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Chapter One

Returning to Willoughby Park had never been at the top of Ruben de Lacy’s to-do list. Now he was there, he recognised why. The rooms were as cold and dark as they always had been. Littered with ostentatious antiques and dustsheet-clad furniture. So far, Ruben had confined himself to just two rooms. A plain guest bedroom formerly known as the blue room for obvious reasons, and the kitchen, which had been rarely occupied by his parents when they had been alive; meals were always cooked by lovely Geraldine, a matronly figure who smelt of washing powder and sometimes onions.

From the cupboard under the stairs, Ruben had dug out his old wellington boots and Barbour and whiled away five minutes yesterday taking photos of himself by the giant stone lions out the front for Instagram, captioning the best: Lord of the Manor? It was amazing what boredom and being completely ill at ease in a place could bring out in a person.

Now he was sitting on the back terrace, soaking up some sun, waiting for the estate agent to get back to him, which was an ongoing battle due to the lack of phone reception. He was also struggling with a humongous black cat who seemed to have some wily point of entry into the house that Ruben hadn’t yet discovered. To his horror, he’d found it asleep on his bed that morning. Oh well, it’d be someone else’s problem soon enough.

The doorbell rang. Ruben sighed. Who was it? Someone to offer their condolences maybe? No, he couldn’t imagine anyone in the village sad to have seen his father, Lord de Lacy, go.

Ruben yawned, stretched in the warm sunlight, then got up to open the front door. On seeing who was standing there, all he could say was, ‘Oh, Jesus Christ. I completely forgot.’

‘Yes, you did,’ replied the woman on his doorstep, thin lips and beautifully coiffed blonde hair. ‘Hello, Ruben.’

‘Hello, Penny,’ he managed.

Standing awkwardly next to his ex-girlfriend, feet turned out like a duck, eyes as saucepan-wide as they’d ever been, stood his eleven, no, twelve-year-old daughter.

‘Hey, Zadie,’ Ruben said with a lame half-wave that he regretted as soon as he’d done it.

‘Hi, Ruben,’ said the girl, smiling shyly.

Ruben looked back up at the ferocious blonde. ‘I’m really sorry. It totally slipped my mind.’ He winced as he said it, aware that one wasn’t meant to say they had forgotten about looking after their daughter, in front of said daughter, who was sucking up every detail like an overzealous Dyson. ‘Why didn’t you ring me?’

‘I did ring you but it went straight to answerphone. And I emailed,’ Penny said, eyes narrowed, expression challenging.

As he had discovered trying to finalise things with the estate agent, the signal at the house was terrible. And Ruben doubted he’d updated Penny with his new email address.

‘How did you know I was here?’

‘Instagram, Ruben. Where does anyone look to find the vain?’

Ruben could feel himself blush as he remembered posing in front of the Georgian entrance columns in his flat cap and Barbour, and suddenly felt like a bit of a tool.

‘When I didn’t hear from you I was going to ask my mother, but she’s taken a fall – she’s OK, don’t worry, not that you would. And as you know, but you’ve probably forgotten, I’m going on my honeymoon tomorrow – yes, I did get married, it was wonderful, thanks for asking.’ Ruben had the inappropriate recollection that Penny hadn’t paused for breath the one time they’d slept together either. ‘And Zadie was insistent she stayed with you.’

They turned to look at Zadie, who was beaming up at Ruben, her sequinned rucksack glinting in the sun, her heart-shaped sunglasses perched on her head.

He tried to remember the last time he’d seen her. There was that dreadful time he took her to the Royal Academy of Arts champagne reception and she set the alarms off reaching for a Damien Hirst. Or was it when he’d lost her at the London Aquarium, which, while very stressful, had actually led to a pretty good date with the mother-of-two who’d found her.

The giant black cat appeared from the bushes and wound its way through Zadie’s legs, making her giggle. Distracted from the current predicament, Ruben tried to unsuccessfully block its entrance into the house with his foot but the cat went in regardless. Zadie followed, delighted. Any further attempts Ruben might have made to evict the mangy animal were paused by Penny’s authoritative beckoning for him to move out of Zadie’s earshot.

Ruben frowned, one eye still on the enemy cat as he followed Penny down a couple of steps.

‘I can’t believe you forgot, you complete moron,’ Penny hissed, dragging him further away by the sleeve. ‘You’d better treat her right or I will kill you. And I mean it. Actually murder you.’

Ruben reared back, unused to people taking such a tone with him. ‘All right, steady on.’

‘If it was up to me, I’d have told her exactly what a loafing good-for-nothing you are, but that is not the kind of parent I am,’ she snapped.

‘I’m not a loafing good-for—’

She cut him off. ‘I’m not interested, Ruben. Do you know how often she goes on and on about spending time with her real dad? Not that Barry isn’t like a real dad to her, but there you go. You have two weeks, don’t mess it up!’

Ruben looked from Penny’s murderous ire back to Zadie lying on the floor with the cat on her belly. The sight of both causing him a great deal of discomfort. ‘I’m not actually planning to stay here that long.’

‘I don’t care where you go, Ruben, as long as you take her with you, you can go to the bloody Bahamas if you want. Just stay away from St Tropez because that’s where I’ll be.’

‘Nice choice.’ Ruben loved St Tropez.

‘Please focus on the task in hand,’ Penny sighed. ‘Here’s her suitcase.’ She hoisted a pink Hello Kitty suitcase up the front steps and plonked it down next to Ruben. ‘She’s a vegetarian now …’

Ruben rolled his eyes.

Penny ignored him. ‘If the worst comes to it just give her cereal, she loves cereal.’

‘I love cereal,’ Ruben said, pleasantly surprised.

‘Well, there you go, perfect for each other,’ Penny said curtly, and without pausing for breath turned towards Zadie and said sweetly, ‘Darling, Mummy has to go now. You’ll be good, yes? Anything you need, you call me.’

‘OK,’ Zadie said brightly, scooping up the cat and coming over to give her mum a kiss goodbye.

‘Erm, hang on a tick—’ Ruben tried to interject.

‘You’ll be all right, yes?’ Penny bent down so she was level with her daughter.

Zadie nodded.

‘It’s only two weeks,’ Penny said, seeming to reassure herself more than anyone. Then she glanced uncertainly from Zadie to Ruben and added, ‘It’s not too late to change your mind, honey.’

‘Absolutely, it’s not too late,’ Ruben agreed.

But Zadie went to stand by Ruben’s side, still clutching the fat flea-ridden cat. ‘I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine! We’ll have a great time,’ she added, placing her soft hand in his.

Ruben held it awkwardly.

Penny pursed her lips. ‘Mmm.’

Zadie laughed. ‘Honestly, it’ll be fine.’

Ruben felt his face get warm. ‘Penny, listen, I think we should …’

But Penny ignored him and gave her daughter a giant hug, the cat squashed between them, determined not to give up his new-found ally.

‘Penny, really …’ Ruben said a little more urgent now.

‘Like I said, I’ll kill you,’ Penny hissed.

‘OK, OK,’ Ruben held up a hand to ward her off.

Penny blew Zadie lots of kisses and called, ‘Bye, honey. I love you,’ while beeping open her BMW.

‘Have a good honeymoon,’ Ruben shouted with saccharine insincerity.

‘I will,’ Penny called back, her tone equally false. ‘Look after her,’ Penny ordered as she got in the car.

Ruben did a bored nod as if he’d got the message.

Penny was looking worriedly at Zadie, who called, ‘I’ll be fine here with Dad.’

‘Ruben,’ Ruben corrected.

‘Ruben,’ Zadie giggled like it was a joke.

Penny shook her head like he’d failed at the first hurdle.

Twenty-four hours in, Ruben had failed at the second, third and fourth hurdles too.

All he wanted was a second on his own. Half an hour tops and he’d be happy. He had wondered more than once if it was possible to take the batteries out of a person. When he’d gone to bed he’d been so exhausted he’d fallen straight to sleep only to be woken up at seven o’clock sharp with her standing over him, dressed in a multicoloured unicorn onesie saying, ‘Me, my mum and Barry all read together in the morning. Barry gets up and makes us both a cup of tea, like every day, without fail.’

‘That’s nice,’ Ruben had replied, bleary-eyed. ‘I don’t drink tea.’

‘You don’t drink tea?’ And she was off. By the time he’d managed to locate his dressing gown and fumble himself to a sitting position, he’d found out that Aunty Janice drank seventeen cups of tea a day and Uncle Peter couldn’t understand the obsession with high-street coffee when you could have a cup of PG Tips for relatively free. Who were these people, Ruben wondered, and why hadn’t they taken Zadie for two weeks? As if on cue, ‘They now live in Australia. Barry was really sad to see them go. He cried.’

‘Did he?’ said Ruben, trying to sound engaged. Ruben usually enjoyed a leisurely wake-up that involved a good stretch while Amazon’s lovely Alexa brought him up to date with the news and what weather to expect.

‘Barry says that real men aren’t afraid to cry. Do you cry, Ruben?’ Zadie was sitting on her knees on the bed.

‘When was the last time I cried?’ Ruben rubbed his forehead. He couldn’t remember. By all accounts it should have been when he’d got the call to say his dad had died, but he knew for certain that there had been no tears.

The rest of the day with Zadie had carried on in much the same fashion. Question after question. Ruben longed for a glass of ’52 Latour in his pants on the balcony of his London flat smoking a Cuban and indulging in some Radio Four quietly so the attractive Gen Z on the floor below didn’t hear. Instead, it was Little Mix and Stormzy. Ruben had actually bought a pair of Stormzy tickets recently to impress a Tinder date but the affair had come to an end before said concert had taken place.

Outside it had started to rain. Huge great globs of water keeping them inside. The black cat sat forlornly soaked on the windowsill. Ruben didn’t want to be confined indoors with his ever-present daughter following him round as he hauled open drapes in the various bedrooms just to get some light into the place.

‘Ooh, this is nice, that’s nice,’ she said, picking things up, putting them down. She opened things and shut things, she dropped things. She broke things. ‘Sorry, sorry!’

‘It’s fine, it’s fine,’ he heard himself say, growing increasingly tight-lipped while trying his hardest to remain relaxed. He caught his facial expression in one of the giant gilt mirrors and saw a flicker of his father in his agitated expression. Internally imagining, while a candlestick toppled as Zadie reached for a porcelain figurine, what his dad would have said had he done the same.

And if he heard another word about bloody perfect stepdad, Barry … Barry who cried but also Barry who fixed things. Barry who was great at washing-up and could kick a football like a pro. Barry who built their extension single-handed and had the neighbours queuing up for one of his unique garden water features.

And she was always hungry. Ruben thought he was hungry a lot of the time, but this was another level. When the incessant moaning got too much, he drove to the Co-op at the petrol station, wound her up and let her go. Hence why, by dinnertime, they were eating Sugar Puffs standing up in the kitchen. ‘My mum says we have to have dinner at the table, it’s proper family time.’ Ruben was too exhausted to listen. He closed his eyes and dreamed of his noise-cancelling headphones lying casually on his desk at his London flat. For a little calming self-indulgence, he furtively checked his Tinder, Instagram, Twitter and weather apps. ‘Barry says we’re not allowed phones while we eat.’ Suddenly a drop of rain landed on his nose and Zadie said, ‘Oh, you’ve got a leak.’

Ruben looked up to see a large grey damp patch on the flat-roofed kitchen ceiling spreading above them. ‘Shit.’

‘Shall we call Barry?’ Zadie asked. ‘He’d know what to do.’

The cat, who Zadie had brought in dripping and refused to let Ruben evict, was asleep on a kitchen chair. It opened one pitying, disdainful eye, exacerbating in that look everything Ruben was feeling.

‘Shoo!’ he said to the cat, clapping his hands.

‘Don’t!’ Zadie stepped between them but it made no difference, the cat wasn’t going anywhere, it just curled back up in a different position.

The rain dripped from the ceiling to the tiled floor.

‘I’ll call someone,’ said Ruben, getting his phone out and finding there was only one bar of reception. He had to go right up to the top floor to get anything resembling a signal. Zadie trotted after him. When he turned to question her shadowing, she said, ‘It’s scary down there on my own.’

Ruben remembered being terrified of the house at night. The creaking of the stairs. The hoot of the owl. His father’s irate bark, ‘For Christ’s sake, leave him. Let him cry. No son of mine is a coward.’

He called the emergency roofer. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I can’t really hear you. Tonight? Oh no. No one available tonight. We can be there first thing tomorrow.’

‘Fine.’ Ruben would just put a bucket under the leak for now.

They headed back to the kitchen, Zadie so close she was almost wrapped round his waist, followed by the thump of the cat. She caught him checking his reflection in the hallway mirror, an ingrained habit, and pulled his hand to make him pause.

‘Do you think we look alike?’ she asked, a little shy as she stood next to him. Her wide eyes and black-framed glasses. Plump, pink puppy-fat cheeks. Expression so open it was almost painful. In contrast, Ruben looked old. The other day he’d discovered his first grey hairs. His cleaner, Hildegard, had recommended a spray that women use to cover it up. There was nothing, he discovered, like spray-on hair colour to make you feel old. Standing beside Zadie he looked ancient.

‘Maybe,’ he said, non-committal, turning away before he could even consider resemblances. His body starting to envelop itself in a protective force field.

Zadie shrugged. ‘I think we do.’ Nothing was able to dent her limpet enthusiasm.

In the kitchen, the patch on the ceiling was getting exponentially bigger. The bowl he’d put on the floor was already full.

Zadie stared up at it, hands on her hips. Now she looked like her mother. ‘It’s got much worse.’

‘Yes, I can see that, thank you.’ Curse his life.

‘Barry would know what to do.’

‘I’m sure he would,’ said Ruben, bashing about in the cupboard under the sink for a bucket.

‘That’ll fill up really quickly,’ Zadie commented when he appeared with an old red one.

‘Yes,’ he muttered in agreement.

Then after a few seconds. ‘I think the bucket has a hole in it.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘That’s a pound in the swear jar.’

‘A pound! Are you kidding me?’

‘Some words are worse than others.’

Ruben could think of a million words he’d like to say but he couldn’t afford it.

‘When we had a leak once, Barry fixed it himself. He went out the skylight on to the roof. It was really exciting.’

‘I’m sure it was.’ Ruben replaced the broken bucket with the bowl and searched the kitchen for something more substantial.

The cat stretched and yawned, mocking Ruben’s inadequacy.

The rain splashed on another area of the floor.

‘There’s another leak!’ Zadie was hopping.

‘For Christ’s sake!’ As soon as he said it, Ruben flinched and stopped. He had his hands on his hips, his brow furrowed. If he looked in the mirror now he’d be the spitting image of his father. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly like his yoga teacher had taught him. He could do this.

‘Shall I call Barry—’

‘No,’ Ruben held up a hand. ‘No, I’ll do it myself.’

Zadie’s eyes lit up.

Ruben yanked on his old Barbour and pushed his feet into his wellingtons, while Zadie slipped on her Converse. He was outside in the garden shed before he really stopped to consider what he was doing, pushing spiderwebs and plant pots out of the way to get to the ladder on the far wall. Something fluttered in the darkness, Ruben yelped as a bat flew out, making him jump, and Zadie laugh. He searched the shelves for a tarpaulin and something to hold it down with, finding a rusty staple gun in a box of old tools. Zadie held onto the bundle of plastic and the staple gun as Ruben swept away more cobwebs to haul the ladder out and up the path. The rain had slicked back their hair, soaking through his coat, getting in his eyes.

As soon as he’d stepped outside the house he’d realised it was a mistake. He wanted to go back inside. If Zadie wasn’t there he’d have left the leaking bucket where it was and ignored the whole fiasco till a professional could fix it in the morning. He’d have just thrown money at the situation. But the deadly combination of her heroically capable stepdad and the memory of his own authoritarian father had propelled him into this ridiculous no-man’s land as he tried to out-do one and banish the other, succeeding only in making a mockery of himself.

The ladder tipped and swayed as he extended it to its full height, hands slippery with rain, and propped it up against the side of the house, pushing the leaves of a buddleia out of the way and securing the base against a particularly vile faux wishing well, another of the garden ornaments for which his father had such a penchant.

‘Shall I hold it?’ Zadie asked, face soaked.

‘Definitely,’ said Ruben, as he tested the slippery ladder rungs, more reluctant now than ever to head up to the kitchen roof. Nothing but pride spurring him on. His wellingtons slid as he started to climb. The whole endeavour was foolish. But Zadie seemed to be enjoying herself. ‘This is exciting, isn’t it?’ she grinned, little wet hands holding tight to the ladder.

Rain slicked his hair to his forehead. The staple gun weighed down his coat pocket. He had a folded tarpaulin under his arm. It was dark, the noise of the rain was deafening. He could see the dreaded black cat smugly stretched out along the kitchen radiator, not out in the pissing rain with a pointless point to prove. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he muttered.

‘You can do it, Ruben!’ Zadie urged him on.

He exhaled, slow and resigned. His wellie slipped as it caught on the rung and made him wobble. When he got to the roof, he held onto the gutter with one hand and leant forward to examine the felting. He should have brought a torch. What kind of idiot goes up on the roof in the dark and doesn’t bring a torch?

Annoyed with himself, he looked down. It was quite a long way. Instead, he focused on where the hole might be by following the line up from the red bucket he could see through the almost ceiling-high windows, and started to staple the tarpaulin at random over the approximate area.

It was an ill-conceived plan and he knew it, but he couldn’t back out now.

‘Barry would be SO impressed. I’m not sure even he would go out in the rain.’

Ruben swiped the water from his eyes. ‘You said—’ but then he stopped himself, it was too petty. He imagined Penny catching sight of him in horror – he’d been tasked with being a responsible adult and looking after his daughter and he was precariously up a ladder in—

‘Is that thunder?’

‘Fuck.’

‘That’s five pounds!’

The tarpaulin was too big, buckling where he’d stapled it in crumpled lumps. He imagined his father watching with a sneer – ‘de Lacys never show weakness, boy!’ Even more frustrated now, Ruben tried to flatten the tarpaulin, steadying himself on the gutter, stapling great pockets of the woven plastic. He stapled through his index finger at the same time as the cheap guttering snapped.

‘Argh!’ he cried, yanking his stapled hand back in shock. The plastic beneath his other hand shearing, his foot losing purchase and suddenly he was falling, sliding down the ladder, his hands grappling for hold, ungainly in his tragedy. Zadie’s little face gasped in horror. Fear infused every pore of his being as his body whacked and thumped against the ladder.

The buddleia softened his fall. But it was the crumbling wishing well that took the brunt of the impact, smashed first by the ladder and then further destroyed by the weight of Ruben’s body.

He felt a moment of triumph considering his father’s passion for ornamental garden statues, but the triumph was short-lived as the bruising pain from the fall kicked in. Zadie was peering over him with a look of sheer and utter panic that he was dead.

‘It’s OK, I’m OK.’ He sat up. His head throbbed. His back ached. Rain pelted his skin.

Zadie fussed around him. But Ruben just sat for a moment, staring at the broken old stones between his legs, thankful that the wishing well wasn’t real otherwise he’d have plummeted metres underground, thinking enough was enough. He would leave for London in the morning. He’d get his cleaner Hildegard to babysit.

But then something among the rubble caught his eye. His brain was a little slower to compute as his hand reached to pick it up.

Zadie stopped fretting and asked, ‘What’s that?’

It was a little blue plastic box. Ruben hadn’t seen one for years. It immediately brought back memories of unconcealed excitement. Of unfolding a square of paper. The staccato handwriting in black biro. He remembered school holidays racing through the woods. Light flickering through canopies of leaves. The thrill of the chase. The crackle of bonfires. Waves crashing on the beach. The dart of something in the undergrowth. The goading, the fun, the triumph. The dares to reach out for antlers soft as velvet. The warmth of a darkened room. The flicker of a TV. Hot coffee. Illicit cigarette smoke. The throatiness of her laugh. The shocking green of her eyes. The scent of her skin. The humour of her gently mocking gaze.

My God, he must have had a knock to the head.

‘What is it?’ Zadie asked again.

Ruben’s hand rested on the lid of the box, reluctant to open it as a strange mix of warmth and trepidation infused him. ‘It’s a clue,’ he said, ‘for a treasure hunt.’

‘Ooh! Can we do it?’ she asked, voice squeaky with excitement.

Ruben didn’t reply straight away. Instead, he turned the box over in his hands, mulling over the possibilities and found himself suddenly less inclined to dash back to London. He looked across at his overeager daughter. ‘The thing is,’ he said, forehead creasing, ‘it’s not really our treasure hunt to do.’






Chapter Two

‘Don’t look at me like that, Olive.’

Olive didn’t think she was looking at Mark in any particular way. If anything, it was her complete lack of personal expression that she found perplexing.

‘You know as well as I do it hasn’t been working for a while.’

Olive was stumped. There was Mark, her partner of eight solid years, standing by the front door all packed and ready to go. If she hadn’t come home from work early she’d have – she presumed – been notified via email. Mark didn’t like to talk on the phone.

‘Can you say something?’ Mark said, hovering by the front door in a blue and white striped shirt that Olive didn’t recognise.

‘You’re wearing a new shirt,’ she said because Mark didn’t buy new things. He wore the same jumpers he’d had in college. When she bought a new bed he didn’t understand what was wrong with the one they’d inherited from his parents. Sweet, kind, ordinary Mark who made a lasagne at the beginning of the month and cut it into squares for the freezer. Mark who sat behind his desk in the spare room, head obscured by the piles of paper. Glasses falling down his nose as he peered into his microscope. Dishevelled, familiar. Too busy saving nature to care about his appearance. When he’d finally look up and realise she was in the room, he’d grin and say something like, ‘Mitochondria, Olive. Gotta love mitochondria.’

Not now, however, now he was itching to get away, hair more coiffed than normal, wearing his new shirt, with his belongings stuffed into an assortment of Sainsbury’s Bags for Life.

‘Look, I’d better go,’ said Mark, reaching for his bags.

‘You can’t leave.’ Finally, she found her voice. One tinged with an edge of desperation.

‘Olive,’ he said, ‘I think even if I asked you, you wouldn’t be able to look me in the eye and declare your undying love.’

Olive opened her mouth but her voice was gone again. She frowned. Then she said, ‘It’s not about undying love, Mark, it’s about what works. This. Us. We work.’ When had the man who was the poster boy for honest, predictable dependability cared about down on the knee declarations of love? ‘I do love you,’ she said.

‘No, you don’t.’

‘I do.’

But Mark shook his head. ‘It’s not enough, I’m afraid.’

Not enough? Olive thought of all the things they’d done together. The comfortable, reassuring routine of their lives. The way he folded his clothes before he got into bed. The smell of his deodorant. The mug he liked his tea in. Those things couldn’t just disappear without consultation. The worst of it was, she thought with a flash of guilt, that if anyone in the partnership was going to leave, she’d always assumed it would be her. That she quite firmly held the strings.

A car horn beeped outside. Mark looked sheepish. ‘I’ve got to go.’

Olive was still catching up. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Just a friend,’ said Mark, unable to meet her eye. ‘Barbara.’

‘Who the hell’s Barbara?’

‘Just someone I met.’

‘Where?’

‘Nowhere.’ He twitched awkwardly. ‘She’s awakened something in me, Olive. Something I didn’t know I had.’

Olive paused, looking at him questioningly, then went to peer out of the window of their ground-floor flat. A silver Mercedes was parked over the drive, at the wheel was a mousy-haired woman in a blue polka-dot top Olive recognised from a Marks and Spencer’s advert. Not a boyfriend-stealing Jezebel but a perfectly ordinary citizen.

Olive didn’t know what to do. She refused to cry although she felt more desperate than she’d have imagined. There was no paperwork to divvy up – they weren’t married, the flat was rented, they had two months’ rent put away for exactly such circumstances. She would give notice. The car was in her name because Mark rarely drove. It was all very simple. ‘You’re such a practical couple,’ people would say at parties and only now did it seem like an insult.

Swallowing down a wave of emotion, a sudden sadness that tonight he wouldn’t be sitting on the sofa to watch Netflix with, she did the only thing she could think of, she opened the front door for him.

Mark looked at her. ‘I’m sorry, Olive,’ he said, eyes beseeching, before, head down, he dashed out to where Barbara was waiting in her Mercedes.

Olive leant against the wall. She had a vision of the sad squares of lasagne for one in the freezer. It was not, she said to herself, how this was meant to go.

The phone rang as Olive stood at the door to Mark’s office in the spare room. Her vision tunnelling as she took in the sight – piles of stuff on every surface, papers lining every shelf, a cheap office chair that he’d wheeled from the university when they were updating and giving the old ones away free. That was the Mark she knew. The one who this room smelt of.

The landline handset was under those papers somewhere, she could hear it. She didn’t try to look for it because it was always someone trying to sell her something.

The answerphone clicked in. Olive stared at the overgrown houseplants on the shelves. The chipped mug still with half a cup of tea in it. The old microscope slides with toxic green mould all over them. The plastic pencil pot. The chewed biros. All the things she had found so endearingly simple. Now she just felt the emptiness of the flat. The cheap desk clock ticking the seconds.

‘Oh hi. Hi,’ said the voice on the answerphone, cut glass and a little awkward. ‘This is a message for Olive King. Ruben de Lacy here.’

Olive froze.

‘Long time no see, eh?’ he laughed.

And suddenly Olive was frantically searching for the phone. Lifting papers, the movement causing a ripple effect, like the twopence machines at amusement arcades. Piles of paraphernalia slid to the floor to reveal the phone on the edge of Mark’s desk.

‘Hello, Ruben?’ she said, breathless, heart beating overly fast. ‘How did you get my number?’

‘Olive! You’re there. I got it off your Aunt Marge. She’s the only one of you with a listed number,’ Ruben replied, his voice catapulting Olive back to a time and a place that didn’t exist for her any more.

‘Anyway, you’ll never guess what …’ he was saying, an excitable girl’s voice in the background shouting, ‘Is that her? Have you got through? Tell her, tell her!’ And Ruben, slightly irritable, ‘All right, all right!’

The signal was terrible. Olive felt like perhaps this whole thing was a dream. That’d be a relief. Wake up, Olive. But Ruben carried on, ‘I’m back at Willoughby Hall, Olive, and guess what I’ve found—’

‘What?’ Olive asked, brain torn between trying to catch up and simultaneously forget.

‘The first clue, Olive,’ Ruben’s voice was tinged with amusement. ‘For the treasure hunt. For your dad’s treasure hunt.’

Olive almost dropped the phone. Ruben’s line cut out. She sat on the edge of the desk trying to let her brain catch up with what was happening. She saw her family’s little cottage on the Willoughby Park estate. Her dad beaming that he’d hit the jackpot. His explorer hat hung on the peg now for good. The adventures were over. He’d found his treasure. He was home.

Looking around Mark’s shambolic office, Olive wondered what her dad would think of her now.

The phone rang again. ‘Sorry about that, signal’s bloody awful. So do you fancy coming down here? Do the treasure hunt?’

Olive didn’t know what to say, everything going far too quickly for her liking. She could barely believe she was talking to Ruben de Lacy. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said, buying herself some time. The whole idea was madness. She couldn’t possibly go on a treasure hunt.

‘Come on, Olive.’ Ruben laughed. ‘It’ll be fun. I can’t do it without you.’

At the sound of his laugh, memories, supersonic like rainbows, sped past her, too fast to catch hold of. Too bright. A door very firmly closed.

He started telling how her he’d found the clue in a wishing well. As he talked, she got her mobile out and typed Ruben de Lacy’s name into Instagram, curious about who he’d become. There he was, bold as brass. With a page open to anyone. The first shot was of him dressed in a Barbour and boots posing in front of Willoughby Hall, captioned, Lord of the Manor? Olive cringed; who was this guy? All floppy hair and cheesy grin. She could certainly handle seeing him if this was what he’d become.

She skimmed some more photos: keys to a new Austin Martin, selfie with a brunette in sunglasses on a Caribbean beach, cocktails with other equally floppy-haired friends, a boxfresh Peloton bike set up on a penthouse balcony.

Oh Ruben, she thought with a twinge of disappointment. Despite everything, he had lived up to the cliché of his parents’ expectations after all.

It made her think again about her own dad. What would he think if he could see her now? Safe, predictable, no sense of adventure. ‘You want something in life, Olive, you have to go looking for it. There’s no such thing as X marks the spot.’ She imagined him looking down at her current existence with such dismay she felt her stomach curl in on itself.

On the other end of the phone, Ruben said, ‘So what do you think, Olive? Want to find some treasure?’

And with the exquisite shame of her dad’s disappointment so clear in her mind, Olive found herself replying, ‘OK,’ before her rational brain could stop her.






Chapter Three

‘OK, let’s call for backup.’ Fox Mason went to swap his binoculars for his police radio.

‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ In the darkness of the unmarked car, Dolly King’s hair shone silver as she swung round to face him. ‘If we wait for backup he’ll be gone. I’ve waited six months for this moment.’

Fox lowered the radio. ‘So what are you going to do? Storm the place on your own?’ He huffed a laugh. ‘You don’t know how many people are in there. You don’t know if he’s carrying a weapon. You don’t know—’

‘You don’t know, you don’t know, blah blah blah,’ Dolly cut him off. ‘I know the little shit isn’t carrying a weapon because he hasn’t carried one for the last six months. He’s too much of a wimp.’

Fox let her annoyance hang in the air. The words left like a large puff of smoke to float in the confines of the car specifically to embarrass her. They were sitting in a black Audi down a Lambeth side street where pigeons pecked chicken bones on the pavement.

‘Dolly, he’s not worth the breach of protocol. Believe me.’

In her head Dolly was repeating the words ‘believe me’ in a babyish imitation of Fox’s voice. He was so annoying. This was their first week on the job together and everything he did put her back up. Just the way he held the radio pissed her off, bringing it to the opposite side of his mouth than the hand holding it, the same way drama students used to smoke cigarettes at college.

Dolly was itching to get out of the car.

‘You’re not going into that flat alone,’ he said, like he could read her mind.

She glanced out at the net-curtained window of the second-floor flat they were watching. ‘Are you forbidding me?’ Dolly ran her tongue along her lip, watching Fox all calmly amused, feeling her blood surge.

The streetlamp above them kept flickering. In the black sky the moon was just a fingernail sliver.

‘Yes, I’m forbidding you,’ Fox said, raising the radio to his mouth again. Big arm muscles bulging under his black T-shirt. ‘You go in there alone, you risk the entire investigation.’

Dolly watched as he started to speak into the radio. He made her skin bristle. All pumped like he spent every second grunting over free weights but kept his voice permanently calm. Before that moment there was no way she would have actually gone into that house alone, she knew the risks, but something about his disallowing her pushed her over the edge. ‘He’s not stupid enough to hang around. He’ll be out and gone before you’re finished radioing it through. And then the entire investigation is shot anyway,’ she said, pulling on her cap. ‘You forbid me? Just watch me, asshole.’ A second later Dolly was out of the car and in a crouched run across the street.

‘Dolly, get back here!’ Fox whisper-shouted. ‘Jesus Fucking Christ.’ He was out of the car and behind the bonnet. ‘I am not coming in with you!’

She was hidden behind a big black rubbish bin that reeked of fish. Something spilt on the floor made her trainers stick to the pavement. ‘Fine,’ she hissed back. ‘Get back in the damn car and wait.’

Fox swore under his breath.

Dolly watched the window on the second floor. The net curtain twitched. The little shitbag was on edge. It was his grandmother’s flat. It was her birthday. She’d bought him up. Dexter Smith had dropped off the radar for the last couple of weeks, just when they had enough evidence to arrest him, but Dolly’s instinct told her that he wouldn’t miss Granny’s big day. She wondered if whatever rubbish present he’d nicked for her was worth it.

‘Dolly, you are not going into that flat alone!’ Fox was running across the road in her direction.

‘Fine,’ she called back, heading for the double entrance doors. She knew the lock had been broken for months. ‘Come with me then.’

She could feel Fox behind her. ‘You’re going to get us both suspended.’

‘Don’t be such a pussy.’

‘That’s the most pathetic comeback.’

Their whole interaction was in hushed whispers. Dolly sniggered. She was enjoying herself. Enjoying seeing him riled. She had visions of herself snapping the cuffs on Dexter’s skinny wrists, all smug as she paraded him past a fuming Fox.

She sprinted up the stairs.

‘Dolly, stop!’ Fox ordered. ‘Do not go in that door.’ Technically, he was her superior. But the job had been as good as hers before they brought him into the team. The official line was that he was the best and they couldn’t pass up the opportunity to have Fox Mason in their squad. The real reason was that Dolly’s boss thought she still had some growing up to do. Which was bullshit. She’d worked her ass off for that job.

‘Dolly!’ Fox hissed, creeping up the concrete staircase behind her. Layers of thick cream paint on the walls and a million health and safety signs.

But Dolly was in front of the door with the polished knocker shouting, ‘Police!’ before Fox could stop her.

She knew it was a mistake the second she kicked the door in. There was Dexter’s granny pointing a WWI twin-shot musket at her while Dexter himself leapt out of the kitchen window.

‘Hold it right there!’ Dolly shouted at Dexter, just as Grandma loaded the barrel of the musket, threatening, ‘I’m not afraid to shoot!’

Dolly was pretty certain the grandmother was afraid to shoot, but Dexter was already gone. Jumped two storeys down onto hard concrete.

Dolly turned smack into Fox. ‘Go!’ she shouted. ‘Go, he’s jumped!’

‘For Christ’s sake!’ snapped Fox, and both of them legged it down the stairs.

‘You leave my boy alone!’ the grandmother shouted behind them.

‘I’ll be back for you for possession of a firearm,’ Dolly shouted as they slammed through the front doors and sprinted round to where the kitchen window dropped down to the back yard.

Dexter was getting into an ancient brown Ford Fiesta that obviously belonged to his granny. He’d hurt his arm from the fall and was reversing at haphazard speed out of the space while clutching his arm to his chest.

‘Get in the car!’ Fox shouted.

‘I’m getting in the car!’ Dolly hollered as she threw herself into the passenger seat.

‘You’re a liability,’ he said as he sped deftly out of their spot after the Fiesta, blue lights flashing, while radioing for backup. ‘Christ.’

Dolly sat next to him, fuming.

He drove really well. Much better than her, which was even more annoying. Almost robotically focused.

Dolly’s skin was tight. She leant forward. ‘He’s cutting down Winsmore Avenue.’

‘I can see,’ Fox said, all calm authority.

Dolly tapped the dashboard. ‘Shit,’ she muttered. Replaying the events in her head. Seriously, what had she expected?

Fox stared straight ahead, zeroing in on the erratic Fiesta.

Dolly wanted him to shout at her. Wanted some kind of reprimand so she could shout back in her defence.

But he just drove down the starkly lit back streets, staring straight ahead, refusing to engage.

Ahead of them, the Fiesta suddenly swerved sharply round an intersection by the town hall and doubled back so he was now heading away from them.

Dolly had to grip her seat as Fox followed suit, turning hard and fast with a screech of tyres on warm tarmac, siren blaring, just as a group of teenagers pouring out of a club thought it would be funny to intercept the chase. They staggered into the road yelling and shouting. ‘He didn’t do it!’ one of them called, top off, shirt tied round his waist, laughing as he stood on the middle white line, waving his arms.

‘Watch out!’ Dolly shouted.

But Fox had already seen him and turned the wheel hard right to avoid slamming into the kid. The force of the turn at full speed smashed Dolly’s head against the window. Then the whole car flipped one-eighty and they careered down a side street on the roof for fifty metres until they crashed into the wire fence of a twenty-four-hour parking lot.

Dolly was still in a daze, hanging upside down, when Fox reached forward and turned the ignition off. ‘Happy?’ he said.

Her shoulder felt like someone had swung an axe through it. ‘Ecstatic,’ she replied.

DCI Brogden had skin that turned mottled purple when he was angry. Today, even the top of his bald head was a blotchy mauve.

As he listed all of her offences, Dolly wondered if he knew he turned that colour. Had he ever looked at himself in the mirror when he was furious?

‘And not least the car, which is going to cost us God knows how much. You’re a bloody liability, King. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. A liability!’

Dolly found it really annoying when people said things like: ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again.’ Why say it again? She heard it the first time. And don’t get her started on ‘To be fair’ or ‘One hundred and ten per cent.’

‘Are you even listening to me?’ Brogden snapped, right close up to her face. Dolly could smell the Nescafé Gold Blend on his breath.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said, fighting the urge to turn away.

‘For crying out loud, you’re lucky you’re both not standing here dead. But to be fair,’ Brogden paused, ‘I’m not sure I care about losing you any more, King. Fox on the other hand …’

Dolly glanced across at where Fox was standing tall and pumped next to her, face impassive. He had a giant black bruise down the side of his face with a cut that ran from eyebrow to jaw and a big dressing on the inside of his wrist to patch up the gash he’d got freeing Dolly from the car.

Fox had wrenched her jammed door open to haul her out, petrol dripping onto the road, people filming on their phones, Dolly’s dislocated arm hanging from its socket.

‘You want to pop it back in or shall I?’ Fox had asked, as Dolly stumbled delirious from the pain.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said stubbornly, hardly able to stand.

Fox said, ‘OK,’ then grabbed her tight and clicked it in anyway.

‘Jesus mother of God!’ Dolly screamed, clutching her shoulder like someone had just chain-sawed it off.

Fox said, ‘All done.’

Dolly vomited all over the pavement.

At the station, Brogden was still sounding off. Ranting and raving. Dolly’s throbbing shoulder made her woozy, but there was no way she was going to give him the satisfaction of asking to sit down. Fox did an excellent impression of looking like he was listening. Maybe he was.

‘I’ve warned you before, King, that you need to grow up,’ Brogden was behind his desk again, voice now one of resigned disappointment, ‘but you never listen. I don’t know what else I can do for you.’ He shuffled some papers, no longer looking at her. The batteries on the wall clock had died and Dolly watched as the minute hand kept trying to move beyond the number six but dropped back every attempt. She could empathise.

‘Fox,’ he said, glancing up, ‘I’m sorry you’re even involved in this, but I’m afraid my hands are tied. Both of you are suspended from duty until further notice.’

‘What?’ Dolly gasped. ‘You can’t—’ She wanted to point out that backup had arrested Dexter Smith two hundred yards up the road when the Fiesta had run out of petrol outside Iceland. That wouldn’t have happened had Dolly not kick-started events.

Brogden held up a hand to silence her. ‘I can and I will. Someone has to teach you a hard lesson.’

Dolly was about to argue again but he shook his head. ‘I don’t want to hear it. Dolly, get the hell out of my sight. Fox, I want a word.’

Dolly blew out a breath, incensed. ‘Yes, sir,’ she said with curt annoyance before stalking out the room past Fox, who remained focused straight ahead.

But she didn’t go far. Instead, she paused and leant against the wall outside Brogden’s office to listen to what else he had to say.

‘Take a seat, Fox.’

‘I actually prefer to stand,’ Fox replied. ‘It helps me think.’

Dolly rolled her eyes.

Brogden said, ‘Suit yourself.’ Dolly imagined him having to stand up and go round to talk to Fox. He’d feel weird addressing him from the chair. Face to face, Fox was a good head taller. It was a clever tactic for alpha-ing the chat.

‘I didn’t want to have to suspend you for this but my hands are tied.’

‘As you said,’ Fox replied.

‘Yes. You’re one of the best we have and I will do everything I can to make sure this doesn’t affect your record.’

‘Please don’t grant me any special favours, sir. I
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