbed. There were plenty of them, the relatively routine ones associated with a messy divorce and then all the others, the ones which were not at all routine, and by which the therapist had seemed almost as disturbed as Julia was. It had taken a long time, but eventually she had come to some kind of terms with the things that had happened, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t happened.

It meant she had ways of dealing with the scars they left her with, so being reminded of them was unsettling.

She watched Anna until she could no longer see her, then headed out of the terminal. The drop-off zone was a scrum, cars wedged into tight spots, people rushing to grab cases and bags while other cars sounded their horns. What did they think it achieved? Made other people aware they were there? Hurried them up? There was no point. Everyone was already hyper-aware that they needed to move as quickly as they could, even people for whom that was a challenge.

Like the elderly woman being helped out of a taxi and into her wheelchair. She clearly needed significant assistance, and it was a slow process. Behind her the driver of a dark blue Range Rover beeped his horn. He banged it two, then three times, each time longer than the last. Julia was about to go and say something to him when the taxi driver succeeded in manoeuvring the woman into the wheelchair and onto the pavement. He climbed back into his taxi, and pulled out.

The woman did not head for the terminal. Instead, she turned her wheelchair so that it was facing the Range Rover, and, as it pulled into the space beside her she raised her hand, one bony middle finger lifted in a glorious and extremely rude salute.

Julia laughed, and walked to the parking garage, still cheered by the sight of the elderly woman giving the Range Rover driver the finger. There wasn’t much he could do – he could hardly get out and berate an old woman in a wheelchair. Good for her. The world needed more of that kind of attitude.

She put her parking ticket in the machine and did a double take. Her good mood evaporated. It was nearly thirteen pounds for the fifty minutes she’d been there. It was ridiculous. Yes, she could afford it – it wasn’t like she had a choice between parking or food, although some did face that kind of choice, these days – but why was it so much? Why not a pound? Or free, even? People needed to park for a few minutes, maybe have a coffee with a loved one before they went away for a few weeks – or a few years – and there was something unpleasant about exploiting that for a bit more profit. It was uncivilized, but sadly a sign of the times.

And, of course, people rebelled. They found ways not to park; instead they decided to forego their goodbye and drop their passengers off in a small and inadequate and over-crowded drop-off zone, beeping at old women in wheelchairs in the process, and creating a stressful and unwelcoming situation. Everyone left upset, but then who cared if people left with a sour taste in their mouths because they’d been unnecessarily screwed out of a loving goodbye? Who cared if a tender family moment was rushed and ruined? Those things didn’t show up on the spreadsheets tallying up the parking fees.

Somewhere, someone was really proud of the year-on-year growth in parking revenue at Heathrow. In the meantime, millions of people were that little bit less happy and fulfilled.

Julia took a deep breath. There was no point getting upset. Just pay the fee and forget about it. But that was exactly what they counted on you doing. The whole idea was that you’d let them extract some money from you, and then you’d move on. It was only a small thing, but the small things added up and left you increasingly disillusioned with the world you lived in.

The good news, she told herself, was that she had a date tonight. Too often when Anna left for the weekend she was alone. No work, friends consumed by their own families, empty hours stretching out ahead of her. When Anna was younger, she would have done almost anything for a weekend alone, but now – now she had nothing to do. Visiting a museum or working out or reading that book on your list all sounded great. But none of them filled the silence of an empty house.

This evening there would be none of that. She had a date. Zach. A few years younger than her, a professor – although he had explained on their first date in the Covered Market that he was actually a junior professor or a lecturer or a tutor or something. She hadn’t really understood, so she decided to think of him as a professor – at the university.

Oxford University, so that meant he was intelligent, at least on paper. He was probably the kind of person who got stuck in a revolving door, but no matter. Moreover, his subject was French, so that meant what? He was romantic? Could cook? Liked poetry? Whatever it meant, it didn’t mean he was very forward. They had been out four times now and on the last two they had ended up back at her house, Anna safely with her dad, and, next to each other on the couch, they had fallen into what her mum had called, when Julia was Anna’s age and starting to become interested in boys, a ‘passionate embrace’.

Julia had intended, on the first occasion, to let things progress reasonably far before demurely ending things.

They had kissed for a long time, until Zach had run his hands down her sides and left them resting on her hips. He tugged her gently towards him, but she pulled back.

Not this time, she said.

On the second date, she gave him more encouragement. Hip-to-hip contact. A suggestive moan, head tilted back, bare neck exposed. She felt him respond, felt the urgency build between them.

Then he stopped and looked at his watch.

Getting late.

Not that late. She raised an eyebrow. It’s only nine-thirty.

I’ve got an early start.

On a Sunday?

Train. I’m going to France.

On the Eurostar?

No. The ferry. To Caen. Well, Ouistreham, actually.

She felt a flare of annoyance. Which is it? You must know.

They’re kind of the same. Ouistreham is the port near Caen, but it’s small, so everyone says they’re going to Caen.

Oh, she said. Right. When are you back?

In a week.

Doing anything nice?

I’m going to see a friend, then we’re taking a trip to Étretat. It’s the birthplace of Guy de Maupassant. He paused. He’s a hero of mine.

Do you want to get together when you’re back?

Saturday?

Yes, she said.

How about the Gardeners Arms? Seven?

She nodded, then kissed him, letting her lips linger on his, then ran her hand up his thigh. It felt a bit weird, like when she was a teenager.

Sure you don’t want to stay a bit longer?

He hesitated, then half-turned his hip towards her. For a moment, she thought he was about to stay, but then he shook his head.

Sorry. It’s a really early start.

A few minutes later, she watched him walk down the street, into and out of the pools of lamplight. So that was Saturday night. Already over. She closed the door and sat on the couch, reaching for the remote control, her anticipation replaced by disappointment.

She couldn’t have said exactly what she’d been anticipating, but she’d been anticipating more than this. More than sitting alone on her couch, slightly tipsy, with nothing other than an hour of TV and a long, empty Sunday ahead of her. She’d pretty much thrown herself at him, and it had felt like it – something – was going to happen.

But he had stopped. She was impressed, in a way. It took a lot of self-control to do that. No wonder he was a professor at Oxford; he clearly had the discipline and focus something like that required.

It did raise the question why he was even there, though? Was he religious? Did he not believe in sex before marriage? If he was, he could at least have told her. She’d respect that. It was his choice. Or maybe he lacked confidence, needed her to be even more forthright.

Or maybe – she hated thinking this way – maybe it was her. Maybe she wasn’t very attractive to him. To anyone. Not any more.

No. She pushed that thought away. He was getting up early, and he was the kind of person who went to bed on time when he needed to. Sensible. A good man. And this evening she would find out once and for all whether he was interested in her.

Because she had decided she was going to ask him, tonight. She was going to come right out and ask him whether there was any point in them continuing to see each other, or whether they were wasting their time. She knew that kind of question could come across as needy, so she’d preface it by saying she liked him, and she was OK either way, and they could take it as fast or as slow as necessary, but she felt it was only fair to ask whether this thing was going anywhere.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the window of the car. It had been a long weekend and her face was tired, her eyes puffy. She and Anna had been to stay with her oldest friend, Gill, and things had got out of hand. Gill had two younger daughters and Anna had babysat them while she and Gill caught up on each other’s lives, a conversation that ended around 2 a.m., with quite a few empty bottles on the living room table and a heartfelt declaration of their undying love for each other.

If only Zach was so passionate.

Anyway, she needed to get home, have a nap, and get ready for her date.




Flying Solo

Anna settled into her seat. She stared through the thick, oval glass of the plane window and watched the baggage handlers toss the bags onto the moving belt. She was glad she only had hand luggage; she wouldn’t need much more for the weekend. She was hungry; she’d been planning to get something to eat but then security had taken for ever and she had ended up rushing to board. It was always sad to say goodbye to her mum, but she enjoyed the feeling of freedom and independence. It was also good for her mum to have some time to live her own life. She was seeing Zach for dinner; Anna had overheard her and Gill talking about him. Gill had asked how it was going and her mum had replied with a half-hearted OK, I suppose.

Is something wrong? Gill asked. Hardly a ringing endorsement. I thought it was going well?

It is. I mean, he’s great, her mum had said. Charming, funny, smart. Handsome, too.

I know. You sent me a photo. He’s really cute.

And we click. We’re relaxed around each other, we laugh, a bit.

Gill had raised an eyebrow. So what’s the problem? These days merely meeting someone who wears clean clothes and doesn’t show up drunk is a win.

It’s what happens after.

Oh?

Or what doesn’t happen. We – her mum paused, obviously embarrassed – we just kiss. Endlessly. I try to give him hints that we could take it a bit further—

Like, go to second base, Gill said, in an American accent.

Right. Or third or fourth even.

I think there are only three bases, Gill said. Fourth is home base. Or home plate?

Oh, her mum said. So which activity happens where?

I think first base is kissing. Second must be roaming hands. Third could be the Full Monty. Or a blow job? Honestly, I’m not sure.

Well, whatever it is, we’re wasting our time on first base.

Have you mentioned it to him?

I’m going to. Tomorrow, when he gets back from France. God. I feel so stupid. Like a teenager.

Anna had stopped listening. It was, frankly, disgusting to think of her mum kissing Zach, never mind having sex with him. She couldn’t imagine her mum doing that; well, she could, but she didn’t want to.

And especially with Zach. She’d met him once and she hadn’t been impressed. He hadn’t known what to say to her. They’d ended up talking about whether or not she’d ever been to France, and when she’d said no, he’d gone on and on about what a great country it was and how she should go there.

It put her off ever visiting. Or ever talking to Zach again. And now her mum was going to beg him for sex. OK, not beg exactly, but not far off. Hopefully it would scare him off and that would be the end of their relationship.

The seat next to her was still empty, but the plane was filling up. There had been a lot of people at the gate, all hanging around, edging closer to get on as early as possible and snag some overhead bin space, but maybe she’d get lucky and no one would sit next to her. She watched as passengers shuffled along the aisle, assessing them for their merits as a neighbour. A woman with a baby; she’d be fine. The baby might cry, but Anna could play with it. It’d pass the time. Behind her was a girl a few years older than Anna, headphones on. She’d keep herself to herself. A curt nod hello then Anna would be left alone. Behind her was a man in a suit, mid-forties, thinning hair, a paunch. Probably get out his laptop, or read a book.

But she’d prefer one of the other two.

The mother and baby took a seat a few rows ahead. The girl walked past her.

The man checked his boarding pass, looked at the seat numbers, then caught her eye.

‘That’s me,’ he said, and pointed to the seat next to her.

Anna gave a brief nod, then looked down at her phone. She didn’t want to give the impression that she was available for conversation.

The man slid his bag along the floor. It banged into Anna’s calf and she moved her feet.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Bit of a tight squeeze.’

He sat down, shuffling his back against the seat to get comfortable, an action which caused his shoulder to brush against hers. Was it her, or did he let it rest there for a moment longer than it should have? Not that he should have been touching her at all.

He reached between his legs to get something from his bag and his thigh pressed against hers. It was shockingly warm and she moved hers away. She leaned against the wall, as far from him as possible.

He took out a book – she glanced at the cover, it was some kind of military thriller, unsurprisingly – and he opened it and began to read.

She kept her gaze on her phone, but from the corner of her eye she noticed his head move in her direction. She could feel him looking at her, his eyes travelling up and down her body, then resting on her upper thighs.

Her heart sped up. He was what? Forty? Fifty? What the fuck was he doing looking at a fifteen-year-old girl? Was he doing it just because he could? Because she couldn’t get away? And why? Couldn’t he stick to reading his stupid wish-fulfilment military book and dreaming of being a tough, taciturn war hero?

She felt violated and threatened, but mainly she was angry.

Very angry.

She pulled her coat tighter and tugged it down so it hid her thighs. She did it slowly and deliberately, making sure he knew why, and then tilted away from him, to face the window.

She could see his reflection in the window. She could see him turn his head to look at her.

Her skin crawled.

She folded her arms and turned to meet his gaze. He had a half-smile on his lips, a smile that was partly sinister and partly triumphal, which said clear as day I’m going to enjoy this flight and there’s not a lot you can do to stop me.

The sly half-smile suggested he thought she was trapped and vulnerable and scared, and that he enjoyed it.

He was right.

She was trapped.

She was vulnerable.

But she was not scared. And he was about to stop enjoying it.

She held his gaze. His triumphal leer faltered at the indignant glare in her eyes.

‘You know,’ she said, making her voice a little louder than would have been expected, loud enough to draw attention. ‘I’m a little uncomfortable.’

‘Oh,’ he said, his eyes flicking left and right. ‘A nervous flyer?’

‘No. It’s not that. I’m flying alone, but I’m not bothered by that.’ She leaned forward. ‘I’ve flown alone before, even though I’m only fifteen. That’s pretty young, but it’s old enough to fly on your own.’ She stared at him. ‘But still young. You know?’

‘Right,’ he said, his smile now a fixed, nervous grin. His eyes darted from side to side. ‘Well, have a good flight.’

‘Not yet at the age of consent,’ she said. ‘That’s sixteen, for your information.’

The passenger directly in front of her, a woman about her mum’s age, had half-turned to listen. When Anna had finished speaking, she leaned to the man next to her and muttered something in his ear. He shrugged, and nodded, and the woman turned to her, letting her gaze linger on the man next to Anna.

‘Are you OK?’ she said. ‘Would you like to switch seats with my husband? He’s fine if you do.’

The man next to her must suddenly have come across a particularly riveting part of his book. His eyes did not move from the page.

‘That’s fine,’ Anna said. ‘I think I’m alright now.’

The woman smiled. ‘Well done,’ she said. ‘That was very impressive.’




Many a Slip

i

The car – an Audi estate – was leaving. The reversing light came on, and Willow Crowne tensed. Parking spaces were at a premium at the airport, and she needed this one. She was running late.

It was irritating, but it was the only way to pick someone up at Manchester airport. You couldn’t simply pull up outside the terminal and load your passenger and their bags up. That would have been far too simple. Instead you had to park, walk into the terminal, and bring them back to where your car was parked.

No doubt someone with a giant brain had decided it was necessary, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t an equally giant pain in the arse.

Mainly because there were never enough spaces. You had to drive around and around until you found one. It was hardly the worst thing in the world, but it was so unnecessary. Why did they do this? Why did Mr or Mrs or Ms Giant Brain have to make it so difficult?

And at that moment she needed to park. The flight had landed nine minutes ago. Her stepdaughter, Anna, was only with them for two nights – which was plenty as far as Willow was concerned – and, as she only had hand luggage, she’d be out of the airport in the next few minutes.

Which all added up to one thing: Willow was going into the space the Audi was leaving. It could be half an hour before another opened up. The problem was that someone else wanted it as well, and technically it was theirs.

Willow had been following a Golf around the car park when it had stopped. It was clear why: a woman in a dark red suit, accompanied by an elderly man, was approaching her car – the Audi – keys in hand. The driver ahead of the Golf – a woman in her thirties with two kids in the back seat – pointed to the spot, and the Audi driver nodded. Yes, she was leaving.

But it wouldn’t help the Golf driver. Willow had her own plans.

She reversed away from the Golf and drove down the adjacent row of cars, doubling back so that she was approaching the Audi from the other side. That meant she was going against the arrows which indicated which way cars should move around the car park – clearly with the intention of stealing the space from the Golf – but she didn’t care.

There was one spot, and she needed it.

In any case, who said the Golf driver should have it, simply because she happened to have arrived a few seconds before Willow? There was no rule that said anything about that posted on a wall. It was merely a convention. The spot belonged to whoever got it first.

She pulled up close on the opposite side of the Audi and waited. The woman in the red suit opened the passenger side door and helped the elderly man into the seat. Willow looked up: the driver of the Golf was staring at her, mouth ajar. Willow ignored her. Anna would be out any moment, and she had to be there for her. Apart from that, she couldn’t be late leaving the airport as her son, Oakley, was at football practice and she wanted to watch the end, even though that now looked unlikely.

Which was bloody irritating. Oakley was a super talented football player – he had some things to work on – but he was very good, one of the best in the team without any doubt. Stacey, the mother of a small, skilful, blond boy called Max, had agreed with her only last weekend when she suggested that Oakley was, if not quite at Max’s level, pretty close. And since Max was the best player on the team – Stacey had nodded at that – that meant Oakley was number two. Willow had sensed that Stacey was reluctant to say too much, which was understandable – you didn’t want to talk about other people’s kids – but it had not taken much prompting before she had leaned over to Willow and, with a smile, said that Oakley was really good and one of the better players on the team.

You think so? Willow said.

I do.

You think he should play more?

Stacey had nodded, sort of. Maybe.

That was the problem. The coach, Mike – father of Tim, a quiet boy who, in Willow’s view, owed his place on the team to the fact his dad was the coach – had something against Oakley. She didn’t know what it was, but Willow had noticed that in the most important moments of the games he didn’t play her son. Of course, no one cared, it was only kids playing football, but still – it should at least be fair. And she didn’t think it was. If Oakley – as confirmed by Stacey – was one of the better players, then he should play. Mike didn’t let him, and there was only one reason why that would be the case.

He had favourites. Which he shouldn’t. Which made him, in her eyes, a shit coach. Yes, that was harsh, but Willow called it as she saw it, and if he had favourites he was shit. She had suggested to Brian that he talk to Mike, but he didn’t want to – of course he didn’t want to, he could barely stand up for himself, never mind his son – and so she had taken matters into her own hands. There was another team nearby who were supposed to be a higher standard, and she had called the coach, a woman in her late twenties who had played for some big team before getting injured, to discuss moving Oakley to them.

She had explained how good he was and how the coach had favourites – including his son – which meant he wasn’t developing as well as he could have – should have, really – and that as a result she thought this team would be a better fit.

The coach had been really positive – I’ve heard about you – about Oakley, I mean, she had said – but unfortunately they had no open spots for the year. She promised to keep Oakley in mind for the next season, though, so Willow was sure things would be better then.

In the meantime, she would have to make the best of it she could, which meant being at training so the coach knew Oakley’s mum was watching what he did. She looked at her phone. If she parked now, and Anna was there, she’d have a chance to watch the last half of the practice, and she owed it to Oakley, she really did.

So she was going to get this space.

The driver of the Audi started the engine. She had reversed into the space so Willow could see her clearly behind the wheel. She looked at the two cars waiting for her to leave, paused, then put on the indicator on Willow’s side. That meant she would pull out in Willow’s direction – the correct direction if you were following the flow of traffic laid out by the arrows – and leave the space open for the Golf.

No fucking way. Willow had not come this far to lose at the last second.

She edged forward so that the Audi could not turn in her direction. The woman looked at Willow and pointed ahead, indicating she wanted to leave that way.

Willow shook her head and folded her arms.

This was the moment. The Audi driver faced a choice. Wait until the Golf also moved forward and she was trapped? Or get out while she could?

Of course she knew that rightly the space belonged to the Golf. Maybe it did. But she also knew that the cost of taking a stance was – possibly – being trapped in a prolonged stand-off in an airport car park between two drivers, one of whom was in the right, so could stand her ground without any fear of unfavourable judgement, and one of whom was potentially a little deranged.

That could take a while, and airport parking was expensive.

She did what Willow would have done, and, before the Golf driver could react, pulled out and left in the only direction she could.

She drove past the Golf, which was blocked from the parking space long enough for Willow to swing into it and turn off her engine.

The driver of the Golf threw up her arms, shaking her head in disapproval and disbelief, and leaned on her horn.

Willow ignored the noise and got out of her car. The horn stopped and the Golf’s front window wound down.

‘What are you doing?’ the woman said. ‘That’s my spot!’

‘I don’t think so,’ Willow said, looking meaningfully at her car. ‘My car’s there, and if it was yours wouldn’t your car be there?’

‘I see. You’re just going to take it, are you?’

‘I’m in a hurry,’ Willow said.

‘So am I,’ the woman replied.

Willow shrugged. ‘We can’t both park there. Sorry.’ She walked towards the terminal.

‘I rarely speak to anyone like this,’ the woman said, her voice rising to a shout. ‘But you are a fucking disgrace!’

Willow stopped to look at her.

‘Mind your language,’ she said, while slowly raising her middle finger. ‘You have children on board.’
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Willow waited for Anna to emerge through the white doors that led from the baggage claim area to the arrivals hall. The plane had landed fourteen minutes back, so she had half expected Anna to be waiting when she arrived. Either way, she should be there any moment. Willow added up the steps: a few minutes to taxi to the gate, a few minutes to disembark, a few more minutes – it was a domestic flight so there was no passport control – to walk to the arrivals hall.

She watched the stream of people walking past. An elderly man in a tweed suit and flat cap paused in front of her, looking around for a familiar face; a woman in her fifties with bottle-blond hair and too-tight jeans was greeted by a chorus of cheers and hugs from a woman who was the spitting image of her, but half her age – her daughter, presumably – and four grandchildren; a woman in a dark suit marched past, her head bowed over her phone.

But no Anna, not yet.

It was fucking typical of her. When she was nine or ten, Willow and Brian had taken her to swimming lessons. They finished at 6 p.m., which was, in the first place, not a great time for the mother of an infant to be out of the house, and, every single time, she took ages to get changed. The other kids were out in three, four, five minutes, but Anna took fifteen or twenty or twenty-five.

After a few times Willow had asked her, gently, what took her so long.

I had a shower. I like it.

Well, maybe you could be a little quicker? I need to get Oakley home.

The next time she took even longer. Willow was sure she was doing it deliberately, either to upset her or Oakley. Or both.

But there was little she could do about it. She asked Brian if he would say something to her and he agreed, but nothing changed.

In the end she told him he needed to pick her up. The fact that she had a mother-baby yoga class in the same building that finished fifteen minutes before Anna’s lesson – which was why she was doing it in the first place – no longer mattered. She wasn’t going to wait around for forty-five minutes while Anna luxuriated in the shower.

So Brian came to collect his daughter. And she walked out after barely two minutes in the changing room, with what looked to Willow like a sly grin on her face.

Was she doing it to spite her stepmum? Or please her dad? Or was it random? Willow couldn’t be sure, but whatever it was, she had the feeling that if it had been Brian picking her up, she’d probably have sprinted off the plane to meet him. But it was Willow, so Anna was taking her time, and if she wasn’t here soon, Willow was going to miss Oakley’s football training.

The man in the tweed suit broke into a smile and set off at a brisk pace to her left. He held out his arms and two kids ran to embrace him. Willow frowned – they looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place them, until she saw their mother and realized who they were.

They were the kids from the Golf, and the woman behind them, who was now hugging the man in the tweed suit, was the driver.

The woman caught her eye. She gave a long, slow, shake of the head, a sarcastic smile playing on her lips.

Willow felt the anger rise in her chest.

That stupid bitch. Who did she think she was, to judge other people? To shake her fat fucking head at them, like she was somehow better?

Well, she was going to get a lesson in what fucking happened when you treated people that way. She was going to learn the hard way. Willow had no problem whatsoever with that.

She was about to step towards her and ask her what the fuck she was looking at, when her phone rang.

For a second she was going to ignore it, but then she realized she couldn’t. It was probably Anna looking for her. She looked at the screen.

It was Brian. Maybe Anna had called him. It would be like her to know it was Willow who was picking her up but call her dad instead. Sometimes Willow wondered whether Anna did this kind of thing deliberately to wind her up. From time to time she’d seen Anna look at her with what seemed to be almost a mocking, taunting expression.

She answered the phone. ‘Hello.’

‘Hi. It’s me.’

‘I know. I can see your name on the screen.’

‘Oh. Of course. Is she there?’

‘Anna?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not yet,’ Willow said.

‘Are you at the airport?’

‘Of course I’m at the airport.’

‘But no sign of Anna?’

‘The plane landed, but she’s not through yet.’

He paused. ‘How long ago?’

‘About fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty.’

‘She should have come through by now.’

The Golf driver was walking away. She had had a narrow escape, not that she knew. Willow felt like running after her to let her know.

‘I’ll call her,’ Willow said. ‘She’s probably gone to get a coffee.’

She hung up then scrolled to Anna’s name in Contacts. Anna Miller. Not Crowne. She had rejected her father’s name. Willow would never have allowed Oakley to do that.

She called her and lifted the phone to her ear.

It went straight to voicemail. She tried again. Sometimes it took more than one try to get through.

Voicemail again.

Willow looked up at the screen. She wasn’t mistaken. The plane had landed – what, twenty-two minutes ago now? At the very least she should have her phone switched on.

Unless the battery was dead. But there were outlets on the plane, and Anna would have a charger. Teenagers kept well on top of their phone charge.

Anna should be here, and if she wasn’t, she should be answering her phone. Willow felt the first fluttering of panic, felt the beginning of the sensation that something might be wrong.

No. This was all OK. There was nothing to worry about. It was only twenty minutes and there would be an explanation. Kids didn’t disappear from airports. It was what had happened in the past that was making her panic, that was responsible for the creeping dread that something was wrong.

She took a deep breath. That was then, and it had no bearing on this.

Anna was in the airport. She had boarded a plane. And there was only one way off, which was this way.

Unless she had come through earlier.

Fuck. What if she had made it through in five minutes, and Willow hadn’t been there? So she’d taken a taxi or train or someone had offered her a lift, someone with bad intentions, someone who had taken her phone from her …

No. No. No. Anna was fifteen and she knew Willow was coming. She would have called and Willow would have told her I’ll be there in five and she would have waited for her.

Which meant she was still airside. And all Willow had to do was wait.
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Brian Crowne, like most people, didn’t answer his phone unless he knew who was calling. If it wasn’t a contact he assumed it was spam; and 99 per cent of the time it was, and on the odd occasion it wasn’t, the caller could leave a message and he would call them back.

This time, though, there was something unusual about the number on his screen. It took him a few moments to register that the reason was that it was coming from another country.

He waited for it to ring out, then checked the code and googled it.

It was from France. He felt a sense of creeping unease. Who was calling him from France? Was it spam? Unlikely. It had to be expensive to call from another country, so why would anyone set up their spamming operations abroad?

Which meant it was for him, specifically. But who would be calling him from France?

The phone rang again, the same number flashing. His finger hovered over the screen – it was four o’clock on a Friday and he was certain this was going to ruin his weekend – but then he answered the call.

‘Brian Crowne.’

‘Monsieur Crowne?’ It was a woman’s voice, high-pitched and heavily accented. ‘Do you ’ave a moment?’

‘Yes. I mean, oui.’

‘Thank you, but it is not necessary. We can speak English.’

‘That will help.’

‘My name is Annelise Charbonnier. I am an officer in the police. The gendarmerie, to be exact.’
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