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When I spot torchlight cutting through the pines towards our caravan, I know it’s over. I remain at the window regardless, watching the December dark.

Outside, the grass is hairy with frost. Across the clearing, close to the forest’s edge, stands another caravan just like this one. They’ll search it first. When they don’t find us there, they’ll look here. They’ll see the forced-open door. And that will be the end.

Shrugging off my blanket, I touch the back of my skull, seeking out its unnatural depression. A doctor – one of the many who’ve treated me over the years – once told me that female skulls are thicker than male ones. Only by a little, but maybe just enough to have saved me.

You were lucky, she said.

I guess she hadn’t read my file.

Sound explodes from the forest. I hear snapping branches, a ripping of undergrowth. Then a black mass crashes into the clearing.

The stag is enormous, maybe two hundred kilos. It halts in a pool of moonlight, breath blasting in white gouts. Grabbing my Celestron binoculars, I dial in the focus wheel. Even now – knowing what’s coming – I can’t resist a closer look. Once a snoop, always a snoop; I think that’s what they say.

As I watch, the animal swings its rack of antlers towards those dancing blue-white beams. For a moment it remains motionless, flanks quivering. Then it bolts into the night.

Drawing the curtains, I unfurl my makeshift blackout sheet. Once I’m satisfied no light can leak out, I turn on my torch. It reveals the utter squalor in which we’ve been living these past few days: overflowing rubbish bags; crushed water bottles; discarded sippy cups; a battered copy of The Gruffalo; empty cans of Peppa Pig spaghetti; a vast sack of used nappies.

The entire caravan should stink. And yet, when I breathe, my head fills with ghost scents: lemon, fried butter, bubble gum.

Neurologists call this phantosmia, not uncommon in folk whose brains have pogoed around their skulls as hard as mine. My olfactory hallucinations can happen at any time, but mainly when life’s getting too much. That’s true for my vertigo, too.

I stand, clench my teeth, wait for my surroundings to settle. Then, one hand braced against the cabinets, I edge through the galley kitchen to the bedroom.

There he is.

Two years old and perfect.

He lies beneath two heavy blankets. Right now, only his head is visible. I see soft skin. Hair like pale silk. We might have been living in squalor, but at least I kept him clean.

He frowns in sleep, flinches away from my light. Then he blinks his eyes open and squints up at me. ‘Mummy?’

My breath goes. My throat aches. ‘Sorry, kiddo.’

Three days and three nights – that’s all we managed. Seventy-two hours of cold misery.

My plan failed. Thinking back, it was hardly a plan at all: a taxi ride, a train ride, another taxi; then a midnight hike through forest to this holiday park closed for winter.

He sits up, rubs his eyes. I wonder if he senses it, too: our time together running down, running out.

‘Are you warm enough?’ I ask.

‘Cold.’

It’s yet more evidence of my failure. Back when I was planning this, I assumed that these caravans, even in winter, would still have mains power. They don’t – and their gas cannisters have disappeared, too.

I slump down beside him and rub his back. Through his pyjama top, his ribs feel hardly more substantial than chicken bones. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. He should be warm, asleep in his bed and dreaming of Santa. Not here, in an unheated caravan, with a twenty-year-old loser incapable of looking after him.

‘Listen,’ I say. ‘I know you won’t remember this. I know, when you’re older, you won’t remember me. You probably won’t even realize this happened unless he tells you – and I can’t ever see him doing that – but I’m glad we got to spend some time together. And read The Gruffalo.’

He lifts his chin, frowns. Then I hear what he’s already noticed: voices, drifting out of the forest. Men.

‘Daddy,’ he says, looking up at me.

I grin. Mainly because I don’t know what else to do. ‘Close your eyes, kiddo,’ I whisper. ‘Go back to sleep.’

Abandoning my perch, I switch off my torch and return to the window. Carefully, I lift a corner of the blackout sheet.

A man steps out of the forest. No features. Just a silhouette.

Fear curdles my guts, shortens my breath. I raise my Celestrons for a better look and see him gesture with two curled fingers.

Three more figures slide from the trees. They move towards the other caravan, their torch beams like scalpel blades slicing open the dark. They examine its front door, shine light through its windows.

I clench my teeth, wondering who betrayed me. The first taxi driver? The second? I tipped them both well, in the hope they’d keep quiet. Maybe they did. Maybe we were spotted on the train. Or by CCTV.

A low, black shape separates from the treeline. It trots around the caravan opposite like something from a nightmare. I watch it sniff the entrance, lose interest. When it pads into the clearing, the moonlight reveals its breed: a black-furred German shepherd. It thrusts its snout into the stag’s hoofprints, snuffling and chuffing. Then it lifts its head towards my window. Its ears flatten and it growls.

Immediately, one of the torch beams arcs across the clearing. I drop the blackout sheet just in time.

I’m blind, now. Trapped in the dark.

Our caravan’s rear window swings open from the top, an obvious escape route, should I dare to use it. But I don’t – not with a toddler to protect and a trained German shepherd prowling around outside.

There are two large knives in the cutlery drawer – but that’s another thought best left alone. I’ve had enough of blades and blood. Closing my eyes, I recall a scene from two years ago: a lake house; a dead woman; a red baby clapping hands bright with her blood.

Then, like now, I wasn’t alone long.

Claws rake the caravan’s front door. My eyes snap open. I see torchlight bleeding through gaps in the damaged seal. The dog starts to bark: frenzied, savage sounds – as if our scent has driven it wild with hunger. I get to my feet, imagining the damage its teeth could do to young flesh. My legs press against the cutlery drawer. My fingers twitch.

‘OK, now!’ a voice shouts.

With a bang, the door bursts off its hinges. My eyes burn with light.

‘Get back!’

I try to stitch meaning from what I’m seeing: human shapes, moving fast, glimpsed behind the brilliance of their torch beams. A hand shoves me in the chest. I fly backwards. My skull strikes a cabinet, filling my head with sparks. I stagger into the lounge area and collapse on to a window seat.

My assailant holds his torch high, brandished like a club. I want to raise my arms, protect my head from further trauma, but I daren’t give him another excuse to strike me. He’s hard-looking, grim-faced. Maybe he won’t need an excuse.

I hear commotion behind him, from the direction of the bedroom – then a woman’s voice, scratchy with excitement: ‘It’s him. He’s alive.’

In snatches of torchlight I see her squeezing his tiny arms, his tiny legs. She’s checking for injuries, signs of abuse.

It angers me, that. Clearly, it upsets him too, because he starts to cry. His wails bounce off the walls.

‘Keira Greenaway?’ demands the man.

I shake my head. ‘Keira Greenaway is dead.’

He blinks, stares at me hard, decides that I’m lying. ‘Keira Greenaway, I’m arresting you on suspicion of child abduction. You do not have to say anything—’

‘I want to say something.’

He sets his jaw. ‘You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if—’

‘Don’t take him back there,’ I tell him. ‘Please, it isn’t safe.’

He pauses, just for a moment. Then he steps closer, shining his light right in my face. ‘You’ve some fucking nerve.’




THREE YEARS LATER




ONE

It’s night when we first meet. You should know – here at the end of things, or perhaps at the beginning of their ending – that I mostly live after dark. There are Day People and Night People, and I am absolutely the latter. Long before all this happened, I counted myself among the Day People. But while you can change once, you can’t go back to what you were. It’s lonelier at night, but at least it’s safer.

Of course, to be completely safe, you must also avoid other Night People – but then there’d be no chance to make a difference. And a person who doesn’t strive for that is hardly a person at all.

I notice the puncture to my trike’s front wheel halfway between William the Navigator’s place and Home Alone Jacob’s. There’s no pop and hiss of escaping air. No violent decompression. At first I feel a squishiness to the steering, a reluctance to turn into bends. Pretty soon I’m grinding along on the wheel rim. That’s when I have to stop.

Five years since my brain injury and I still can’t ride a bike. My balance issues and recurring dizziness mean I need a stabilizing wheel. Still, I’ve improved a lot from where I was. There’s a chance, even this late in my recovery, that if I keep up my exercises I’ll make further gains.

My ride, this past year, is a Jorvik electric mountain trike; black wheels, black handlebars, cherry-red frame. At night, its forty-five-mile range offers me the freedom of Cranner’s Ford. It’ll happily go off-road – once, it even took me to the top of Pincher’s Mount, the hill that overlooks my adopted town. Coming back down was scary, though. I wouldn’t try that again.

The Jorvik’s oversized tyres are puncture resistant. Yet somehow, tonight, a nail has penetrated. When I crouch over the wheel and shine my torch, I see the culprit embedded in the rubber.

I’ve rolled to a stop on Copper Beech Lane. No streetlights, no road markings, no lights from nearby homes. Past midnight, the humidity is merciless. For six long weeks, we’ve had nothing but record-breaking temperatures, gasping heat.

The moon is newly risen, silvering the hedgerows and overhanging oaks. Close by, something is lumbering around in the undergrowth. It sounds huge but is probably little more than a badger. Out here, no living thing can harm me. Not unless I cross paths with another human.

Abruptly, the lumbering thing senses my presence. With a grunt, it crashes deeper into the thicket. I climb off my trike, unzip the rear cargo bag and sort through it: binoculars, rattle can, tray of geraniums, rucksack, screwdriver, vintage Walkman, bag of mix tapes, claw hammer, knife.

No puncture-repair kit. No hand pump.

How can that be?

I’m too far from town to push my ride home. And I can’t leave it here until morning, at the mercy of any thief who might happen by. Besides, I’m Night People. Vampiric. I only venture out after dark.

Think!

Could I drag the trike to Home Alone Jacob’s and ask to leave it there? I’ve got to know Jacob well this last year, but he’s never met me – nor knows that I even exist.

The world starts to spin. I plant my feet, but it’s too late. My stomach clutches. Around me the moon-silvered trees blur, then multiply.

Without warning, the road surface stands upright. It wallops me across the back, punching the air from my lungs. I lie there like a flipped woodlouse, limbs flailing. If a car comes round the corner, it’ll see me far too late to stop.

Somehow, I get an elbow beneath me. Then I roll on to my side and vomit. Not a lot – I didn’t eat before I came out. Still, it clears my head. Another minute and the worst of the vertigo has passed.

Returning to my Jorvik, I disconnect the motor cable, loosen the bolts and slide out the wheel. With the front forks supported, I ease the machine into a ditch.

From my cargo bag I retrieve the Walkman. It’s a WM-102, from 1987. Busted when I found it. A few hours with a toothbrush and a head-cleaning cassette brought it round.

I like to fix stuff. Especially stuff that others have thrown away. Mainly because it’s sad to see things become unloved just because they no longer work as well as they once did. In the last three years I’ve taught myself how to solder, test circuits, do all sorts of repairs. I know it doesn’t make sense. VHS players and SodaStreams and old Walkmans don’t have souls – nor do they feel sad once they’re discarded – but I can’t help myself.

I like to fix stuff, but I love to fix people. In the twelve months since I moved to Cranner’s Ford, it’s become something of an obsession. Not that I’ve turned out much good at it. (Fixing people, I mean. Obsession I do pretty well.)

Removing my cargo bag from its rack, I hide it beneath a bush. The flap I leave unzipped so my geraniums can breathe. The screwdriver I slip into my pocket.

A mile back along Copper Beech Lane is a Texaco. Officially, it’s open twenty-fours. That’s not always the reality, but it’s still my best bet.

I don my headphones and press play. A few seconds of tape hiss, then Randy Crawford’s ‘Street Life’ fills my head.

Clutching the punctured wheel, my gaze fixed on the moon to aid my balance, I retrace my route towards town.




TWO

I’m in luck.

The Texaco is lit up like a visiting UFO – or one of those gaming machines I sometimes glimpse through pub windows. Its neon-red canopy stands on four glowing white pillars. Light pools on the forecourt from the overhead spots.

Through the kiosk windows I see Tariq. He doesn’t know me, but I know him. I’ve memorized the faces and name tags of all the Texaco’s late-night cashiers. I know their shift patterns and plan my visits around them. This is one of the places I buy groceries – either for me or for someone I think might need them – and I don’t want to be remembered. They’re a rare breed, these night workers – not Day People or Night People but a bridge between the two. Guardians, I call them. They have a heightened awareness, an instinct for danger that Day People usually lack.

I turn off my Walkman and carry my wheel across the forecourt. This late, no vehicles are filling up. Three youths, out of Tariq’s line of sight, are leaning against the compressed air pump. Skateboards are parked at their feet.

I see this trio around town all the time: Dragon Back, Greasilocks and Wisp. My names for them aren’t kind and I feel a tiny bit bad about that. Similar to Guardians, they exist on the periphery. Like all teenagers, they’re feeling out their futures, deciding which side of the dividing line they want to fall.

Their conversation dies at my approach. I feel their eyes on me, but I don’t look, immediately conscious of what I’m wearing: white T-shirt, dungaree shorts, oxblood Doc Martens.

Dragon Back mutters something as I pass. Greasilocks and Wisp snigger.

Blushing, I push open the shop door. It’s chilly inside. Goosebumps break out across my flesh. Partly because of the aircon. Partly because of the CCTV cameras trained on my face.

Tariq, behind the counter, is flicking though an Auto Express. He sells me a puncture-repair kit, a Dr Pepper and a pack of grape-flavoured Bubblicious without comment or eye contact.

Back outside, one of the fuel pumps is now occupied: a vintage VW camper, white and mint-green, the driver filling up. Around me, the forecourt feels oddly disconnected, as if it’s existing in two separate realities and I’ve planted a foot in each.

This happens sometimes – a side effect of my condition. It’s far more frightening than the vertigo. I want to speed-walk out of here, but I don’t have that choice.

On a well-lit patch of concrete I crouch over my wheel and find my screwdriver. It takes me a minute, breathing deep, to lever the tyre partway off its rim. I pop out the nail, apply rubber cement to the inner tube and affix a patch. It’ll need a while to cure before I inflate it. I just hope the bond is strong enough.

‘Looks like somebody’s night went a little flat.’

Two hyena yips greet the comment. Glancing up, I see the three amigos looking over. Dragon Back – named for the red-scaled dragon on his jacket – basks in the appreciation of his peers.

My stomach flops. Somehow, I manage a grin. Emboldened, he pushes away from the air pump. Greasilocks and Wisp follow. Moments later they’ve formed an arrowhead around me.

‘Lemme guess,’ Dragon Back drawls. ‘While trying to escape from the circus, you rode your unicycle over broken glass … aaaaaaaand pop.’

More hyena yips from his friends. I laugh, too – but my attempt sounds desperate. I tell myself they’re just teenagers having fun. Even so, their sneers have me worried. I’m not sure where this is going.

A forecourt CCTV camera hangs above Dragon Back’s head. Is Tariq watching us? Or is he still nose deep in his Auto Express? I don’t want more attention, however sticky this might get.

‘Hey, nice – Dr Pepper.’

Dragon Back scoops up my bottle. He twists the lid and takes a long swallow. His belch echoes across the forecourt.

‘Oh, dude,’ Greasilocks says. ‘Brutal.’

Dragon Back flips the bottle and catches it, the drink fizzing up inside. ‘You think I should’ve asked? I’m sorry, Mamacita. Do you mind?’

‘Finish it,’ I mumble. ‘It’s no problem.’

I’m not sure what Mamacita means. Possibly, the word is uglier than it sounds. I do know Dragon Back is taunting me to impress his friends.

‘You got a cigarette?’

I shake my head. ‘Don’t smoke.’

‘You want to buy us some?’

‘I don’t …’ I begin, and hesitate. I was about to say I don’t have any money, but that would be a lie, and lying is something I avoid. Honesty’s always the best policy.

‘You don’t what?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know what?’

More cackles. My blush fills my cheeks. Why am I letting them frighten me?

Wisp jiggles his foot. ‘Dude, you should tell her to come with us up Rycroft Hollow.’

‘I can’t,’ I tell him. I might be a recluse, but I know people go up Rycroft Hollow for two reasons only: to get high or get laid. ‘I have to go home.’

‘Supercool,’ Dragon Back shoots back. ‘We’ll walk you.’

‘That’s really kind, but—’

‘This time of night, all kinds of sharks out hunting. You live alone?’

‘I …’

He steps closer, tilts his head. ‘Shit, I think I recognize you.’

If I was nervous before, now I’m frightened. All my senses are screaming: Leave the wheel and run!

But I can’t get my trike home without it. And without my trike I have nothing. No link to those I watch in Cranner’s Ford. No ability to help anyone who might need it. No purpose.

To his friends, Dragon Back says, ‘Check it out. You know who I mean – chick on the red tricycle.’

My diaphragm has locked. No air in. No air out. I press a hand against the forecourt to steady myself and realize my entire arm is shaking.

Greasilocks tilts his head. Then his eyes widen. ‘Dude, I think you’re—’

‘Trivia question,’ says a voice. ‘Who’s playing?




THREE

Dragon Back, Greasilocks and Wisp glance up. The voice came from behind me so I scoot around to face it.

A few metres away, backlit, stands the guy who was refuelling the campervan. I hardly noticed him earlier. Now, he fills my world.

Perhaps it’s my relief at a possible escape route, but in my entire life I’ve never seen anyone so mesmerizing. It’s as if he’s producing his own gravity, sucking in light and attention.

He’s older than me. Whiter teeth, darker hair, sharper cheekbones. His green eyes are so bright that I flinch away when they examine me – and yet seconds later I’ve sought them out, wondering what they see: my pale skin, no doubt; my home-cut hair; my pinched nose and wide mouth.

He’ll have certainly noticed my eyes – one brown and one blue. Heterochromia, the doctors call it. Some people are born with the condition. Others, like me, acquire it more violently.

His clothes fit so well they look tailored: white jeans; slim-cut silk shirt with a psychedelic print; vintage leather bowling shoes in red, white and navy blue. From a cord around his neck hangs an enamelled yin-yang pendant. When his gaze moves to the three amigos, I find I can breathe again, if only lightly.

Campervan Guy tilts his head. A half-smile hovers on his lips. ‘How many skaters does it take to fix a puncture?’ He waits a beat, then adds: ‘In this skatepark, none. So how about you boys bid us goodnight?’

Dragon Back glares at him. ‘Whatever, dude. Since when did you start renting our space?’

At this, Campervan Guy smiles. Those teeth really are very white. He steps closer, speaking directly into Dragon Back’s ear. I can’t hear the words, but I witness their effect. Never have I seen the colour drain so quickly from someone’s face. Finally, he pulls back, giving the youth the full benefit of that million-watt green gaze. A soulful seriousness has replaced the smile. ‘Look at me carefully. You see what I mean?’

Dragon Back swallows, nods. He turns to me, ashen. ‘Sorry for being a dick.’ Then, to his friends: ‘Come on – we’re out of here.’

They must sense something in his tone. Moments later, all that’s left of them is the sound of their skateboard wheels rolling down the road.

I don’t feel much relief. Because now that green gaze has settled on me.

‘You OK?’

‘Just kids being kids,’ I mutter. ‘They didn’t mean any harm.’

‘Probably not. But it can be scary, this time of night. They might want to be more aware of themselves.’

Crouching while he’s standing feels awkward. As I get to my feet the forecourt rolls beneath me. I stagger, manage to compensate. Rarely do I have two episodes back to back like this. Is it stress from the encounter? The fact I haven’t spoken this much in weeks? Just as I think I’m safe, the concrete tilts again and the petrol station pirouettes – but I don’t hit the ground, because somehow Campervan Guy has closed the distance between us. His hands are gripping my bare arms. His skin on mine. Flesh against flesh.

Human contact.

I squirm, teeth squealing. Those green eyes swim far too close.

‘Steady,’ he says. ‘I’ve got you. You want to sit? Or can you stand?’

‘Please. I’m OK.’

He releases my arms gently, as if balancing me on a tightrope. And honestly, that’s how it feels. Like there’s a chasm beckoning on both sides and I’m an atom’s breadth from toppling in. My skin burns from our brief contact. My blood effervesces beneath the surface.

‘I’m Louis,’ he says, raising his hands. ‘I’m sorry if I startled you. I didn’t want you to fall. If you want me to leave you alone, I—’

‘HEY! LADY WHO RIDES RED TRICYCLE! YOU NEED POLICE?’

The voice seems to be everywhere – and yet it sounds like it’s seeping from a tin can: Tariq, I realize, addressing me via the forecourt loudspeakers.

This is deteriorating by the moment. I spot Tariq through the window, shake my head. The last thing I need is him phoning the police. I have to engage this Louis in conversation, however brief – prove to my Guardian that I’m OK.

‘I think my night went a little flat,’ I say, stealing Dragon Back’s line. ‘But it’s a lot better, now – I am, I mean. I am a lot flatter. Better.’

Louis studies me closely. Then he laughs.

Who could blame him? I sound ridiculous. Like a malfunctioning speaking toy. And now I remember something else. I was sick, earlier. I’m probably huffing my deadly breath all over him.

Digging in my pocket, I pull out my pack of Bubblicious and stuff gum into my mouth. Louis stares at me as if I’m utterly insane. ‘Grape flavour,’ I explain, around a mouthful. Then, because it would be weirder if I didn’t offer: ‘You want one?’

‘I try not to accept sweets from strangers.’

I nod, silently masticating. Or as silently as I can manage. Louis’s half-smile does something funny to my insides. When he raises his eyebrows, I understand his meaning. ‘Mercy Lake,’ I tell him, relieved that all those hours of practice paid off – that when it counted I sounded natural.

Sort of natural.

‘Mercy,’ Louis says, taking some gum, and I shiver at the sound of that name on his lips. Lifting my wheel, I roll it towards the compressed air pump.

‘Wait,’ he says, behind me.

I grit my teeth and ignore him, rolling the wheel faster.

‘It’s your choice, obviously. But that’s an old-school pump. Unregulated, high pressure. Use it on your tyre and you’ll likely burst your inner tube.’

I freeze, examining the machine. Slowly, I turn to face him.

Louis reaches into his pocket. He retrieves a rubber ball, coloured like planet Earth. From it hangs a chain and a single key. ‘Do you ever get the feeling,’ he asks, ‘that what at first seems random is actually something more mysterious?’

I plant my feet. Every one of my senses feels supercharged. I notice symbols melded into the pattern of Louis’s shirt. They look vaguely astronomical. I don’t recognize them, but somehow they feel significant. ‘What do you mean?’

He points at the parked VW camper. ‘Simply that I have a hand pump in the back of that old bus. If you wanted to borrow it to inflate your tyre, you could do so fully confident of my good intentions.’

My heart thumps. At the back of my throat, I taste grape juice and vomit.

Louis blows a bubble. Its pop echoes across the forecourt. Despite the bright lights of the petrol station, and Tariq and his Auto Express, I feel, suddenly, like we’re the only living creatures in the entire world, the entire universe, perhaps, and that everything that came before did so purely to bring us to this moment – me and him, Mercy and Louis – and that I need to get out of here right now, before whatever has begun to sprout beneath this neon-red canopy is given the slightest chance to develop leaves.




FOUR

Instead, I say, ‘Just the pump. And then I go.’

Louis tosses his key fob into the air and catches it. Turning, he walks towards the campervan. He seems one hundred per cent confident that I’ll follow.

What are you doing? What are you risking? Have you completely lost your mind?

I don’t know the answers. But if I want to get home before sunrise, what choice do I have? I use the short trip across the forecourt to study Louis more closely, safe from those unusually attentive eyes. Walking behind him, rolling my deflated wheel, I smell fresh soap overlaid with a citrus and sandalwood cologne. There’s the faint aroma of leather, too, plus hops, dry-cured bacon, strawberry sherbet, ripe banana, peppermint, basil – as if someone is making the world’s most confusing cocktail.

I’m not really picking up all these scents – it’s just my stupid old brain, up to its stupid old tricks. Much of the time I have the olfactory mojo of a brick. Other times, like now, the severed things inside my head collide, a scent cannon detonates and my nose fills with crazy combinations.

The campervan is spotless, as if it just rolled off a 1960s production line – but its muscular look can’t be original. It sits low on chrome wheels, hunched down like a predator about to strike. Inside, the mint-green and cream leather seats appear bespoke.

Louis rolls open the side door. I see chrome fixtures and panelled wood, a polished mahogany steering wheel and a chequerboard vinyl floor. There’s a sink, a hob, a fridge and an expensive-looking sound system.

‘Mercy, meet Eleanor,’ Louis says, climbing in. ‘Eleanor was born in 1963. She enjoys rusting, overheating and full engine rebuilds.’

When I rest my hand against the doorpost, I think I feel, just briefly, the hum of something sentient. It surprises me so much that I snatch away my fingers.

Louis clambers out, handing me a pump. ‘You want some help?’

I shake my head.

First, the tyre needs to go back on the wheel rim. While I get to work, Louis plants his behind on the chequerboard floor. He stretches out his legs, resting his bowling shoes on the forecourt. ‘How are you feeling now?’

For a moment, I don’t know what he means. And then I recall the spectacle I made of myself earlier – how I staggered into him like the boneless no-hoper I am. ‘Better.’

It’s not quite a lie. Nor is it entirely accurate.

‘Has it happened before?’

‘I’m used to it.’

‘Does it have a name? I mean, a medical one?’

‘Probably.’

He nods. ‘Zip your mouth, Louis. Take a hint when it’s offered.’

I pop the tyre back on the rim. My fingers are black with wheel grease; my dungarees are similarly stained. The contrast between us could hardly be starker.

From his pocket, Louis withdraws a pristine white handkerchief and blots perspiration from his forehead. ‘This heat,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t let up, even at night. There’s no way of escaping it.’

‘If you climb high enough, you can escape,’ I tell him, focusing on my wheel. ‘Get up closer to the stars and you can breathe easier too. It’s what I do almost every night.’

With the pump attached, I inflate the inner tube. I feel Louis’s eyes but don’t meet them.

‘So,’ he says. ‘The tannoy guy mentioned a tricycle. If you arrived with just the wheel, I’m guessing you got the puncture too far away to push the tricycle here, too.’

Instead of replying, I pump harder. The silence stretches to breaking.

‘I’m kind of torn,’ he continues. ‘I’d be happy to drive you back there if you asked, but I don’t want to be the kind of creep who’d offer. On the other hand, you don’t seem too steady on your feet. Is there someone you can call to pick you up? Or I’d happily pay for a taxi.’

I press my thumb into the tyre wall, testing its firmness. Louis has said nothing sinister. In fact, the very opposite. And yet my urge to escape has become all-consuming.

I don’t have anyone I can call (cue the violins). But I don’t need anyone (cancel the violins), so I shouldn’t feel sad about it. And, most of the time, I don’t.

Nor do I want Louis to call me a taxi, because that would put me in his debt. Then I might have to see him again – and that isn’t something I can risk.

‘It’s very kind,’ I hear myself say. ‘You’re obviously a kind person. But I don’t have far to go and I’m feeling much better now, thank you very much. And I do like the night air this time of year.’

Earlier, I’d started to sound vaguely human. Now, I’m back to malfunctioning robot. I can feel the burn of Louis’s attention. Deliberately, I keep my eyes averted.

The wheel has enough air to get me home. I disconnect the pump, grit my teeth and stand.

The world shimmies. The forecourt lights pulse. But my Doc Martens remain firmly planted. I’m an oak tree, now, not a daisy.

I hand Louis the pump. When he takes the end, completing the circuit, I feel a snap of electricity between us so bright it feels real.

Releasing my grip, I mumble something tragic in farewell. Then I pick up my wheel and start walking, carefully placing my feet. I’m still on that tightrope, but safety is in sight.

Behind me, following my progress, I sense Louis, Tariq and the forecourt CCTV. Breathing deep, I step on to Copper Beech Lane. The night smells of lavender, coconut, pineapple, aniseed and ginger.

Illusory scents.

Comforting, even so.

Like a memory, I fade into them.




FIVE

Twenty minutes later, my wheel is reattached and my trike is out of the ditch. Overall, the puncture stole an hour of darkness. I’m just glad it didn’t steal more.

Climbing on to the saddle, I concentrate on the night. For a moment I think I hear a far-off sound, like rattling metal tools, dimming and swelling. But when I turn my head, I see no headlights anywhere close.

I need to calm down, reset. My heart is still racing from what just happened. I’m not worried about the three amigos. I’m much more concerned about Tariq, the Texaco Guardian: HEY! LADY WHO RIDES RED TRICYCLE!

I buy groceries at the petrol station quite often, but I’ve been careful to go unnoticed – at least, that’s what I’d thought.

My red trike is memorable. And yet tonight I went there without it. So how did Tariq recognize me? Surely my home-cut hair isn’t that noteworthy. Perhaps it’s my mismatched eyes. Maybe I should wear sunglasses next time I shop – although at night they might draw as much attention.

Still, the Tariq problem is solvable with a little thought. It’s Louis who fills my head. How he looked at me. How his eyes felt on my skin. I recall the fizz of my blood as our bodies touched; the crazy aromas blooming in my nose.

Was Louis Night People, like me? Day People, simply out late? Could he have been a Guardian? Might he even—

Stop!

My muscles ache. I need to rest. Tonight has delivered a month’s worth of adrenalin in one hit. Less than two hours of full darkness remain. I don’t have time to finish all tonight’s planned visits. I need to prioritize – and there’s one destination I simply can’t miss.

[image: ]

Another ten minutes and I’m gliding up Abbot’s Walk, at the base of Pincher’s Mount. Our local paper calls this Millionaires’ Mile. The higher it climbs around our famous hill, the more luxurious the homes. Each residence is set far back from the road, shielded by oaks, rhododendrons and glossy-leaved laurels.

Of them all, Arcadia Heights boasts the highest elevation and the most extensive grounds: broadleaf woodland, mainly, except for its swimming pool and its rectangle of perfect lawn. A hydraulic gate flanked by security cameras bars the main drive. From it, in both directions, runs a tall drystone wall. Fifty metres north, a fallen tree has demolished a section. That’s both my access point and the hiding place for my trike.

It’s far darker inside the woods. Still, the tree trunks make useful handholds for a person prone to toppling. I move from silver birch to alder to ash, steadily approaching my target.

The Raffertys have lived here eighteen months. A year earlier, they bought Arcadia Heights for 2 million, spending another vast sum to upgrade it.

Ahead of me, the trees thin out. There’s the Raffertys’ pool, green-lit by underwater spots. As always, I imagine how it would feel to strip off and swim a length. I’ll never get the chance, of course – these days, for me, deep water isn’t a great idea. Instead, I pick my way through a perfectly landscaped border to my vantage point behind the filtration pump.

Beyond the pool looms the house, monstrous and alert – a power statement of concrete, glass and steel formed into haphazard geometric shapes. If a prison colony for wealthy entrepreneurs were built on Mars, Arcadia Heights would be the blueprint.

Tonight, the building’s ground floor is awash with light, spilling over with it, no blinds or shutters drawn across the floor-to-ceiling glass.

One thing I’ve learned, since my old life ended, is that the rich and powerful are far less likely to cover their windows at night. They don’t fear the darkness like the rest of us. Maybe because they expect to be feared right back.

I spot Simon Rafferty in the cinema room. He’s sitting on the floor, legs outstretched, his back against a white leather sofa. An empty wineglass stands beside him. His focus is on a MacBook balanced across his lap.

Simon’s a tall man, deeply tanned, graceful in poise and economical in movement. Sometimes, watching him, I convince myself that his every muscular contraction is weighed and considered ahead of time. Three days ago, he turned forty-one, but he looks far younger. You’d never think eighteen years separate us.

I don’t see Nadia Rafferty, Simon’s wife. Probably, she’s already in bed. Rarely do I visit the family this late.

Really, I shouldn’t be visiting at all. Their restraining order against me still has three years to run. If I go within thirty metres of the couple – or five-year-old Ollie Rafferty – I face jail. Even stepping foot inside these grounds is a violation.

A wall-mounted CCTV camera monitors the pool area. A second camera, fixed to the orangery, covers the patio. There’s a blind spot, though. It allows me to get within a few paces of the orangery’s doors. With the lights on inside, I’ll be invisible to anyone looking out – so that’s what I do, closing the remaining distance as stealthily as I can manage. Then I sit on the flagstones, legs outstretched, perfectly mimicking Simon’s pose.

We face each other in silence, one of us aware, the other oblivious. My heart rate is a bazillion beats per minute, but that’s OK. I need to do this.

‘I see you,’ I whisper.

Simon closes the laptop. He picks up his wineglass, takes a long sip and stares at me through the window.

Right at me.

The muscles of his throat contract as the wine goes down. He continues to stare. I continue to hold his gaze. An artery in his neck pulses steadily. Glancing at my watch, I begin to count. A minute later I have my answer. Fifty-eight bpm – proof that Simon hasn’t really seen me, even if that’s how it might look. He’s contemplating his reflection, unaware of what lurks behind it.

Still, the longer we share the silence, the more my discomfort grows. I’m Night People, attuned to danger. Right now, my instincts are flashing red. I feel eyes on me from somewhere – and not Simon’s. When I glance around at the darkness, my stomach grips.

Finding my feet, I retrace my steps to the filtration pump. From there, I survey the unlit glass cubes, separated by concrete plinths and glass walkways, that form the building’s upper levels.

Is someone up there awake? Foolish of me to sit outside the orangery when I don’t have eyes on Simon and Nadia together. Tonight’s puncture – and what happened at the Texaco – has seriously messed with my head.

Teeth clenched, I weave back through the trees to the section of toppled wall and clamber on to my Jorvik. Dawn is a way off yet, but it won’t be long before a zombie greyness infects the sky. I can feel the Earth turning, threatening to reveal the sun. All that light and heat and pain.

Just the thought of it makes me feverish. I imagine my skin crisping, my eyeballs shrivelling in their sockets – the sun transforming me from a living, thinking human into a dead and desiccated husk. I need to be inside before the sky even thinks about twilight. But first … Laurie.

Beautiful Laurie.

Smart, creative, kind, calm.

And screwed.




SIX

Naked in her bathroom, right foot braced against the vanity top, Nadia Rafferty moisturizes her skin.

This room, with its sunken bath and black granite walls, was meant to be her sanctuary, but the look is far too masculine for her taste. In hindsight, she should have paid closer attention to the designer’s plans. The installation cost, as with everything else in this house, was extraordinary. For a woman who grew up north of Pleven, in Bulgaria’s poorest region, it crossed the line into immoral. So Nadia is stuck with the design, even though Simon would readily change it. At least the candles flickering around the bath somewhat soften the harshness.

One wall, entirely of glass, offers an incredible night vista of stars – except where the impenetrable mass of Pincher’s Mount blocks the sky. Nadia took a long time to get used to that – particularly after what happened at the last house. Even now, eighteen months since moving in, she sometimes feels eyes on her while she bathes. The police promised she needn’t worry, but only fools trust the words of strangers. And in recent days Nadia has had something new to worry about. Something that’s consumed her since the moment she discovered it.

Her right leg finished, Nadia moisturizes her left. On the vanity top beside her foot lies the Clearblue pregnancy test. She examines it a final time. Then she shoves it to the bottom of the waste bin, blows out the candles, spritzes herself with Guerlain Mitsouko and wraps herself in a towel. Barefoot, she walks to the master suite.

It’s her third test in as many days – and the third positive result. If her hunch is correct she’s seven weeks pregnant, suggesting a due date sometime in March.

In front of a wall mirror, dropping the towel, Nadia examines her stomach. It’s as toned and as flat as a boxer’s, but she wonders how much protection it offers the tiny life inside her. The floors in most of these rooms are diamond hard. One slip and she could miscarry. Perhaps she should gorge herself on cakes and pastries – add layers of insulation and padding. Pulling on a robe, she walks to the bedroom window.

There it is above her, that colossus of earth and rock: Pincher’s Mount. Nadia can feel its presence even if she can’t see it.

At her grandfather’s farm in the mountainous Stara Planina where her parents took her each Christmas, wolves sometimes crept down from the slopes at night to kill sheep, dogs – anything they could find. The old man had a saying: When the wolves begin to multiply, expect misfortune. These last three days, Nadia has sensed wolves all around.

Picking up her phone, she scrolls through her contacts and dials a number. When it’s answered, she gives her name and asks for Detective Inspector Marius England.

A minute later he comes on the line. ‘Mrs Rafferty?’

‘Thank you for taking my call.’

‘Of course. It must be a year since we last spoke. How are you? How’s Ollie?’

‘Ollie’s good,’ she says. ‘And I’m OK, too.’ The distinction is subtle but intentional. ‘Are you still playing rugby?’

‘Mrs Rafferty, is something wrong? Are you calling about anything specific?’

Nadia winces. The conversation has moved on faster than she’d have liked. He’s given her no time to work on him. ‘I know it’s been a while. I just wanted to ask if you’ve seen her recently.’

‘Keira Greenaway? Not since the trial. Afterwards, responsibility passed to the probation service. But you know this, Mrs Rafferty. Last time we spoke, I—’

‘Is she still living at her parents’ place?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Can you check? Ask one of your officers to visit?’

‘Has something happened?’

‘Not exactly, but—’

‘Look,’ England says. ‘I completely understand why you might be anxious, even after all this time, and I really don’t want to sound like we’re prioritizing her freedoms over yours, because we aren’t, at all. But unless you have something specific, I’m afraid the answer’s no.’

‘Can I speak to her probation officer?’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Rafferty, you can’t. Keira Greenaway complied with all the terms of her suspended sentence. She attended all her rehabilitation programme appointments. She does now have a right to privacy. If it helps put your mind at rest, there’s no indication she might reoffend. Considering her various ailments, I’d say the chance is unlikely.’

Nadia returns to her mirror. She watches her reflection show its teeth. ‘They didn’t stop her before, did they?’

The detective pauses. ‘Mrs Rafferty, if anything specific happens – anything at all – I want you to know that you can call me day or night.’

‘I will,’ Nadia lies, and hangs up. Because if she can’t rely on the police for a single basic check, best not rely on them at all.

Abandoning the mirror, she crosses the hall to Ollie’s room. The boy is lying on his mattress, his summer duvet kicked to the floor. Nadia doesn’t cover him up – it’s far too hot and he looks comfortable. Instead, she perches beside him and watches him sleep. She’s protected this child for almost as long as she’s known him – save for those three days of hell when Keira Greenaway walked into their old house and snatched him away.

Ollie’s hand is curled around a toy. Nadia eases it from his fingers and sweeps his hair across his brow.

Will she ever recover from those seventy-two hours of horror? How Greenaway avoided a custodial sentence, even with all her issues, Nadia will never know.

She turns over the toy in her hands. It’s the size of a quail’s egg, with a small LCD screen. She remembers these, from the late nineties. Tamagotchis, they were called – for a few years they were everywhere. Ollie’s has taken a battering, the plastic scratched and sun-faded. Checking the screen, she sees that his virtual pet is sleeping. Placing it on his side table, she leaves the pair in peace.

Back in her bedroom, Nadia scrolls once again through her phone. Her influence on the detective might have faded. Not so her influence on Konstantin Tapia. That is, if the teenager she knew in Gulyantsi is still alive. It’s been a decade, maybe more, since she last spoke to him – but the bond they formed is unbreakable.

Asking Konstantin for help would be a last resort – like lobbing a live grenade into the air and chancing to fate where it fell. Konstantin was damaged goods, even back then. God knows how the last ten years might have twisted him.

Nadia finds his contact details. Then she goes downstairs to her husband.




SEVEN

Laurie – beautiful, smart, creative, kind, calm – owns Gimme the Dough, an artisan bakery in Cranner’s Ford. It must take guts to open your own business. So that’s something else to admire about Laurie: her tenacity.

I haven’t watched her as long as I’ve watched the Raffertys – unlike them, she’s not the main reason I’m here – but I’ve got to know her fairly well. It helps that she keeps a baker’s hours. Even in summer, she’s often awake before sunrise.

Unfortunately, despite Laurie’s manifest good qualities, she has a world of hurt coming her way. Before it hits, I’m preparing her the best I can.

Gimme the Dough stands on Bartholomew Street, between a Chinese takeaway and a nail bar. I park at the head of the alley that runs behind them. I won’t spot Laurie through the bakery’s front windows. Right now she’ll be around the back.

The alley’s so dark I can’t even see my Doc Martens. I edge past the Chinese, right hand extended. Another couple of metres and I’m behind Gimme the Dough. Here, finally, there’s a little light. The fire door is a single steel slab, featureless except for a push-button security lock. The bakery’s rear window is long and thin, set high in the wall. An empty pallet offers me a step-up.

And there’s Laurie. Radiant. Surrounded by stainless-steel worktops and aluminium trays.

I can tell from her expression that she’s deep in thought. Her eyebrows are gathered in a frown. Beneath them her blue eyes seem unfocused. For a moment I wonder if she’s fretting about what’s coming to her, but how could that be? Unless she knows more than I realize.

Laurie’s blonde hair is tied back. On her nose is a smudge of icing sugar so cute I just want to lick it off. Her forehead shines with perspiration – probably due to the ovens coming up to temperature. And, of course, her weight.

Unlike me, Laurie’s no shapeless whelp. Her upper arms judder as she works; her belly strains against her apron. Despite her size, her movements as she cuts the dough are those of a dancer. She’s a baking Venus and I love her to bits – which is why watching her makes me so sad.

Fishing in my dungarees, I draw out what I brought along: a silver chain, slippery as water, that once belonged to my grandmother. From the links hangs a pendant I purchased especially for Laurie.

It’s a hammer. Not like the claw hammer I was taking to William the Navigator’s nursing home before I got my puncture. This is a tiny representation of Mjölnir. Archaeologists have dug up pendants just like it from burial sites all over Scandinavia. Mostly, from women’s graves.

Laurie’s hammer is inscribed with runes from the Elder Futhark. If ever she chooses to transcribe them, she’ll read a personal message from me.

It’s not the first symbol I’ve sent her as a warning. Two months ago, Laurie left her car unlocked overnight. On the passenger seat lay the woollen poncho she wears on chilly mornings. Opening the door, I removed it. Oh God, the smell of her. The goodness and the richness and the heady notes of her perfume.

It didn’t take me long to figure out which part of the garment lay across her heart. That’s where I fixed the pin: a vintage Navajo arrow, hand-stamped in silver, a cabochon of green turquoise on the shaft. If Laurie researched it, she’d understand the meaning.

A week before I pinned the Navajo arrow over Laurie’s heart, I posted an envelope through Gimme the Dough’s front door. On it I’d stencilled her name, along with a Chinese symbol I copied from a tattooist’s website. Inside the envelope was the silver ring I’d bought her: a wraparound Chinese dragon with malachite eyes and tongue.

That morning, before sunrise, I hid across the road while Laurie unlocked the bakery. I watched her pick up the envelope and examine it, front and back. She removed the ring, turning it over and over.

Try it for size, I urged her. Slip it on. And after a moment, Laurie did. I imagined the dragon’s tail coiling tight around her finger and extending up her arm. But
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