

For our Lexy, who has been a wonderful surprise, 
and for Jane and Lisa too. Welcome to the family.
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PART ONE
The sudden vanishing of Olive Anderson



1
The woman at the table was one of the most beautiful that Olive had ever seen. She was tall and slim, and her sapphire eyes were ringed in thick black lashes, below brows so perfect they could have been painted on with the finest of brushes. They hadn’t been, Olive saw as she drew closer; they were real. Red lips formed a deep Cupid’s bow.
In Olive’s brief absence from the dining room, the place had filled, become both hotter and louder. Several Christmas parties had arrived. That shouldn’t have been a problem, she’d saved herself a seat before nipping out, except …
… Her seat had been taken by a woman she’d never seen before.
‘I think you’re at my table,’ she said, in a firm voice, one that brooked no nonsense, but smiling as she did so.
The intruder was a little older than Olive, maybe around thirty-eight. Her crew-cut hair was black and looked as though it might curl if allowed to grow; yes, it definitely would, because a few longer strands had formed a perfect circle high on her brow. She wore a sweater the colour of her eyes and, even in midwinter, her skin had the healthy, tanned glow of someone who worked outside. She smelled of cold air. Her eyes met Olive’s and two horizontal lines appeared above those exquisite brows.
She said, ‘Your table?’
Olive caught a glance flicking her way, someone nearby sensing confrontation, and felt her own chest tighten.
‘I left my coat on the seat.’ She lowered her eyes to the chair the woman was sitting on. ‘That seat.’
The corners of the stranger’s mouth drooped as she twisted round. Her movements exaggerated, she leaned out to look at the floor, under the table, giving Olive a chance to see the skintight denim jeans on very long legs and brown leather cowboy boots. She’d be pushing six foot tall when she stood.
She glanced back up at Olive with a sparkle in her eyes, that could have been mischief, or spite, and said, ‘Are you sure?’
Fair play, there was no sign of Olive’s coat, but she certainly wasn’t wearing it and there was no way she’d have crossed the car park from the annexe without it. The bitch had hidden her coat so she could nab the last free table.
‘Here you go, madam. Sorry you had to wait so long. I had to fetch a new bottle from the cellar.’ The waiter had arrived like vindication from above. Putting a large glass of red wine down, he pulled out the spare chair, gesturing to Olive to sit. ‘Allow me,’ he said.
Olive allowed him, glad that she’d showered and changed after the drive over, that she looked OK, because the woman across the table oozed confidence like cheese seeping out of a toasted sandwich. As Olive sat, she felt her foot brush one of the cowboy boots and pulled it away sharply.
‘And I moved your coat, hope that’s OK,’ the waiter went on. ‘It fell off the chair and I didn’t want anyone standing on it. It’s hanging beside the bar, I can fetch it if you like.’
‘No, that’s fine, thank you.’ Olive’s eyes didn’t leave those of the woman across the table. She let her eyebrows rise, waiting for an apology, which didn’t come.
‘And for you, madam?’ the waiter asked.
‘Scotch and soda,’ the woman replied, her eyes holding fast to Olive’s. ‘Easy on the ice.’
The waiter either wasn’t noticing or choosing to ignore the tension between the two of them. ‘Plenty of that outside, I know what you mean,’ he said. ‘Are you both ready to order?’
Olive noticed then that menus had arrived while she’d been away. Blue-sweater woman picked up the nearest and passed it back to the waiter. ‘Rib-eye, please. Rare. Side order of extra chips. No mushrooms, I’m allergic to fungi.’
‘Not a problem. And for you, madam?’
‘I’m not …’ Olive began. I’m not with this woman, she’d been on the point of saying, but a sudden movement held her back.
The woman opposite had propped her left elbow on the table, cradling the side of her face with her forefinger and thumb, making her wedding band very visible. Her blue eyes seemed to darken, to become the colour of slate, as she glanced down at Olive’s left hand, at the ring that, even after six months, Olive was still acutely conscious of, and it could be her imagination, or the wine she’d already drunk in her room, but was there something of a question in the way those blue eyes met hers? Even, perhaps, an invitation?
‘… I’m not quite sure,’ Olive went on. ‘What’s the vegan option?’
If the waiter was sensing something odd, his voice gave nothing away. ‘It’s a roasted pumpkin risotto with caramelised onions. Highly recommended.’
Olive wasn’t vegan; she wasn’t sure why she’d even asked.
‘I’ll have the rib-eye too, plenty of mushrooms.’ She handed back the menu.
‘And a large bottle of mineral water,’ the woman across the table said. ‘My wife has an early start.’
The waiter’s eyes flicked from one woman to the other in sudden interest, before he gave a half-smile and walked away.
Silence for a second, then another. Olive opened her mouth to say, What the hell are you playing at, and nothing came out.
‘So, how was your day?’ the woman asked. ‘You look tense.’
The mysterious intruder wasn’t going to quit the table, that much was obvious. And hadn’t Olive left it too late to ask the waiter to find her another? Especially when she’d just allowed herself to be addressed as this woman’s wife?
‘Everything go as planned?’ the woman prompted.
It was unlikely the hotel had another table; there probably wasn’t another table in the entire town, not so close to Christmas. She was paying twice the usual price for her room, and she’d been half tempted not to bother, but the thought of another night at home, of another night pretending to be pleased to see Michael, no, that simply wasn’t––
‘Planet earth to my wife.’ The woman with sapphire eyes smiled at her own joke and a dimple appeared in her left cheek.
So, it all came down to this: was a lonely dinner in a crowded, pre-Christmas hotel really what Olive wanted right now?
‘Carlisle was nice, as always,’ she said. ‘Lancaster not so much. The drive over here was pretty hairy. I think the entire north of England might be closed to traffic before the weekend’s done.’
She waited for the woman to ask her what she did, to seek details, the customary dance of strangers. Except they weren’t strangers, not in this odd game she’d been invited to play. They were married.
‘How about you,’ she asked, before adding a tentative, ‘darling,’ for good measure. It sounded odd and forced on her tongue. Her new companion was better at this than she.
That companion sighed, even managed to look bored. ‘Hartlepool’s a month behind, usual trouble with the lads at Darlington. On the other hand, they passed the health and safety inspection.’
She was in construction, a surveyor or site manager. Assuming, of course, that she was telling the truth.
‘The llamas got out again,’ she went on. ‘I’m going to have to talk to Jim about putting a taller fence up.’
Maybe this whole evening was to be played out in some odd fantasy land. Perhaps Olive herself should pretend to be a brain surgeon or an astronaut, because if you were going to play the game, you might as well play it properly.
A picture flashed into her head: Michael in the study at home, working his way through an endless list of constituency emails, grimacing when a noisy quarrel erupted elsewhere in the house, checking Find My Friends to make sure she’d arrived safely, worried about her being away in such awful weather. One of Michael’s pet subjects was the dangers of northern winters.
What on earth was she doing playing games?
Her phone beeped, a message coming in. She glanced down, but it wasn’t Michael, only a reminder from her gym that her subscription needed renewing. In the meantime, they were talking – about llamas.
‘How far did they get?’ Olive asked as the waiter returned with a single shot of whisky on a silver tray.
‘Three miles down the road before a motorist called the police. Thanks.’ The woman cradled the drink in the palm of her right hand. ‘The lads from the farm rounded them up and herded them back.’
So now they were a married couple with pet llamas. Olive felt an unfamiliar tickle in her stomach, the start of an urge to laugh. ‘Are they OK?’ she asked.
The stranger scratched the back of her head and took a mouthful of Scotch. ‘They’re fine, let’s not talk about the llamas. What are you upset about?’
‘I’m not upset.’
The woman leaned closer. Olive caught a whiff of the outdoors again and, beneath it, something like pomegranate, or maybe sandal-wood, but faded, as though she’d come straight from work, without showering or changing.
‘This is me you’re talking to.’ The woman put her drink down but missed the coaster because she didn’t break eye contact, not even for a split second. ‘You’re clenching your teeth, your shoulders are up round your ears and you’re biting your nails again.’
Olive glanced down; her nails were a mess. As for the rest, well, it was hardly surprising she was uptight given the turn her evening was taking. Maybe it was time to bring this to an end. She could get room service, call Michael, force herself back to normality.
As though sensing her pulling away, the woman leaned in closer until Olive could smell the whisky on her breath. To anyone watching, the interplay would look intimate, familiar, the interaction of two people who knew each other inside out.
‘Hey.’ The woman’s voice was too low to carry beyond the circle of the small table. ‘There’s only one reason we booked into a hotel so close to home.’ She glanced around the noisy room and grimaced. ‘This close to Christmas.’
For a second, Olive was on the brink of panic. This woman knew where she lived. No, that was impossible, she’d made a lucky guess based on the trace of north-east in Olive’s voice.
‘Remind me,’ she challenged.
‘To talk.’ The stranger relaxed back and picked up her glass again. ‘Permission to rant, babe. Pretend I’m your best mate. Let me hear it, nothing out of bounds.’
And wasn’t this exactly what Olive needed: a rant to a best mate? Except there was no way she could tell her real friends that all their warnings and misgivings had come a hundred-per-cent true, and that, six months into the marriage that everyone had advised against, she’d found herself in an impossible, miserable situation. No, what she needed was to vent to a perfect stranger whom she’d never see again after this evening.
She leaned close, grateful that she’d cleaned her teeth before coming down to dinner. ‘Your bloody mother-in-law,’ she hissed.
The puzzled frown appeared as expected and Olive waited for the stranger to question what must surely seem an odd choice of words. Instead, she pulled a face, sighed, and nodded her head in silent acknowledgement that, disloyal as it might be to admit it, Olive actually had a point. Bloody hell, she was good at this.
Olive wondered, briefly, if mentioning Gwendoline would act as a salutary reminder, dragging her back into her real life, the one with problems that had to be tackled, and realised she didn’t want to go back there, not yet.
‘What’s she done now?’ the woman asked.
A question almost impossible to answer. Being around the mother of Michael’s late wife was like death from a thousand small cuts. Little she did was enough to make a legitimate complaint, but her tactic of one microaggression on top of another, day after day, would wear anyone down: speaking over her; leaving her laundry on the line in the rain; losing messages from her friends, even her husband; slamming doors when she was sleeping after a night shift; disapproving, loudly, of every TV show she chose to watch. So many to choose from.
‘She’s hiding my mail,’ Olive decided upon.
The stranger frowned. ‘She’s what?’
‘When something arrives for me, she hides it, holds on to it for several days and then it magically appears on the doormat as though it was delayed in the post.’
‘How do you know it wasn’t delayed in the post?’
‘Because it’s happening too often. Never anything by registered post, because that I could trace. I didn’t tell you this, but six of my birthday cards came late. And I know all six people didn’t post late. She wanted me to have a miserable day.’
Olive could hear her voice had grown louder; the events of her birthday still rankled. Actually, this was helping, like a bizarre form of therapy; it felt good to offload. She’d been holding too much back the last six months.
‘And the girls don’t help.’ Olive felt a head of steam building, as though now she’d started, it would be hard to stop.
‘They’re kids,’ the woman tried. ‘It hasn’t been easy for them either.’
Again, a lucky guess. This woman couldn’t know her step-daughters’ ages.
‘I get that. We knew that would be the case. And the girls alone I could deal with. They’re not bad kids, of course they’re not. But Gwendoline – I don’t know – it’s like she empowers them. They see her behaving badly and know they can get away with it too.’
The stranger’s face was completely serious now, the perfect listener.
‘And I’ve had it. Frankly, I don’t want to go home tomorrow.’
And wasn’t that the truth?
‘So, what do you want to happen?’ the woman asked. ‘What do you want me to do?’
Olive put her empty glass down. ‘There isn’t anything you can do, I know that. We’re stuck with this. I’m stuck with it.’
The waiter was approaching with their food.
‘Rare rib-eye with mushrooms for you, Mrs Anderson.’ The waiter had checked the hotel register to learn her name. It was a courteous enough gesture, but it meant the woman across the table now knew her name. ‘And without for you, madam.’
‘Looks great, thank you.’ The fake wife was smiling up at the waiter.
‘Anything else I can get you?’ The waiter seemed to be lingering longer than was strictly necessary.
‘We’re good, thanks.’
‘Enjoy.’ The waiter flashed them both a smile, hovered for a second longer and then walked away.
‘OK,’ the stranger said.
‘OK, what?’
She picked up her fork and speared a chip. ‘OK, we’ll move out. Whatever you want, you only have to say the word, you should know that.’
Olive felt a mirthless laugh on the brink of slipping out. Like the nightmare her life had become could be fixed that easily.
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The first man in destroyed the front door. Built like a train, appearing every bit as unstoppable, he shouldered the enforcer and slung it. The crash shattered the silence of the night, and the festive wreath, an intricate spiral of Christmas roses, white thistles and eucalyptus, bounced in protest.
‘Armed police!’
‘Armed police. Stand clear!’
The enforcer crashed again, then a third time, not quite drowning out the yelling of over a dozen voices. Police raids were noisy affairs.
The oak panelling around the lock shattered and the door swung open. The second man, fully armed, went in like a bullet, knocking the wreath from its hook. He ran left. The third man followed, veering right. The room beyond was well lit, the entrance hall of a wealthy family home. Among those still waiting outside, hearts were thumping, adrenaline surging, every officer in the unit desperate to get in.
Every officer but one.
Noise levels grew.
‘Armed police, hands in the air!’
‘Armed police, show yourselves now!’
One officer had never done this before; one officer would have given anything to be back on traffic duty right now. He took a deep breath, the night air stinging his nostrils, and had a last look around at the winter night. On the chill breeze, he could detect a hint of salt from the North Sea and woodsmoke from a nearby farm. The house was on high ground, but few lights around him broke up the darkness. The vast expanse of the North York Moors was a stone’s throw away.
The fourth man in ran up the carved oak staircase.
The fifth man, the new guy, almost slid on the fallen Christmas wreath. One hand, slick with sweat, gripped the handle of the Heckler & Koch G36. The other held the barrel steady (more or less) as he caught his balance and stepped to one side. His task for the next few minutes was to guard the front door, make sure no one other than his fellow officers left the property.
Simple, he told himself. Nothing to it. Even he couldn’t mess this up.
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An hour after Olive had sat down, the nameless stranger was still exactly that. She hadn’t offered her name. Her ‘wife’ would know it, of course, and if there was a way of subtly finding it out, Olive had yet to think of it.
‘Tell me a secret,’ that stranger said, when she’d eaten her food, and Olive had managed a little more than half hers, pushing the rest around in a vain attempt to make it look less than it was. Her stomach seemed to be signalling its own disapproval of what she was doing. On the other hand, the wine was slipping down well, so maybe her stomach was as conflicted as the rest of her.
‘You know all my secrets,’ Olive countered.
‘Impossible.’
The woman reached out. Olive saw the hand – freckles breaking up the tan, rough skin around the fingertips – heading towards her face as though in slow motion. She watched it, mesmerised, like a small mammal faced with a swaying snake. Fingers brushed the side of Olive’s face and a lock of hair was smoothed behind her ear; they lingered against her neck.
‘I like your ears,’ the woman said. ‘They’re sexy. But you know that.’
The room had grown hot, or so it seemed, and the dripping condensation on the dark windows reminded Olive uncomfortably of the rivulets of sweat that would insist on trickling down her back. She’d wanted for some time to take off her jacket but had been wary of the signal it would send. Undressing suggested relaxation, maybe even a desire to show off her body.
Her companion had no such inhibitions; the blue sweater had long since been hung over the back of her chair, revealing a tight black T-shirt. Trying hard not to look, Olive couldn’t help but notice the full, high breasts and a small cockleshell tattoo on the woman’s right shoulder.
She’d wanted to ask about it, had even come up with a form of words that wouldn’t break the rules of the game: you never did tell me why you chose that particular tattoo? She held back, because remarking on this woman’s body, acknowledging that she’d noticed it, felt like crossing a line.
She’d been deeply shocked to find herself wondering what those breasts would feel like in her hands.
‘So, come on,’ the stranger prompted. ‘A secret.’
The skin of Olive’s face and neck was still tingling. She said, ‘If I do, will you tell me one of yours?’
The woman shrugged. ‘Seems fair. You first.’
Where to begin? ‘I hate the boat,’ she said.
The woman’s eyebrows rose again, feigning surprise, although Olive could have said anything: I’ve worked for MI5 for years now, I seduced my maths teacher when I was sixteen, and this stranger would have no idea whether it was true or not. It was significant, she knew, that she’d chosen to go with something true.
‘I’ve been pretending for months,’ she went on. ‘Because I know how important it is to you, and how much it means to you that we can enjoy it together, but I’m shaking every time we go out. I feel sick, even when the water’s what you call a millpond, and when it tips, when it does that thing you call keeling, or––’
‘Heeling,’ the stranger corrected, telling Olive that, whoever she was, she knew something about sailing. And also, possibly, that she too disliked it, because her eyes had grown colder and the lines of her jaw had hardened.
‘I’m convinced we’re going to capsize and that I’ll drown, and I hate you then,’ Olive went on. ‘I hate you for believing me when I say I enjoy it, and I hate the girls for doing it all effortlessly, and I hate Gwen for constantly banging on about how good … well, you know.’
She didn’t, she couldn’t possibly, but – oh God – the relief at putting these feelings into words.
‘This feels like something we should have talked about before,’ the woman said.
And she was right; Olive had been keeping so much to herself, and her resentment was turning toxic, threatening everything.
‘How could I tell you something that would make you love me less?’ she said.
The woman opened her mouth to utter some platitude that Olive really didn’t want to hear right now.
‘Your turn,’ she said, to head her off.
The stranger took her time, and Olive had a moment to notice that the Christmas revellers around them were either quietening or drifting away. There was disco music playing somewhere in the hotel and many of the diners had gone in search of it. The room they’d left behind was littered with festive detritus: torn paper hats, streamers lying damp and limp across the paisley-patterned carpet, stained paper napkins, disembowelled crackers and Prosecco corks.
After more than a minute, when Olive was on the verge of prompting, the woman spoke.
‘I planned this.’
Olive sat back, feeling her gaze hardening. So, the game was done.
‘I saw you, when I came in, sitting alone. I watched you get up, go to the ladies’, and I took my chance.’
‘Why?’ So, it hadn’t been an honest mistake, followed by a harmless bit of devilment. This woman had planned it all, for some reason that wasn’t yet clear but soon would be. And Olive had drunk far too much wine.
‘Because seeing you was like someone had taken hold of my insides and given them a good twist,’ the woman replied. ‘And the strangest thought sprang into my head.’
Don’t ask her what it was. This has gone too far.
‘I thought to myself: There she is. At last.’
Olive was conscious of movement around them, of staff trying to clear the dining room, but her eyes couldn’t leave those of the woman across the table. She waited for the anger to come, for the indignation – who the hell did she think she was dealing with – and waited in vain.
‘Can I get you anything else?’ Their waiter was back.
Olive couldn’t speak. Her companion said, ‘Two brandies, please. We’ll take them to our room.’
‘Not a problem.’ The waiter left them.
‘Am I out of line?’ the woman asked.
Yes, way out of line. She was married, and what she had with Michael was far too important to put at risk now.
And yet, she was so very unhappy. And so very drunk. And this was feeling more and more like something – inevitable.
‘I’m in room seven,’ Olive said. ‘Across the courtyard.’
The other woman stood up. ‘I’ll get your coat.’
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The woman who was nameless couldn’t help glancing up at the sky as she and Olive stepped out into the sharp darkness. The cold seemed to leap inside her, like knives scraping the inside of her nostrils and the back of her throat. Another inch of snow had fallen while they’d been eating.
Close up, with her arm through Olive’s to steady her on the treacherous ground, she could smell her perfume, something rich and sweet; Olive smelled like Christmas.
She couldn’t believe how easy it had been. The plan, had Olive remained at her table, had been to approach apologetically, explaining that the restaurant was full, and would she mind terribly sharing. She had a book in her jacket pocket, one she knew – thank you, Facebook – that Olive had read and loved, had planned to pull it out, pretend to be engrossed, establish herself as polite, considerate, the very opposite of a threat.
The conversation would have begun tentatively, uncertainly. She’d have claimed to be a nurse herself, had worked hard on her backstory, to find common ground. Instead, Olive had got up to go to the ladies’ and then a waiter had picked up her coat from the floor and removed it.
To the woman who was nameless, it had felt like the fates conspiring in her favour. She’d strode forward without thinking, settling herself in the opposite seat, taking several deep breaths to appear relaxed.
So easy. She’d guessed the Andersons were having problems – well, they would, in the circumstances – but the stuff had come pouring out: bitterness, disappointment, frustration and, beneath it all, a deep loneliness.
She was a little taken aback by how much she was tempted to like Olive. Anderson’s wife was gorgeous, of course, but she’d known that. She’d seen plenty of pictures of the two of them together. What she hadn’t expected was the luminous quality of her skin, the light in her green eyes, the silky sheen on her hair. Even tired, even distressed, there was a quality about her.
It didn’t make any difference. She’d hated Olive Anderson for too long to think of changing course now. Olive would get what was coming to her.
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The man guarding the mansion’s front door – Garry – could feel sweat running into his eyes. Knowing it would look like he was crying, he took one hand off the firearm to wipe it away.
The noise around him was close to deafening: the thunder of boots on stone, men yelling orders, a woman screaming. From outside came a sound like fireworks as distraction explosions went off. A bloke even bigger than he was stumbled on his way into the house and trod briefly on Garry’s foot.
Garry didn’t swear – he never swore – even hearing bad language made his skin crawl, but he bit his lip hard as real tears filled his eyes. The bloke strode off without apologising, without even looking round, and Garry could taste blood in his mouth.
Blood and tears. Appropriate.
The entire tactical team was inside now, even those who’d come in from the rear. The shouting continued, doors slammed open, the intimidating wall of sound deliberate, to frighten and cower the inhabitants of the house.
Not just the inhabitants.
Garry pressed himself up against the external wall, telling himself it would be over soon, that all he had to do was watch the door, and that nothing, nothing at all, could possibly go wrong.
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Olive held on to the stranger’s arm as they crossed the courtyard. The snow had settled and was already more than an inch deep. From the open window of the bar, a Christmas song blared out, the singer drowned by the drunken warbling of fifty off-key voices. As they passed close by, they walked through a bubble of warm, foetid air. Snowflakes fell into the glass Olive was carrying, melting on contact with the brandy.
She had a sense of events slipping out of her control, of being tossed on the wind of fate. She was drunk, of course, but not so drunk that she’d take a complete stranger to her room unwillingly. This was something else, something she hadn’t experienced before. It was scary, and very exciting.
She used her key to open the annexe door and led the way to the end of the corridor. It took fifteen short paces and with each step she told herself it wasn’t too late, she could apologise, say she’d changed her mind, had realised that this was the very worst idea in the world.
But Michael, the girls, the life she’d struggled with for six long months had faded in her mind, like a dream that slipped away upon waking, or a dim childhood memory, or an old sepia photograph. It didn’t feel real anymore. This was real, the tall woman a half-step behind her, who’d caught her when she’d slipped in the snow just now, so quickly, so deftly, that not even their drinks had spilled.
Her room smelled like the stranger. Olive caught notes of sandalwood and paused in the doorway. It should be impossible that this woman’s scent had leapt ahead of them, to claim the room as her own, just as she was claiming Olive now, coaxing her inside and closing the door, easing off Olive’s coat and letting it fall, taking hold of her hair and gently tilting her face up to her own.
‘At last,’ she murmured, as she bent and kissed her.
So different, was all Olive could think for those first few moments. Michael, who made love like an animal, would have grabbed her the minute they closed the door, pulling her face towards him, ripping clothes off, not caring if he damaged them. Michael would have poured the brandy over her naked body, making sure it slicked its way into all her intimate places, before licking it up. Michael fucked her like a porn star – fiercely, showily – withdrawing several times and manhandling her into yet another impossible position, before eventually, after thirty minutes or so, climaxing noisily.
Michael never cared who might hear him coming, not his daughters, not his late wife’s mother, not the cows in the barn or the farmhands who lived half a mile down the lane.
This woman was the very opposite of Michael. She undressed Olive slowly, kissing every inch of skin she uncovered. This woman took her time, stepping back for long seconds to look at her, making Olive feel more than naked under the stranger’s gaze.
This woman lifted her, putting her down gently on the bed, before pulling off her own clothes and lying beside her. Still she wanted nothing more than to look, to kiss Olive on the lips, to run her hand over Olive’s flesh.
‘So submissive,’ she murmured into Olive’s ear, and it stung. Michael’s lovemaking made active participation on Olive’s part close to impossible. He never let her take the lead, and somewhere along the line, she’d forgotten how.
This woman gave her plenty of time to change her mind; plenty of time to jump up, grab her coat and run from the room. This woman made it the last thing she wanted to do. By the time her fingers crept inside Olive, as slowly and gently as everything else she’d done, she’d stopped comparing her to Michael.
‘Who are you?’ she cried once, into the darkened room.
No reply came back.
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The tactical team were still charging through the eighteenth-century coach house like two-legged rhinos, shiny-black and super-aggressive in full protective gear. Garry could hear boots pounding on the upper floor. The occupants of the house – at least two according to the intel, but it could be more hadn’t been found.
The raid on the home of Howie Tricks – younger brother of Stevie Tricks, infamous head of a local gang of organised crime – had been planned for zero four hundred hours the following morning but brought forward after an adverse weather report. By four o’clock the next day, the road outside might not be passable, and Cleveland Police had a tight window to recover several million pounds’ worth of stolen bullion and one very, very valuable ruby and diamond necklace recently lifted from Sotheby’s – the infamous Ring of Blood and Tears.
Garry glanced at his watch. Eighteen minutes since the operation had begun and it felt like a whole lot longer. He wondered, not for the first time, what in the world had possessed him to train as an Authorised Firearms Officer.
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The stranger seemed to sleep for a while. Olive lay beside her and waited for the shame to come, as it surely would. The madness was done, the lust sated. Her revenge on her husband, her kick-back at everything her life had become – because that’s what it had been, she knew that clearly now – was complete.
Was this shame, this burning feeling in her chest, the sense that she was about to throw up?
Olive eased her way out of bed, fearful of disturbing the woman and at the same time knowing that soon she’d have to wake her and make her leave, because Michael would call early the next morning, and she absolutely could not talk to her husband with a naked woman in her bed. Michael used FaceTime; he would want a virtual tour of the room, demand to know what underwear she’d be wearing that day.
What the hell had she done?
Olive crept her way around discarded clothes, the overnight bag she hadn’t properly unpacked, and caught sight of her handbag by the door. She would hide that, in a moment. She couldn’t risk this woman finding out anything more about her. She had to remain the anonymous Mrs Anderson. She hadn’t even told the woman her first name.
In the bathroom, she used the loo, drank water from the tap, wiped the sweat from her body, but drew the line at the shower. A shower would wake the woman in the bedroom, and besides, the shower was for when she’d gone, when she could wash all trace of her away.
She shivered then, at a sudden flashback to the sex. The sex had been wonderful: soft, teasing, torturously slow, and a tiny, insane voice in her head urged her to slip back into the bedroom, climb between the sheets and have it all again.
Enough. She would wake the woman now, explain that she had to go, that there was no place for her in Olive’s life. She’d understand. And she was married too.
She’d forgotten that. The stranger was married; she had as much to lose as Olive did. Relief washed over her.
Wrapping a towel around herself, she pulled the bathroom door open, not trying to be quiet, because it was time to wake up.
The overhead light in the bedroom was on. The woman was awake. Not only awake but fully dressed and zipping up Olive’s overnight bag. She turned and seemed to take a deep breath before speaking.
‘Get dressed,’ she said. ‘We’re leaving.’
This was a different woman; and yet nothing had changed; she looked exactly the same.
‘What?’ Olive clutched the towel, grateful that she was wearing something at least. The other woman had even put on shoes, and this was a bit like one of those dreams when you suddenly find yourself naked in public.
Nothing had changed but the woman’s eyes, that had grown cold and hard as flint.
And that laptop, open on top of the chest of drawers by the door, that wasn’t Olive’s. What was going on?
She was suddenly acutely conscious of the inside of her body, and it felt cold and heavy, like sodden clay.
‘We’re checking out.’ The woman’s cold eyes had grown shifty. ‘Fetch anything you left in the bathroom and get dressed. Now, Olive.’
She’d used her name. Olive hadn’t told the stranger her name. She was suddenly deeply afraid.
The woman said, ‘I won’t tell you again.’
Olive found her voice. ‘I’m not going anywhere. Get out of here.’
The woman sighed and took one step to the laptop. She pressed the space bar and the screen sprang to life. A photograph appeared, taken in that very room, of the two of them. Kissing.
No, not a photograph, a video. Olive saw the information bar along the bottom of the screen. A video that was over twenty minutes long.
‘Some parts are a bit dark, but it’s reasonably clear the woman, naked for most of it, is you and that the person fucking you is not Michael Anderson, member of parliament for Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland.’
The room no longer felt over-bright; it was dimming around the edges.
‘Want to see a bit?’ the woman asked.
Olive shook her head, but the woman didn’t see and it probably wouldn’t have made any difference anyway. She fast-forwarded the footage to a little over halfway and pressed play.
The stranger’s head was between Olive’s legs, her long hands reaching up to cup Olive’s breasts. Olive’s legs were bent back so that her feet brushed the woman’s shoulders; her arms reached up to clutch the bedhead and her mouth was open in a silent cry.
‘There were three cameras,’ the woman told Olive. ‘Above the curtain rail, on the bedhead and behind the lamp on the chest of drawers. I broke into your room when you went down to dinner.’
That’s why the room had smelled of her. And she’d even warned Olive. I planned this.
‘I have you from every conceivable angle, Olive, and I’ve got to say, congrats on putting on a very good show.’
Olive rushed back into the bathroom, bending double over the loo as everything came pouring out. On her last heave, she realised the woman was right behind her.
‘You’ve got five minutes,’ she told Olive. ‘Get your clothes on, get every last thing packed and then we check out. At the front desk, we’ll explain that we have a family emergency and we have to leave immediately. You’ll pay the bill and then we’ll get in your car.’
Olive didn’t move.
‘Five minutes, Olive. Or this tape will be uploaded onto the internet.’
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The stranger drove. Olive doubted she’d have been capable, even without the amount she’d drunk. Too late, she remembered how little the other woman had consumed herself. Olive had been drunk earlier, the stranger had not.
Olive didn’t feel drunk now; trapped in a parallel world where nightmares came true, but stone-cold sober for all that.
Hexham was a small town and they left it behind quickly, heading north into the white night. The stranger drove fast, as though she might outrun the tideline of snow washing ever closer to the centre of the road. She drove aggressively, braking and accelerating hard, upright in the driver’s seat, her focus entirely on the road ahead. She drove in silence.
She kept the radio on low, turning up the volume when the frequent traffic alerts sounded. Most of them seemed weather-related: roads blocked, roads being closed for safety reasons, vehicles abandoned or crashed.
As they approached the first village – a tiny, one-pub place called Acomb – Olive forced herself to speak. Just a few words. A simple question.
‘Where are we going?’
The stranger didn’t take her eyes off the road. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’
Olive had no idea whether it was good, or bad, that they didn’t have far to go. All she knew was that terror had replaced shame in her head. What the hell had she done, getting into this car?
The clock on the dashboard told her it was twenty minutes past ten. Michael would have left London, be on his way home, and he always phoned from the car. This woman had taken her phone, though, switching it off and tucking it into an inner pocket of her bag. That bag, and Olive’s own, were now in the boot of the car.
She wondered when, if at all, Michael would start to worry about her.
At the edge of the village, they had to slow down as they approached temporary traffic lights. Olive glanced at the door.
‘Don’t even think about it,’ the woman warned, without taking her eyes off the red light ahead.
She had to though, this could be her last chance. Did she dare? Leap from the car and run for the village, scream for help the second she could draw a breath.
She’d made a massive mistake. She hadn’t been thinking, back at the hotel. She’d panicked, let herself get dragged into something dangerous. This woman was dangerous. She had to get away from her now.
Her hand slipped down to the seat-belt fastening.
The lights changed to red and amber.
Now. She reached for the door handle.
The stranger pressed her foot down hard on the accelerator. For a second, possibly two, the car danced on the road as the tyres fought for traction and then they shot forward, a moment before the light turned to green.
‘Don’t make me angry,’ the stranger said.
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Garry knew the answer to his own question, of course. After he’d failed the detective exams twice (and been advised not to bother again), he’d needed a win and had applied to train as an Authorised Firearms Officer. It hadn’t even been hard, a simple matter of learning how to use and take care of the equipment, some unarmed close-combat training and a bit of first aid he’d known anyway. He’d excelled at the driving side: the interception tactics, the tactical pursuit driving, and had even proved a half-decent shot, once he’d stopped thinking how he’d cope if faced with a real-life human instead of a target.
It had seemed such a good idea at the time, and he’d finally given his dad something to boast about among his ex-policeman mates down the golf club.
Somewhere in the house, a dog was barking. The Trickses owned two Rottweilers and there’d been talk of them being shot if they proved aggressive. Garry was glad the continued barking, and the fact no gunshots had yet sounded, meant that probably hadn’t happened. There would be no prizes for guessing who’d be ordered to deal with any dead dogs.
A crackling sounded over the radio, then, ‘We’ve got Howie Tricks. Howie coming out now.’
The room seemed to fill in seconds. From somewhere close, Garry could hear someone yelling instructions and then Howie Tricks was being led into the room in handcuffs. He was a white bloke in his forties with a winter tan and the gleam of yellow gold on several fingers, both wrists and even around his neck.
In spite of his blinged-up appearance, though, there was something quietly menacing about the man. He didn’t struggle but kept his movements deliberately slow. His head swayed this way and that, like a reptile searching out its next meal, as he took in the chaos in his home.
‘Where’s my wife?’ he said, and he didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard. ‘What have you effing pillocks done with my wife?’
Garry suppressed a shudder; he really hated bad language.
‘Tell us where the gold is, Howie,’ the op sergeant replied. ‘And what about that nice ruby necklace?’
‘No idea what you’re talking about.’
Howie Tricks had made his fortune buying and selling gold, often – although this had never been proven – from highly dubious sources.
‘Get him out of here’ the sergeant ordered.
Tricks was led out, but not before he’d caught sight of the man standing to attention by the front door of his home, the man who still had part of the Christmas wreath clinging to his boot.
Garry was in full tactical gear, including helmet and a mask that covered the lower part of his face. Even so, he felt the full force of Tricks’ intense gaze. The other man’s eyes were a cold, hard blue. Garry tried to suppress a shudder and saw the gleam of satisfaction in the other man’s eyes when he failed.
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The clock on the car dashboard reached ten-thirty. Olive had seen neither moon nor stars, and they’d long since left street lights behind, but the snow seemed to cast a light of its own, softening the darkness. To one side, across a vast white field, a curving line of trees against the grey sky suggested the river was close. They passed through Wall, and the coloured lights of the Christmas tree on the green looked like a symbol of a world she no longer deserved to be part of.
‘Who are you?’ Olive was surprised at how steady her voice sounded.
‘Wrong question.’
Olive opened her mouth to make the obvious retort and caught herself in time; this woman was not going to have it all her own way. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the stranger glance towards her. More than once.
Eventually, the other woman spoke. ‘The right question is: What do I want?’
‘I assume this is something to do with my husband,’ Olive said.
A soft burst of sound, something between a laugh and a snort.
It had to be about Michael. Most MPs were divisive figures. Plenty disliked their politics, others nursed personal grievances about problems that couldn’t be fixed by a stern letter on parliamentary notepaper. Michael, though, had mended more bridges than most. To the extent that it was possible for an MP, he was popular.
Outside the car, the snow was still coming down, thick and fast enough for the windscreen wipers to be on top speed. The edges around the glass were coated in a thick frosting of white and the view of the night landscape was getting smaller by the minute.
On the radio, the music was interrupted by a traffic alert. The A69 northbound was completely blocked and the police were advising people to stay at home if their journey wasn’t absolutely essential.
When the announcement was finished, Olive said, ‘How did you know I’d be in Hexham tonight? At that hotel?’
Nothing, other than a slight twist of the other woman’s lips.
‘You planned this. You said as much. You couldn’t have been following me for weeks on the off chance.’
Still nothing.
‘Someone told you where I’d be.’ With that realisation, the churning feeling in Olive’s stomach seemed to solidify, to become something that could squeeze the life out of her. ‘Who was it?’
The stranger gave a soft laugh. ‘What do they say, Olive? Keep your enemies closer?’ She glanced across, holding eye contact for a dangerously long time given the speed they were travelling at. ‘Looks like you kept yours very close indeed.’
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The woman who was still nameless could feel the sweat – cold and clammy – between her shoulder blades. Several times already, the car had almost got stuck; either the snowfall had been heavier this far north or the hedgerows had trapped drifts. With each slide of the tyres, each reversal and subsequent struggle to find purchase, she’d felt the rage building. Her hands were clenched – stiff and cold – on the wheel, as though if she removed them, they’d retain their claw-like shape.
‘How did you know?’ Olive said. It seemed like an age since she’d spoken.
‘How did I know what?’
‘That I’d let you seduce me.’
The stranger risked taking her eyes off the road to glance Olive’s way. Something in the other woman’s manner had changed. The rabbit-in-the-headlights look had vanished and instead she looked pissed off. The stranger decided she preferred it; she’d actually been disappointed by how easily Olive had capitulated.
She said, ‘I thought it was the other way round.’
‘You’re a cow.’ Olive’s voice had hardened too. ‘Either way, how did you know it would happen? Suppose I’d told you to fuck off, or moved to another table, or gone back to my room and ordered room service? How did you know I’d be so drunk and stupid and desperate I’d let a creep like you come anywhere near me?’
‘Ouch.’ Actually, that really did hurt.
‘Come on, how?’
‘I didn’t. You being that easy was a bonus.’
The second the words were out of her mouth she regretted them.
‘I apologise,’ she said.
‘Screw you,’ Olive muttered.
‘And to answer your question, I had a back-up plan. A couple of benzodiazepines in my jacket pocket. I was planning to slip them into your drink. Five minutes in and I knew it wouldn’t be necessary.’
Silence, then Olive said, ‘Rohypnol?’
The classic date-rape drug. ‘Lucky you drink red wine. The manufacturers put a blue dye in it now, did you know? Easy to spot in a glass of Chardonnay.’
Olive’s eyes closed briefly. ‘Why? What the hell is this about?’
Something flew in front of the car, startling them both. It was just a bird, but the stranger hadn’t counted on being this jumpy.
‘Not now, Olive. In case you hadn’t noticed, conditions are a bit tricky.’
‘Michael phones me. He phones every night I’m away. When he can’t get in touch, he’ll call the hotel.’
‘And what will the hotel tell him, do you think?’
The stranger waited for Olive to catch up. Her silence suggested she probably had. The hotel would tell him that Olive had left with her wife.
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Tina Tricks, Howie’s wife, had been found. Or, rather, had locked herself in an upstairs bathroom, refusing to come out in spite of requests, insistence and finally direct orders from the officers in the hallway outside. In the end, the lock had been broken with a sharp, loud kick. Garry learned all this from snippets of conversation taking place around him. The frantic melee of earlier had calmed now that the team had Howie Tricks and his two associates in custody, none of whom had showed any signs of armed resistance. Having Tina contained as well meant the search could continue in a more orderly fashion.
A tall, slender woman with a thick cloud of dark brown hair, Tina Tricks was led into the hallway in apricot satin pyjamas. Her feet were bare. She clutched a soft toy against her chest with both hands.
‘Sit there,’ the female officer accompanying her said, before pushing her down onto a padded bench seat directly opposite Garry. ‘We need to get you some shoes. Where will we find shoes?’
‘Fuck you,’ Tina replied, before pulling her feet up onto the bench and curling her body around the soft toy she was holding.
‘I’ll have a look,’ the officer sighed. ‘Why don’t you have a think about when you last saw that necklace, Tina? I can’t believe you didn’t try it on.’
The Ring of Blood and Tears, according to the intel, could be anywhere in the house: kitchen fridge, on Tina’s person, even around a dog’s neck. The necklace was the bigger worry. Bars of bullion would be easy to locate, a piece of jewellery less so.
The op commander strode into the hall and positioned himself directly in front of Garry, effectively blocking most of his view.
‘Done the wine cellar, boss.’ Another officer, entirely anonymous in full protective gear, approached. ‘Nothing. We’re moving on to the office buildings next. And I’ve got a team ready to go into the stables.’
Tina Tricks kept horses – four beautiful animals that were worth the better part of a million quid between them. Directly opposite the stables was another building containing an indoor swimming pool, home gym and offices.
Over his commander’s shoulder, Garry could see Tina’s eyes fixed on him, as though she found his statue-like stance more threatening than all the officers bustling about. The toy she was holding, he saw now, was a teddy bear. As their eyes met, she clutched it tight again and Garry sensed the strangest feeling creeping over him. Somehow, he knew that teddy was important. Was this the famous policeman’s instinct kicking in for him?
Finally?
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It was almost eleven. In the life Olive had left behind, she’d be alone in a hotel bed, having drunk just enough wine to be able to respond, like with like, to Michael’s inevitably raunchy late-night phone call. He’d be telling her he loved her, that he couldn’t wait to see her, and she’d say she felt the same, and she’d fall asleep telling herself she could deal with any amount of shit that her new life threw at her because what she stood to gain was worth it.
She couldn’t though, she’d more than proven that; drunkenly and stupidly, she’d ruined everything.
Conditions outside were worsening and the wind had picked up as the countryside had become starker. She could hear it keening above the noise of the engine and every few minutes gusts rocked the car.
As the car radio confirmed the hour, the stranger spoke again. ‘How much do you know about Michael Anderson?’ she asked.
So it was about Michael, but what else could it have been?
‘Whirlwind romance? Six months’ marriage?’ the stranger went on. ‘Is that really enough time to get to know someone? To trust someone?’
I trusted you after two hours. Enough to risk throwing my entire life away.
‘You’ve been reading Hello! magazine,’ Olive said, remembering the photo shoot that Michael had reluctantly agreed to after Gwen had pointed out that the £50K fee would be a welcome boost to the trust fund he’d set up in aid of women’s cancer charities. Seven outfit changes, twelve different locations in and around Home Farm, and three embarrassing pages celebrating her marriage to the sexiest man in parliament.
It was thanks to Hello! magazine, she realised, that this woman had been able to recognise her so easily. Google Olive Anderson and over a dozen clear images came up.
‘I know enough,’ she said, and wondered, not for the first time, whether that was really true.
‘Do you know he killed his first wife?’ the stranger said.
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Tina Tricks ran for it. One minute she was huddled on the bench seat like a sulky child, the next shooting forward like an arrow, heading for the front door. The officer who’d been her escort grabbed and failed to make contact. No one else was close.
‘Mizon, stop her!’
Garry sidestepped, putting himself in the door frame. Tina lowered her head, as though to charge. Seriously? She was half his weight. When she was two paces away, he braced himself for the impact. One hand clutching the teddy, Tina hunched her shoulders, curled her other hand into a fist and thumped him in the balls. As Garry gasped, Tina slipped past him and ran out into the snow.
‘Mizon, you wanker. Get after her.’
The snow had continued to fall in the forty-five minutes since the raid had begun. The prints of Tina’s bare feet would have made her easy to follow, even if she’d got more than a few metres. Garry watched her dodge round a police van, then leap onto a stretch of lawn. He set off after her. He’d been a runner at school and was pretty certain he could outpace Tina Tricks.
She was surprisingly fast, though. Before Garry was halfway across the lawn, she’d leapt the surrounding wall and was speeding away.
Garry followed, over the wall and onto the verge that edged the road. He reached Tina in seconds, grabbing a handful of her pyjama top. She ran on, stretching the fabric, revealing several inches of her neck and shoulders. She had some sort of tattoo running down her spine. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pinned her against him, hoping back-up was close behind.
‘Hands off me, you fucking pervert. Howie will have your balls for this.’
Right now, Howie was welcome; the lads downstairs were still burning from her own assault on them.
‘Calm down, Tina,’ he gasped, ‘or I’ll have to cuff you.’
‘Don’t you fucking touch me.’ She kicked his shin; even without shoes, it hurt.
Garry glanced round to see that no one was close. He couldn’t lose Tina. Luckily, she was light and thin enough to hold with one arm. Wriggling like a spiked snake, though.
Panting with the effort of holding her, he pulled his cuffs and got the first link around her left wrist. Her right arm was clutched in front of her body. She was still holding that blessed bear. Using more force than felt comfortable – he never liked manhandling women – Garry grabbed her right wrist and pulled it round to join the left behind her back. Giving the sort of scream that might suggest he’d murdered her firstborn, Tina let the teddy fall onto the snow.
Even cuffed, she squirmed and kicked and twisted to get free. Mainly, though, her focus seemed to be on the bear. Thinking it might be hiding a weapon, Garry kicked it some distance away.
‘Give me that back, fucker. That’s mine.’
She seemed very focused on what appeared to be nothing more than a standard kid’s soft toy.
If it was nothing more than a standard kid’s toy.
Another officer – finally – came jogging up and took hold of Tina by one arm. ‘Come on, let’s get you in a car. Nice one, Garry.’
Still, the woman fought; still, her eyes didn’t leave the bear.
‘Give us a hand, mate? Garry?’
Garry was focused on the bear. Vertically, along the length of its abdomen, the toy had been cut open and sewn back up again with an elaborate blue cross stitch.
Why would anyone do that?
The other officer, twice Tina’s weight, was struggling to drag her away.
‘Give me that back,’ she was yelling. ‘That teddy is mine.’
She really was very keen on not letting the bear out of sight. Garry bent and picked it up. It seemed unusually heavy for a kid’s soft toy.
And then he knew.
The necklace was inside.
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Do you know he killed his first wife?
It was the last thing Olive could have predicted. For a moment, it felt like the most bewildering turn of events in a truly remarkable evening and for several seconds no possible response occurred to her.
‘That isn’t true,’ she said at last. ‘I was there when Eloise died. Ovarian cancer killed Michael’s first wife, and I was her oncology nurse.’
Eloise’s death had been a grim reminder of the mortality that no one escapes. Olive had seen many deaths in her time as a nurse, and many of young healthy people during her military service, but there were few things worse, she’d learned, than the ravages inflicted by cancer. Eloise, once so beautiful, had become a sack of loose skin and brittle bone in her final days. Her lovely hair had mostly gone. Through the translucent skin of her face, it had been possible to see the skull that would soon emerge.
‘I know,’ the stranger replied. ‘And maybe you nursed her well, but you didn’t save her from her husband.’ She glanced into the rear mirror and eased her foot off the accelerator. ‘Actually, let’s talk. Because I haven’t been able to work out exactly how he did it.’
‘He didn’t do it. Who are you? Some friend of Eloise’s, a relative? Because whoever you are, you’ve been seriously misinformed. She died of natural causes.’
‘Pillow over the face is my best guess,’ the stranger said, and when she glanced at Olive, the gleam in her eyes had turned cold. ‘She’d have been weak by that stage, in no position to fight back. It would have been over in seconds. Or maybe he switched the machines off.’
Olive took a moment to steady her voice; this woman knew nothing. Nothing at all.
‘There were no machines,’ she said. ‘None keeping her alive, at any rate. She was weeks away from death, possibly even days.’
She was still dangerous. Getting in the car with her had been a terrible mistake.
‘No post-mortem, is that right?’ the stranger said.
‘That’s standard procedure for someone in hospital, someone that ill.’
‘And her remains cremated, so we’ll never know for sure. You don’t think that’s convenient?’
Olive took a deep breath. ‘No, it’s entirely normal. Most people are cremated. Eloise was terminally ill. You think medical records can be faked? In a leading NHS hospital?’
The stranger scowled and seemed for a moment to be unsure of herself. When she spoke again, something in her voice had changed.
‘So, assuming you’re telling the truth now, and you were with Eloise when she took her last breath, were you with her for several hours beforehand? Can you say, hand on heart, that no one, and I’m thinking Michael Anderson now, slipped her a heavy extra dose of morphine?’
‘Yes, I absolutely can.’ Olive told herself to remain calm, to keep the rising panic under control. ‘It isn’t possible. Morphine is very strictly controlled. It’s kept in a locked drugs cabinet and each consignment is signed out and checked by two nurses. Both witness the drug being administered and then the box is put back in the cabinet. There was no way Michael could have given Eloise extra morphine.’
‘Something else then, something he could have brought in, that would make her quietly slip away.’
The woman was delusional, maybe worse than that. Maybe insane. ‘Eloise was dying.’ How could she make this clearer? ‘She probably had two weeks left, at most. Why on earth would Michael, anyone, take the risk of killing someone who was so close to death?’
‘Oh, that bit’s easy.’
‘It is?’
‘Yes. He killed her to stop her talking.’
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Garry had never been more sure of anything in his life before. The Ring of Blood and Tears was sewn inside the bear. It was brilliant, or might have been, if Tina had only had the brains to leave it on her bed, instead of drawing so much attention to it.
Jeepers creepers.
This would make up for everything that had gone wrong for him since he’d joined the force. He’d be the man who found a necklace worth nearly two million pounds. His mum would die of pride. He found the small pocketknife he was never without and released the blade.
Nearly ten metres away, Tina saw him and screamed. ‘What the fuck are you doing? Don’t you dare touch that.’
Her outrage had stepped up a notch. Even the officer trying to drag her away looked taken aback.
Holding eye contact with the woman in cuffs, Garry shook the bear. Something rattled.
‘I’m warning you, you are dead,’ Tina yelled at him. ‘I will fucking rip your throat out with my bare hands.’
He was feeling cocky now. Who’d have thought the raid would turn out to be – well, fun? ‘What you hiding in here then, Tina?’
Garry Mizon had never enjoyed being a police officer more than at that moment, with a teddy aloft in one hand, a knife in the other, and the look of horror on the face of the woman who was going down for being an accessory to a major heist. Come to think of it, he’d never enjoyed being a police officer before. Seventeen years of misery had led him to this. His moment.
He slipped the tip of the knife into the bear’s soft belly. It met resistance. Hard resistance. This bear wasn’t just full of stuffing.
One by one, to the soundtrack of Tina’s agonised wailing, and the sort of cursing that would have made his skin itch like he’d fallen in a bed of nettles in different circumstances, Garry slit open the stiches. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the female officer, the one who’d been looking after Tina earlier and who’d gone to find shoes, appear in the doorway. She saw what Garry was about to do and set off at a run.
No, she wasn’t muscling in, this was his moment. He cut the last stitch and turned the bear belly down, pulling apart the two pieces of fur fabric. The ruby necklace was going to look beautiful in the snow.
What fell out of the bear’s innards wasn’t jewellery, priceless or otherwise. It was ash. A lot of ash. And bits of bone.
Tina had broken free of the man holding her. She dropped to her knees in the snow and was staring aghast at the mess on the ground. The female officer stopped running, just as a gust of wind swept by and blew the ashes, small pieces of bone included, into the air. Most of the ash hadn’t been dampened by the snow; it flew up into the air and dispersed.
‘Me mammy!’ Tina wailed. ‘Me dead mammy! You’ve spilled me mammy’s ashes.’
The female officer approached. ‘It’s a memory bear,’ she told Garry. ‘People put their loved ones’ cremation ashes inside so they can keep them close. You’ve just tipped out Howie Tricks’ dead mother-in-law.’
The other officer, once again holding a weeping Tina, was looking over Garry’s shoulder. ‘Most of her’s halfway across the North Sea by now. Nice one, Garry.’
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Olive let several seconds go by, then said, ‘Are you completely mad?’
‘Help me out here, Olive. I know Michael killed his first wife, and I know he did it to stop her dishing the dirt before she went to meet her maker. What I’m less sure about is whether you had a hand in it too.’
The trembling in Olive’s body had gone, replaced by a cold, hard stillness; she was actually being accused of murder.
‘You worked the night shift the week she died,’ the stranger went on. ‘Wards are quiet at night. You’re a very experienced nurse. You, of all people, would know how to end the life of someone already terminally ill, in a way no one would suspect.’
Oh, dear God.
‘So, did you do it? Or did he, with your knowledge? Or did the two of you do it together? He’d have to marry you then, wouldn’t he, Olive? He’d have to keep you close, knowing what you did about him.’
Olive had run out of arguments. ‘No,’ she managed. The idea that Michael had married her because they were partners in a terrible crime was … it was almost funny.
‘Maybe you knew nothing until it was over. In which case, this is your chance. Help me bring him down and you might just get out of this unscathed.’
‘This is insane. You’re insane.’
The stranger took one hand from the steering wheel, only to bang it back down hard. ‘Don’t play games with me.’ Her voice had risen in volume. ‘I saw Eloise days before she died. I told her what I knew and I could see it in her eyes. She was on the verge of talking. I knew she’d break sooner or later, but when I tried to go back, you’d increased security. I couldn’t get in.’
Olive remembered Eloise complaining about a troublesome stranger showing up on the ward, making a nuisance of herself. She’d claimed, though, that it had been a disgruntled constituent.
‘That was two years ago,’ Olive said. ‘Eloise died two years ago. You’ve been planning this for two years?’
‘Oh, longer than that,’ said the stranger.
The car came to a sudden halt as they hit a snowdrift and the impact threw Olive forward. As the stranger changed gear and revved the engine, Olive quietly unclipped her seat belt.
The stranger didn’t notice. She was leaning forward, over the steering wheel, then lowering the driver’s-side window to see out.
As the wheels fought for traction, Olive pushed open her door and leapt from the car. The cold hit her like a slap in the face and she sank knee-deep into snow. She heard a cry of outrage as she set off back towards the village they’d just passed through. Two hundred metres, maybe, to the nearest house, but with every step, she sank deeper. Snow tugged at her boots, threatening to pull them clean off her feet. After only a few paces, her thighs were aching; it was like running through water.
‘Olive!’ The stranger was close behind.
Ahead, on the road, headlights. Olive got ready to scream, wave her arms, stand in the middle of the road and force the oncoming car to stop. And was thrown forward by an unstoppable force. She came down in a pile of snow and the stranger’s full weight crashed down on top of her.
She became aware of a biting cold beneath her naked face, of a sharper, more intense pain in her right cheek. The stranger didn’t move, and her weight was impossible to shift. Olive could hear the other woman panting, feel the frantic up-and-down movement of her chest. She, on the other hand, could not breathe. Her face was pressed into the snow, it was in her eyes, mouth and nose. She managed a squeal.
‘Shut the fuck up.’ Hands were in her hair. They tightened their grip on either side of her head as Olive heard the engine of the other car. It had a throaty, rattly sound that reminded her of Gwen’s Land Rover.
Slow down, please, slow down. See us. Help me.
The stranger pushed Olive’s head deeper into the snow as the sound of the engine passed by, became fainter and died away. Then the weight crushing her shifted. For several seconds, all she could do was gulp. Then her hair was grasped again and a voice hissed in her ear.
‘You’re coming back to the car, quietly and quickly. Try anything and I will kill you. Do you understand me?’
Olive couldn’t speak; she could barely breathe. Her head was tugged upwards.
‘Do you understand?’
Still, she couldn’t speak.
Her head was banged down onto the snow again and something needle-sharp dug into her face. ‘Do you?’
‘Yes,’ she managed.
‘Up.’
The stranger tugged Olive up by her hair. In the distance, she could see the retreating rear lights of the Land Rover that hadn’t seen them. She was half dragged, half carried back to the car and manhandled around to the passenger door. The stranger hit her, once, a vicious slap of the hand across her face, and then pushed her into the passenger seat.
They drove on and the smoke-grey twilight claimed them once more.
‘You shouldn’t have made me do that,’ the stranger said, after a few minutes. ‘I warned you what would happen.’
Olive became aware of something clinging to the side of her head and put up her hand to find a twig from a hawthorn bush. One of its thorns was embedded in her cheek. She reached forward and pulled down the passenger-side mirror to get it out. She felt, rather than saw, the other woman glance her way.
And then the car left the road.
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The car left the road. It was as simple and as catastrophic as that. One minute, they were making progress, in spite of the setback, with not much further to go; the next, the car was in free fall.
They were a little over two miles out of a village called Wark; Olive hadn’t spoken since they’d resumed driving and, finally, the nameless stranger could feel herself starting to calm down. Her breathing was too fast and her heart still thumping against her chest, but she no longer had the urge to swipe sideways with her left fist, to connect with Olive’s face over and over again, to take hold of her hair and shake her head till its insides rattled.
She hated resorting to violence – why the hell did some women have to make it so difficult – and knew she’d let herself down when she’d hit Olive. It hadn’t been necessary. Hitting Olive had been about temper and that was something that should be under control. Unlike the fucking weather.
A blackness on the horizon told her that the dense tree coverage of Kielder was getting closer. There were trees on both sides of the road now; still deciduous, unlike the evergreen varieties that grew in the forest, but they were holding back a lot of the snow. She risked speeding up.
The skid took her by surprise. One second, she was heading for a narrow stone bridge that took the road over the river, knowing she’d need some revs to get up the short but steep side; the next, the car was sliding sideways. Instinct kicked in and she steered into the skid. The car righted itself.
‘Black ice.’ She was speaking to herself rather than Olive, knowing she should have expected it. The snowfall had been lighter this far north, it might even have been raining or sleeting earlier, and the road was damp. A drop in temperature would leave a thin, invisible sheen of ice across the road.
She revved again and the car cleared the crest. The second patch of ice was waiting on the downward slope and, again, she wasn’t ready. The car lost traction and slid from the road like an out-of-control speed skater. For a second, she thought they’d hit the bridge; they missed it by inches.
The fence at the side of the road crumpled like straw and the ground beyond simply wasn’t there. They were tipping. As the car upended, she found herself staring into Olive’s terrified face. Then they hit the ground, they were upside down and tumbling. Her head struck something hard. The very last thing she heard, after Olive’s scream, was the voice of the weather forecaster telling them that much more snow was on its way.
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Garry Mizon had been born of a long line of police officers, all of them good ones, until he came along. Family lore had it that his great-great-grandfather had been the Police Constable Mizon mentioned in dispatches during the hunt for the Victorian serial killer Jack the Ripper. We hunted the ripper, the family liked to toast themselves, and Garry never quite had the nerve to point out that no one – Mizon or otherwise – had actually caught the blighter.
Garry’s grandfather, Stanley Mizon, had reached the rank of superintendent before he’d retired from Cleveland Police, and was held in such esteem that the town mayor had held a reception in his honour. Peter Mizon, Garry’s dad, had excelled in CID. Commended on twelve occasions, he’d led the op in ’82 that put local gangster Richie Tricks behind bars for thirty years. Even Garry’s mum, Janet, had been a detective sergeant, although she’d allowed her own career to take a back seat when Garry came along, so that she could better look after him and his dad.
When Garry had finished school with decent A levels, there had been no question of the course his life would take and the day of his graduation had been, easily, the happiest and proudest of his life. His grandad wore his service medals and even his great-grandad, at eighty-four, stood proudly outside his retirement home, saluting, as Garry and the family drove by on their way to the ceremony.
It had taken five years or more for Garry to realise he’d made a terrible mistake, that he didn’t enjoy police work, that the violence sickened and frightened him and that, time after time, when judgement was needed, he made the wrong call. By that time, though, his grandfather had been diagnosed with terminal cancer and Garry couldn’t bring himself to darken Gramps’ last days.
When Garry had failed the detectives’ exams twice and was advised not to apply again, he’d considered the dog unit, only to learn he wasn’t tough enough to put the animals through the necessary intensive training, and a mild claustrophobia meant the underwater search unit was out of the question. The one skill he did have was an ability to drive well, fast but safely in all road conditions, and that inevitably meant spending most of his working hours dealing with motoring offences, handling motorway pile-ups and road accidents, and managing traffic during times of road stress. It was 90 per cent dull, 10 per cent dreadful, but it seemed to be his lot in life. When all was said and done, a police career ended at age sixty with a decent pension. In the meantime – well, it wasn’t like he had any grand plans he was putting off.
On the night of the raid on Howie Tricks’ Georgian mansion, Garry was seventeen years into his service and, more by luck than good judgement, it was his first disaster. A significant one, though, and one he knew would dog his career until its bitter end.
After the gutting of the teddy, he wasn’t remotely surprised to be sent back to the station. He made himself a brew and leaned against the kitchen fridge, grateful that the ongoing Tricks op meant the place was relatively quiet. In a few hours, he’d be off duty for four days. Maybe the worst of the fallout would be over before he was back.
The duty sergeant poked his head round the door.
‘Garry, we’ve a possible missing person. High-profile individual. Detective Sergeant Thomas has been assigned, but her car’s not up to the trip in the snow. I need you to drive her up there.’ His face twisted into what Garry interpreted as a sneer. ‘Can you manage that, do you think?’
Garry agreed that he probably could and collected the keys of one of the Range Rovers. It would take him, he guessed, around forty minutes to reach the rural, hard-to-access home of Michael Anderson, member of parliament for Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland, who seemed to have misplaced his wife.
He set off with mixed feelings. The prospect of being away from the station over the next few hours was more than offset by hearing who he’d be chauffeuring around. DS Lexy Thomas was a twenty-nine-year-old criminology graduate who’d never served a day in uniform. It took all sorts, but – come on.
And then it hit him. He’d have realised immediately – at least he hoped he would – if his mind hadn’t been on other things, but Michael Anderson was married to a woman that he knew. A woman called Olive.
Blimey, Olive. Missing? His stomach tightened, his mouth suddenly dry. He found himself hoping Detective Sergeant Thomas was as good as she was made out to be.
Lexy lived in a second-floor flat in a nice part of town. Huddled in a padded jacket, beanie cap and thick ski gloves, she was waiting on the pavement when Garry pulled up. A tall, thin woman who looked even younger than her years, she smelled of toothpaste, curry spices and alcohol when she climbed into the car. Before pulling away, he leaned over and opened the glove compartment to reveal the bag of Everton Mints he always carried.
‘Help yourself,’ he offered, as they joined the flow of traffic. The snow was settling properly by this time, even beginning to crunch beneath his tyres.
For a second, then another, she didn’t reply. Then, ‘Thanks,’ she said, taking a sweet and tucking the wrapper into her jacket pocket. Most coppers, especially CID, would have dropped it into the footwell, knowing the vehicle would be cleaned by someone other than its driver.
She leaned back against the seat, closed her eyes and gave a deep sigh. Garry remembered that she wasn’t known for light-hearted chat or banter. Only talks to you when she wants you to do something, a young PC had complained once.
‘Don’t suppose you’ve any caffeine?’ she asked, as he headed south.
Her voice spoke more of English public schools than it did the Wales of her birth; another reason why she wasn’t overly popular. Northerners tended to distrust the posh.
‘There’s a McDonald’s on the way,’ he told her. ‘Might have closed early, though. People will be wanting to get home.’
It was 0040 hours, twenty minutes before one o’clock in the morning.
‘Not Olive Anderson by all accounts,’ Lexy replied, her eyes closed again. ‘Her husband’s supposedly the sexiest man in parliament. According to Daily Mail readers, that is.’
‘What do we know?’ Garry had been given no real details by the duty sergeant. ‘About the wife, not the husband.’
‘She vanished from a hotel in Hexham, which strictly makes it Northumbria’s case – if there is a case, and she hasn’t just had one too many and lost her phone.’
The McDonald’s, as suspected, was closed; Lexy swore under her breath.
‘Been anywhere nice?’ Garry asked, as he turned out of the empty car park.
She looked surprised for a moment, then, ‘Just a takeaway.’
They passed a pub, that must have a late licence for the party season, because lights and punters were spilling out onto the pavement. The huddle of bodies suggested confrontation brewing. Two blokes faced each other down, surrounded by a scatter of scantily clad women. Garry slowed the vehicle, steering a little closer to the kerb, and cruised past. In his rear-view mirror, he watched the group break apart.
‘Nicely done.’ Lexy had been watching the same scene. ‘Thanks for driving,’ she went on. ‘I’m not sure my car would have made it out of town.’
‘What do you drive?’
‘Mazda MX5 convertible. Completely impractical, but I love it.’ She put a hand over her mouth to hide a belch. Garry was tempted to wind the window down an inch or two.
‘Have another mint,’ he said, instead.
‘Thanks.’ She reached out and helped herself. ‘And to answer your question, yes, I probably am marginally over the drink-drive limit, but as I’m not officially on duty, I think you can put the judgement on hold. Control called me because there is, literally, no one else. The whole blessed team is dealing with the Tricks op tonight. It was me or just send uniform, and in case you didn’t pick up on this, our caller is the local member of parliament.’
‘I didn’t say a word, Sergeant.’
‘Your eyes spoke volumes. Not to mention the number of times you’ve sniffed since I got in the car. And you offered me a mint before I’d closed the fricking door.’
‘Sorry,’ he said, after a moment. ‘Late nights can turn me into a bit of a Charlie.’
She didn’t smile, but her face softened. ‘No worries. And call me Lexy.’
No, he wasn’t going to do that. Lexy wasn’t even a name.
‘Is it short for something?’ he asked.
‘Alexandra. I hate that. Don’t even think about calling me that.’
Pity. He quite liked Alexandra.
‘Shit, it’s really coming down, isn’t it?’ Lexy wiped the condensation from the side window and peered out at the snow.
‘First winter in the north?’
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her nodding her head. ‘I’m from Pembrokeshire,’ she said. ‘Snow is something of an event there.’
‘Is anyone making the connection with tonight’s operation?’ Garry asked as they joined the A171 that would take them east. Michael Anderson and his family lived a couple of miles outside the market town of Guisborough, on the northern edge of the North York Moors National Park.
Lexy looked his way. ‘Why should they?’
Instead of answering, he asked, ‘How much do you know about the Tricks family?’
‘Only what I’ve read. Family of dock workers who began supplementing their wages with smuggling. Moved on to drug trafficking, illegal immigration, receiving stolen goods, especially gold, and people trafficking. Rumoured to dispose of their enemies by taking them out into the North Sea and dumping them overboard.’
‘Sounds about right. Also, like most organised crime gangs, they’re not above a bit of vigilante activity.’ He changed gear to overtake a car hugging the verge and said, ‘There are rumours we’ve turned a blind eye in the past because when a family like the Trickses keep an eye on a neighbourhood, it keeps crime down and reduces the need for community policing.’
She was staring directly at him now. ‘What’s that got to do with Michael and Olive Anderson?’
‘Michael Anderson isn’t popular with the Tricks family,’ Garry replied. ‘He’s made bringing down organised crime one of his things.’
‘And his wife vanishes the same night we launch our op.’
‘It’s worth considering. Hold on tight.’
Almost too late, Garry had seen the half-concealed sign. Braking hard, he swung left onto a single-track lane that led to the Anderson home. For a little over a mile, he drove past fields that grew crops in the summer, and others that grazed livestock when the weather was better. On the third bend, Garry caught a glimpse of lights and then, finally, they came within sight of the house, its front elevation gleaming a soft gold.
‘Blimey,’ Lexy said.
Home Farm was a large, stone-built manor in the Elizabethan style.
‘I’m guessing he’s a Tory,’ Lexy said.
‘You’d be wrong. And this place belongs to his first wife’s mother. Anderson married well.’
‘His first wife?’
‘Died a few years ago. Nice lady.’
Eloise Anderson, nee Warner, had been gorgeous, with the sort of beauty that could make a man tongue-tied and weak at the knees. Garry had helped her extricate a high-heeled shoe from a grate once and she’d been embarrassed, flustered and grateful all at the same time. He’d caught notes of jasmine, spruce, even chocolate cosmos in her perfume.
An Audi Q3 sport utility vehicle was parked at the front of the house. It had been Garry’s dream car, one he’d dismissed as too pricey for a traffic copper, even one with a bit in the bank. He wouldn’t have picked that colour himself. Tango red in metallic paint was nice but a bit showy. For a Labour politician who wanted to be noticed, though? Pretty much perfect.
There were footprints in the snow around the front door, the tracks of an adult male who’d stood at the porch more than once that evening.
‘Do you know him?’ Lexy asked.
Garry switched off the engine and logged the end of the journey. ‘Done protection duty a few times. Seems a decent bloke.’
‘Sexiest man in parliament, huh?’ Lexy seemed strangely reluctant to leave the car. Then she pulled off her hat to reveal a mass of short, very clean, blonde hair. Pulling down the passenger mirror, she ran the fingers of both hands through it.
‘Have another mint,’ he told her as he climbed down, deliberately taking a detour to bring himself closer to the Audi. It gleamed like a dark ruby in the light from the house, and the tracks in the snow showed the distinctive chevron of the all-season tyre. Sensible bloke, Garry decided, although he always switched to winter tyres himself in the colder months.
From somewhere nearby came the soft lowing and rich earthy smells of barn-kept animals, then the front door of the house opened, light flooded the porch, and Michael Anderson stepped out among his own footprints to greet them.
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Sound came back first: the almost-musical zings and twangs of hot metal contracting, followed by a rush of curious wind whispering through the car, then the crackle of melting snow, and the steady chink, chink of droplets of water.
Sound, quickly followed by pain, so severe that it was impossible to pinpoint its origins. Olive lay still, hot and freezing cold at the same time, and waited for the pain to find its own focus. The lower part of one leg seemed to be burning and a massive weight was pressing on her chest. She was breathing – she knew that because of how much it hurt; every breath felt like a tiny dagger was being stabbed into her heart.
Keep breathing, stay conscious; don’t let the world slip away.
She had no idea whose voice that was – her own or coming from outside the huge bubble of pain. Either way, it seemed sound advice.
Slowly, breath by painful breath, Olive became conscious again of her body. It was twisted, like that of a rag doll tossed carelessly into a box. Her neck was unnaturally squashed, pressed into a shape it had no business to be in.
Keep breathing, don’t think about how much it hurts, just keep the breath coming in and out.
Disconnected memories flashed through the pain: snow appearing in the sky like pinpricks of light as she’d driven from Carlisle; dusk falling early; a sudden image of Hexham, its frosty streets and garish Christmas lights; a woman yelling about black ice; the world spinning out of control amid the thundering sound of a vehicle in free fall.
Into Olive’s bewildered brain crept the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. And something was tapping against the side of her face, something strangely warm.
A fresh sound: human, a moan of pain. Her own?
She opened her eyes and only at that moment learned that they’d been closed. For a second or two, she thought she’d been thrown free of the car. She was looking at snow, inches away, a wall of white pressing against the side window of the car. She could feel the cold of it radiating towards her.
The warm tapping against her face was wet. Something warm and wet was dripping on her cheek.
A clang, a groan and the car shifted again. Olive felt the world move beneath her and terror was the only possible response; then stillness, and the odd, metallic percussion once more.
The cry of an owl from somewhere close. She pictured it, peering down at the carnage, and knew, without articulating the thought, that an owl meant it was still night. She risked letting her eyes drift away from the snow and looked up.
She saw the stranger. In an instant, she remembered everything.
Olive’s abductor was suspended directly above her, held in place by the seat belt. One hand, the colour of old wax, seemed to be reaching down for her, as though, even unconscious, she wasn’t going to let Olive go. Her head was barely inches away. An open wound on the side of her head was bleeding and her blood was dripping onto Olive’s face.
In the thin, cold light of the moon, against the dull white of the snow, the stranger’s blood looked black as tar.
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The sexiest man in parliament was a tall man in his mid-forties. His eyes and brows were dark, his hair beginning to show some grey, his mouth full and red. His face, that might otherwise be considered too beautiful for a bloke, was saved by a once broken nose and a faded scar on his chin.
‘Thanks for coming out.’ He ushered them inside a large, square room in which blackened oak beams stood out against whitewashed walls. ‘Terrible night.’
It was Garry’s first time in Anderson’s home and he took it all in as the MP exchanged pleasantries with the detective sergeant. The huge, brick-lined fireplace was empty and a wrought-iron chandelier held unlit candles. On a large central table sat a bowl of roses. They’d been teamed with Dusty Miller, a silver-grey leaf that to Garry’s mind didn’t quite work with the salmon pink of the flowers. Myrtle would have been better, with long trails of green ivy stretching across the polished wood. And that fire needed to be lit, the room was crying out for soft light, for rugs on the stone floor, for warmth.
Anderson led them towards an open door at the far end of the hall and into a room beyond. A woman in her early seventies with perfectly styled, pale gold hair stood by the TV, a remote in one hand. She looked sufficiently like her late daughter for Garry to recognise her as Anderson’s mother-in-law.
‘Gwendoline Warner,’ Anderson introduced them as they approached. ‘My daughters’ grandmother. And my daughters, who were told to go to bed an hour ago.’
Garry registered three large bottle-green sofas, the double set of French windows against one wall, the baby grand piano in the corner. The paintings on the walls were modern and looked both original and valuable. Two teenage girls were perched on sofa arms.
‘We’re worried about Olive,’ the elder said. Neither looked anxious, and Garry reminded himself that Olive Anderson was not their mother.
‘We might have important information,’ the younger added.
‘Anything you haven’t shared already?’ their father snapped.
‘Bed,’ the grandmother told them. ‘We’ll wake you if there’s news.’
Sighing, the girls uncurled themselves and slouched from the room. They left the door open.
‘Start at the beginning, please, Mr Anderson,’ Lexy said, when they’d both been invited to sit, and Garry had taken out his notebook.
Anderson sat across from them on a facing sofa. Gwendoline Warner took a seat beside him.
‘My wife is a senior oncology nurse,’ Anderson began. He didn’t have a discernible accent, but his voice, like that of most northerners, was pitched low. ‘As well as her duties at Middlesbrough, she visits other hospitals in the area to monitor their procedures and suggest how they can improve. She carries out training, too, from time to time.’
Lexy had her eyes fixed on Anderson. She inclined her head to encourage him to continue.
‘She was in Carlisle and Lancaster yesterday, due in Newcastle tomorrow. She’d booked a room at the county hotel in Hexham for the night.’
Garry made a note in his book. Mrs A stayed in Hexam. Why?
He wondered if he’d spelled Hexham correctly. It didn’t look quite right. And Lexy might ask to see his notes. He added a H. Hexham? No, he still wasn’t sure.
‘I’ve been in Westminster all week,’ Anderson went on. ‘I called her from the car at nine thirty. She didn’t answer. I tried again at ten and ten thirty and again when I got home about half eleven. No answer any time. I tried the Find My Friends app and it couldn’t find her. That’s when I called the hotel reception and asked to be put through to her room. After keeping me on hold for a while, they told me she and her “partner”’– Anderson made air quotes around the word – ‘checked out sometime earlier.’ Jaw tense and eyes cold, he held his phone out. ‘You can see the call record,’ he said.
Garry wondered if Lexy was thinking the same thing he was. As she photographed the screen on Anderson’s phone, he made another note.
‘Do you often track your wife’s movements?’ Lexy asked.
Anderson’s face flushed. ‘We all have that app,’ he said. ‘I insist on it for the girls, so we have it too, even Gwen. It’s useful, if you’re meeting up somewhere, to find out where the other person is without constantly bothering them with phone calls.’
Garry wondered if Anderson knew how defensive he sounded.
‘Do you have any idea where she might have gone?’ Lexy asked, when she looked up from the phone. ‘Or who she left with? Any friends in the Hexham area?’
‘None that I know of. But we haven’t been married long. There could be someone she hadn’t got round to mentioning, I suppose. Look, maybe this is a waste of your time. I was just shocked, I suppose, when I heard she was gone. Or supposedly gone. I made a bit of a fuss with the hotel. Told them I’d be calling the police as I was concerned for my wife’s safety. That’s when the chap I was talking to admitted there’d been a recent shift change and that no one still on duty had actually seen my wife leave. He asked me to leave a number and said he’d get back to me once he’d had chance to check she really had gone.’
‘And then you called us?’ Lexy said.
Anderson lowered his eyes. ‘No, I didn’t want to overreact. I was going to give it some time. But the hotel called Northumbria Police. They, in turn, called me to say they’d try to get someone out there, but a lot of the roads around Hexham were closing because of the snow. They did say, though, that my wife had definitely checked out around ten o’clock, that her car had gone too, and that she’d paid her bill, including a meal for two in the restaurant. They told me they had no reason to list Olive as a missing person at this time and to get in touch tomorrow if I still haven’t heard from her.’ He looked up at Lexy. ‘Are you from Northumbria? If you can drive all the way down here, surely you can go to Hexham?’
‘We’re from Cleveland Police,’ Lexy replied. ‘Northumbria asked us to reach out to you as a courtesy.’
Garry made a note that Anderson, himself, had not contacted the police. And yet the tension in him was obvious. He was sweating, in spite of the night’s chill, and was continually fidgeting, a mass of nervous energy. He looked like a man barely holding himself together.
Anderson’s eyes went from Lexy to Garry, then back again, and something in them hardened.
‘The Northumbria Police and the staff at the hotel think my wife is having an affair,’ he said. ‘From a look that came into your eyes a few minutes ago, I can see you think the same, Sergeant.’
Garry glanced down at his earlier note. One word: afair? Suspecting that his wife was playing away from home could explain the state Anderson was in.
‘We’ve been married six months,’ Anderson went on. ‘We’re happy. I don’t believe my wife is cheating on me. I think something’s happened to her.’
So why hadn’t he called the police? Something here wasn’t adding up.
Gwendoline began to twist a gold bracelet around one wrist.
‘Mr Anderson,’ Lexy asked, ‘have you or your wife received any particular threats in the last few weeks?’
Anderson frowned. ‘MPs get abuse all the time. My Twitter feed is a cesspit; I don’t look at it most of the time.’
‘I understand that, but anything that stood out, or caused you any particular concern?’
‘My constituency agent goes through it. She’d have let me know if anything seemed out of the ordinary.’
‘What about Mrs Anderson?’
Anderson seemed to think for a moment. ‘She’s had her share. Less so since she set her accounts to private. As I repeatedly told her to do.’
‘But before then?’ Lexy asked.
Anderson’s eyes shifted to the left. ‘There was some stuff that upset her a few months ago. She didn’t tell me about it for a while. Probably because she’d ignored my advice to change her settings.’
‘There was that incident with the car in the lane,’ Gwendoline said. ‘Back in August, wasn’t it? Maybe we should have taken that more seriously.’
Garry and Lexy waited.
‘You’ll find it on file,’ Anderson told them. ‘Olive thought someone was following her. She couldn’t get a number though and only a very vague description. We told the police, but there was no follow-up.’
Garry made a note to check when he got back to the station.
‘Did she leave any of her devices behind?’ Lexy asked. ‘We can have someone go through them, see if there’s anything of concern.’
Anderson looked around the room and seemed on the point of standing up. ‘Her personal laptop should still be here. She uses an official one when she’s working. I can see if it’s upstairs.’
‘She usually takes it with her,’ Gwendoline said, quickly.
Anderson looked uncertain. ‘It’s worth checking,’ he said. ‘She keeps it in the bedside cabinet. I’ll go––’
Gwendoline jumped up. ‘I’ll get it.’ She strode briskly from the room.
Lexy got to her feet. ‘Mr Anderson, I’m going to call the hotel when I get back to the station,’ she told the MP. ‘The chances are they’ll tell us more than they were prepared to tell you. We can get a description of the person she supposedly left with and maybe an idea of your wife’s state of mind at the time. We can run her registration number through the system to see if we can get an idea of where she might be headed. And we can call her phone. Even if it’s switched off, she’ll probably check it. If she sees a police number flash up, she may be more inclined to start answering. Also, if you give us contact numbers for her family members and close friends, we can start making enquiries with them. Perhaps her boss at work too?’
Anderson remained in his seat, as though trying to prolong the interview. ‘Will you go up there?’
‘If we feel it’s merited, and if it’s possible in the current conditions. To be honest, though, if Mrs Anderson wasn’t your wife, we probably wouldn’t be taking any further action. She’s not vulnerable, and there’s nothing to suggest at this stage that she left the hotel unwillingly.’
Anderson took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
He’s catching up, Garry thought. He’s reached the same page as the rest of us and knows his wife’s cheating on him. And it’s going to break him.
He surprised himself by speaking up. ‘It could still be a crossed wire, sir. A town-centre hotel at this time of year will be packed. The receptionist could have got your wife mixed up with another lady. Try not to worry too much.’
Anderson looked as though he’d like to believe it.
Gwendoline came back with a laptop under her arm that she handed to Lexy. ‘I’ll show you out,’ she said. ‘Michael, pour yourself a drink. One for me too – heaven knows we need one after the last two hours.’
Anderson got up with what looked like an effort. ‘I’m going to Hexham,’ he said.
‘Not a good idea, sir,’ Garry said. ‘The roads are bad. Better stay here where we can get hold of you quickly.’
Anderson looked about to argue.
‘You have surgery in the morning,’ his mother-in-law reminded him. ‘Evelyn called earlier. Every appointment taken, starting at eight.’
‘Do you have a photograph of Mrs Anderson?’ Garry asked.
It took a second or two for the question to sink in, then Anderson gave a vague nod. ‘In my study. I’ll get the other stuff too. I’ll catch you on the way out.’
Gwendoline waited until the door had closed on the MP before turning to Lexy. ‘Sergeant, I hope we can rely on your discretion.’
Lexy waited for the older woman to go on. She didn’t.
‘I’m sorry, Mrs Warner, what do you mean?’
‘My son-in-law is a high-profile member of parliament. He’s a shadow minister, his party are riding high in the polls and people are talking about him as a future leader. This could be very damaging for him.’
Lexy nodded sympathetically. ‘Once we launch an official missing persons enquiry, that will be in the public domain,’ she said. ‘Nothing we can do about that, I’m afraid. But, at this stage, there’s nothing other than Mr Anderson’s understandable worry to suggest any foul play.’
The older woman glanced at the door. ‘Exactly.’ When she spoke again, she’d lowered her voice. ‘And don’t believe that nonsense about them being happy. He’s besotted with her, but she …’ She broke off.
‘She what?’ Lexy asked.
‘Let’s just say I’m not sure she really knew what she was letting herself in for when she married an MP,’ Gwendoline replied. ‘I think she got carried away with the glamour, not realising MPs work long hours, a long way from home. I don’t think she knew what she was taking on with the girls, either, although heaven knows I do all the work.’
‘Do you have any reason to suspect an affair?’ Garry asked.
The woman’s eyes fell. ‘Not as such. But there’s something, I don’t know, something very distant about her. I’d describe her as a cold woman, but never when Michael is around. She’s very different when he’s not here. And she’s out a lot when Michael is working away. She works shifts and spends time away. She definitely has the opportunity.’
‘Hexham’s not that far from here,’ Garry voiced something that had been on his mind for a while, had been waiting for Lexy to mention. ‘Neither is Newcastle, where Mrs Anderson is due in the morning. Why didn’t she come home for the night?’
The corners of Gwendoline’s mouth turned down. ‘Very good question. And not the first time she’s stayed away unnecessarily.’
‘Anyone in particular spring to mind?’ Lexy asked.
A dismissive shrug. ‘Someone at the hospital, I imagine. Or one of the hospitals she visits. Let’s face it, it could be anyone.’
She led them back into the entrance hall. Snowflakes had drifted in through the open front door, settling on the flagged stone floor. Michael Anderson was standing outside, staring out at the darkness as though, if he looked long and hard enough, his wife might appear.
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Olive was thirsty. The snow on the car window, some of it melting in the heat from her breath, was inches away. She felt her tongue creeping out towards the glass. Everything would feel better if she could only reach that snow. The car radio had fallen silent and she had no idea how much time had passed.
She was so very cold too. Her breathing was shallow, rapid, and she felt exhausted. More than anything, she wanted to sleep, and she knew it would be the worst thing she could do.
Stay awake, keep breathing.
Did she risk trying to move? Her fingers were stiff with cold. Her left arm was trapped, but she could move her right. Her right foot flexed and bent, rotated first one way and then the other. The left foot – no! Pain shot through her whole body.
Don’t pass out. Don’t vomit. Keep breathing.
And then a fresh danger. Her lungs that hurt with every breath were filling with a bitter cocktail of noxious smells: burned rubber, urine, petrol. That last was the worst. Fuel was leaking from the car, and a ruptured fuel tank meant fire. She had to turn off the ignition.
Slowly, she turned her head, lifting her eyes until they reached the woman suspended above. The steady drip, drip of blood had stopped.
Dead women didn’t bleed.
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‘What do you think?’ Garry asked.
They were back on the road to Middlesbrough and Lexy had been staring at her phone for over five minutes; she spoke without looking up. ‘I think he’s learning his marriage isn’t as perfect as he believed and wishing he hadn’t made such a fuss that Northumbria put the missing persons wheels in motion.’
It was pretty much what Garry himself thought. Except, the second Michael Anderson had handed over the photograph of Olive – a professionally taken portrait shot that he’d pulled from a silver frame – a wave of what he could only describe as déjà vu had swept over Garry. It was as though …
‘I also think Olive Anderson is out of her tiny mind,’ Lexy said, breaking his train of thought.
‘He lives up to the hype then?’
‘Oh, more than. He’s smoking hot. I don’t know though, there’s something about him that would warn me off, even if he were single and remotely in my league.’
‘What’s that then?’ Garry asked, surprised at finding himself drawn into what was essentially girls’ talk.
Lexy seemed for a moment to be checking Garry out, rather than thinking about Michael Anderson. She let her eyes linger on his, then drift down towards his feet. Then she said, ‘He seems too much, somehow. Too much to handle. Like a fabulous-looking meal that sets your mouth watering, but you just know will turn your stomach before you’ve finished half of it.’
She’d put into words how Garry had felt about Anderson’s first wife, too beautiful to be real. A woman to be admired, not loved.
‘I was at school with Olive,’ he said after a moment.
Lexy cocked her head onto one side. ‘Why didn’t you say?’
‘Didn’t seem relevant. I didn’t know her well. Same year, different form.’
‘What was she like?’
He thought for a moment. ‘Popular. Attractive. Not in the first wife’s league, mind you. Sporty. Was always up in assembly for winning stuff. I thought she joined the army. Must have got that wrong.’
‘Not necessarily. She could have been Medical Corps. Michael Anderson served in the Yorkshire Regiment. Did a tour of Afghanistan. Maybe they met in the forces.’
‘Will you do all that stuff you said?’ Garry asked. ‘Phoning the hotel, checking ANPR?’
Again, he couldn’t help the feeling this had all happened before.
Lexy pushed her phone back into her pocket. ‘Can’t not do it now. Boxes have to be ticked. I’ll request the cyber team have a look at her laptop. If she’s up to anything, she’ll have left a trace. If you can be spared, it would be good to have someone drive to the hospital and have a word with her colleagues.’
‘I can do that,’ Garry agreed. He’d also have time to do a background check on Olive. It would throw up any previous incidents, if there were any and he wasn’t barking up the wrong tree.
Lexy said, ‘I’ll be amazed if we do end up launching an MPE in the morning, though.’
‘You think Anderson will have second thoughts?’
‘I’m sure he will. After a night to sleep on it, he’ll come to the same conclusion as the rest of us. Mrs A is out on her jollies and may or may not be planning to come back. Either way, she’ll be in touch. Trust me, Garry, once we’ve ticked our boxes, no one will be looking for Olive Anderson.’
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Olive had drifted away again – for how long she had no way of knowing, but at some point, the car had shifted once more. Her weight now seemed to be on her upper shoulders rather than her neck and when she opened her eyes, she could see the windscreen, still miraculously intact.
She had no idea how long it had been since the crash.
The smell of petrol seemed stronger and she knew, somehow, that that wasn’t good, but her brain couldn’t make the connection between petrol and danger. There was something she needed to do, but …
She was in less pain now and that had to be a good thing, didn’t it? On the other hand, the freezing damp of the night seemed to be seeping through her coat and into her bones. Beyond the windscreen, snow was still falling. The flakes, large and round against the black sky, were melting on contact with the glass.
Her thirst had grown worse.
Beyond the car, darkness still cloaked the world. At this time of year, this far north, dawn wouldn’t come until close to nine o’clock in the morning. She could have been here for hours already.
She could still think, though, and that had to be a good sign, because while her brain was still working, her body couldn’t be too far gone. When she started to give up, when she allowed herself to drift into sleep, then she would be slipping beyond the point of no return.
But she had slept, hadn’t she? It was so hard to remember. She’d slept and she’d woken, so how could sleep be bad? Especially when she was so very, very tired.
The snow landing on the black windscreen was beautiful in its way. The flakes weren’t melting quite so quickly now but merging to form bigger, more intricate patterns. They were coating the glass, enclosing her in a white cocoon.
Olive allowed her eyes to close, just for a moment. And slipped effortlessly back in time, to the same car, different night.
This time, the sky was barely dark and it was the evening of her birthday, five months previously.
She’d sat in her car outside the kitchen door of Home Farm, watching the wind blow flurries of white petals against the windscreen. There’d been a storm earlier, heavy rain and wind, and it had played havoc with Gwen’s rose garden. Most of the early blooms had been lost. Even now, late in the evening, it wasn’t completely spent. The petals were beautiful, perfect shallow cups. They looked like the first snowfall of the year.
Snow in July? Even in the north-east that was unheard of.
She opened the side window of the car and sat for a while longer, listening to the sounds of the night – a fox barking, the high-pitched chattering of a robin, the crackle of silver birch leaves. Then, reluctantly, she climbed out. Leaving the cards, gifts and the jaunty birthday balloon on the back seat, she slipped in through the rear door of the house. It was a little after nine. With luck, the girls would have gone to bed and it would only be Gwen she’d have to face. Alone, each of the three was easier; together, they gave one another a mean sort of courage.
The kitchen was empty of humans and Gwen’s old spaniel, Molly, who didn’t share the general antipathy towards Olive, seemed pleased to see her. Pausing for a moment to pet the dog, Olive opened the fridge. Several Tupperware dishes of leftovers sat on the top shelf, each carefully labelled: Gwen’s lunch, Amelia’s supper, To Be Frozen.
Olive had lived at Home Farm a month. It had taken a week to realise that food would never be cooked for her. Most days, she brought a salad or a ready-meal home; that day, because of all the birthday stuff, she’d forgotten. She’d also forgotten what it felt like to come home from work and relax.
And yet it had made perfect sense, when she and Michael had discussed living arrangements, for her to join the others in what had become the family home. He’d impressed upon her how much the girls loved the farm, the benefit of the twenty-four-hour childcare they had in Gwen. Shamelessly appealing to her better nature, he’d dropped hints that his daughters were already struggling with the idea of someone replacing their mum; to drag them from a much-loved home would feel too cruel.
Olive had gone along with it all because marrying Michael, at any price, had seemed the only thing important. After only a month, though, she knew that Michael had considered mainly himself in the arrangements, the girls a little, and her not at all.
She carried her uniform through to the room off the kitchen that served as a laundry and dropped the tunic and trousers into her own basket, checking there was enough for a load. She’d put it on before she went up. Her ironing was heaped in another basket. The housekeeper who came in to help Gwen three days a week didn’t do Olive’s laundry and only ever cleaned the rooms she and Michael shared when he was due home.
Gwen paid the housekeeper, not Michael. It hadn’t been something Olive had felt she could challenge.
She checked her phone again. Nothing from her husband. Was it possible he didn’t even know today was her birthday? A year ago, they’d barely started dating, and she hadn’t mentioned it. Her birthday was something they hadn’t yet had a chance to celebrate. But to marry a woman and not make a point of learning her birthday? That suggested a very self-absorbed man, didn’t it?
Gwen and the girls knew.
‘Somebody’s birthday?’ Amelia had enquired that morning, in the tone she might have used if someone had farted. She had glanced briefly at the three handwritten envelopes on the kitchen table before turning her back to root through her bag.
‘Mine.’ Olive had hated herself for feeling embarrassed. Their brand-new stepmother had a birthday, neither they nor their grandmother had remembered, and she was the one feeling uncomfortable.
‘You should have mentioned it.’ Gwen didn’t turn round from the dishwasher. ‘Many happy returns.’
‘They from Dad?’ Jess, the younger of Michael’s two daughters, was frowning at the cellophane-wrapped flowers that had arrived with the postman. Two pink roses, two orange gerberas, some spray carnations and greenery.
‘No, my parents.’
‘Thought not. Dad sends really nice flowers. Do you remember the ones he used to send Mum, Melia?’
Her big sister had looked up. ‘Always white roses on her birthday, one for each year, and he joked that he’d started a savings account for when she got older because they cost a bomb and it would bankrupt him by the time she got to eighty.’
Tears sprang into Jess’s eyes. Silently, her older sister went to put her arms around her and the two of them held each other.
How is this my fault? Olive had found herself thinking.
Their grandmother had pushed the dishwasher door closed and turned to face the room.
‘This was always going to be difficult, girls. Come on, let’s get you both to school.’ She had barely glanced at Olive as the three of them left the kitchen. Neither of the girls had said goodbye. ‘Perhaps keep them in your room,’ she’d said, nodding down at the flowers. ‘For the girls’ sake.’
It was possible, Olive supposed now, that Gwen and the girls had relented during the day, bought a card or two, and that she’d find them pushed beneath her bedroom door. In the meantime, she had to decide whether or not she was hungry. Not really, but …
She would batch-cook, she decided, as she carried a slice of bread to the toaster. On her days off, she would freeze individual meals for herself, and she’d even label them Olive’s Meals, because that seemed to be the way the household worked.
Shit, she was not going to cry, not on her birthday.
Headlights shone through the window as a vehicle arrived in the yard outside; it would be Gwen, back from an evening WI meeting. Olive dabbed at her eyes.
She could hear the TV in the other room and knew she’d have to poke her head round the door, say hi, make an effort at conversation, because if she didn’t, if she crept up to her room without speaking, it would give them more ammunition against her.
‘She sneaks in without a word, doesn’t come and say hello to us, just goes straight up to her room. To be honest, Michael, the girls find it a bit unnerving.’
It was so very easy, when you were the outsider, to find yourself in the wrong.
Behind Olive, the door was pulled open and the sweet smell of the July night leapt into the room. Molly dived out from under the table and Olive turned to face the enemy.
Her husband stood in the doorway.
‘Hi there, birthday girl.’ The top button of his shirt was loose and his lower jaw showed a full day’s worth of beard growth. He’d never looked more handsome.
‘What are you doing here?’ As Olive’s pulse picked up, her stomach churned.
He was carrying roses. Pink ones, but that was OK, pink ones were much prettier than white, and she couldn’t count them in a hurry, but there seemed to be a lot. Maybe not thirty-six, but what did that matter, it wasn’t as though she cared a jot about flowers. By this time, she was in his arms, breathing in the smell of him, feeling his lips on the top of her head.
‘Sneaked out early,’ he said. ‘Got to drive back in the morning. I couldn’t miss your first birthday as a married woman, could I?’
She lifted her head, knowing he wanted to kiss her, and damn it, if only he’d warned her, she could have been home earlier. She could have showered, cleaned her teeth, and she had no idea when she’d last washed her hair. Why did men think surprises were so wonderful?
‘Is that Dad?’
‘Dad, what are you doing here?’
The girls, barefoot and in pyjamas, hair trailing behind them, ran into the room. Michael’s arms fell away from Olive and reached for his daughters, who threw themselves on him.
‘Presents!’ Jess had squeezed out of the hug and had her eyes on a pink gift bag that Olive hadn’t even noticed until now. The child bent to peer inside. ‘What did you bring us?’
‘It’s not for you, monkey.’ Michael ruffled his youngest’s hair. ‘It’s for your mother.’
The temperature in the room fell.
Michael reddened. ‘Slip of the tongue, I’m sorry. But it is Olive’s birthday.’ He made a point of scanning the room. ‘Don’t we normally keep birthday stuff in the kitchen?’
‘Olive preferred to take her cards and flowers upstairs.’ Gwen had appeared too, was standing in the kitchen doorway, an unusually nervous expression on her face. ‘I expect you’ll see them when you go up. I wish you’d warned me, Michael. Have you had dinner?’
‘Dad, I got 83 per cent in my chemistry test.’ Jess was pulling at his arm. ‘And I’m in the netball team for the game against Harrogate next week.’
‘Julia Connor’s going to pony camp in Wales in August.’ Amelia wasn’t going to be outdone. ‘Gran said I had to ask you.’
Michael raised his voice. ‘Girls, what did you get Olive for her birthday?’
‘Mike,’ Olive began.
He held up a hand to shush her. It was a habit he had, one she didn’t particularly like.
‘We didn’t know,’ Amelia said, her eyes on the floor.
‘Yes, you did. I told you all last week.’ He let his eyes drift up, from his daughters, to Gwen, almost as sullen-faced as her granddaughters but better able to brazen it out.
‘Really, Michael, so much goes on around here, it’s hardly surprising it slipped my mind,’ she said. ‘But we did have a little celebration with Olive this morning, before she left for work. We had quite a conversation about flowers.’
Michael looked at Olive for confirmation.
‘It’s fine, really.’ She smiled at him. ‘Gwen’s right; the girls have had a very busy week.’
‘It’s not fine,’ Michael said.
Bursting into noisy tears, Jess ran from the room. A second later, after a glare in Olive’s direction, Amelia followed.
‘They need time,’ Gwen said. ‘We all do.’ She turned. ‘I’ll talk to them.’
‘Michael should go,’ Olive said, surprised at her own daring. ‘This is between the three of them.’ She glanced at her husband. ‘I need a shower anyway. See you in a few minutes?’
When Michael was asleep (he always fell asleep quickly after sex), Olive remembered the pink roses. They’d wilt if left overnight and she knew how much that would please Gwen and the girls. The house was silent and dark as she made her way downstairs. The flowers were still on the kitchen table.
It would have been the easiest thing in the world for Gwen to put them in water, even to half fill the sink and prop them in it. A small gesture of apology.
No Olive branches for this Olive.
And why was the kitchen so cold suddenly? It was the middle of summer, and yet an icy wind seemed to be blowing through the house. She shivered and, for a moment, the kitchen grew dark.
Then there was a vase in her hand and she was unwrapping the fat, fragrant blooms – twenty-four, not thirty-six. Leaving them in the centre of the kitchen table – she was damned if these, too, were to be banished to save the girls’ feelings – she walked silently back upstairs.
In the bedroom, she stood at the foot of the bed, staring down at her sleeping husband.
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A little after three o’clock in the morning, Garry got back to Middlesbrough police station to find that Lexy had gone home. She’d left a scribbled note for him in the keeping of the desk sergeant.
Anderson and his mother-in-law telling truth about Olive’s ‘stalker’. Incident reported and on file. Also, spoke to hotel’s night security guard. Staff member who checked Olive in and out gone home, waiter at dinner also gone. Room booked in name of Mr and Mrs Anderson. Odd that, given she was there alone? Can’t do much more tonight. Will pick up tomorrow. Call if hospital visit uncovered anything.
BTW, I hear the Tricks op went well!!! Look forward to hearing all about it.
He should have known, of course. It was only a matter of time before every member of Cleveland Police, down to the office cleaners and the canteen staff, knew how badly he’d messed up. On the other hand, he was touched that Lexy had written an actual note, rather than texting him. He tucked it into his pocket.
This really had been one of the worst nights he could remember, and his sense of something going badly wrong had been growing by the hour.
His trip to the hospital had uncovered nothing, but, on the drive back, Garry had found himself remembering the first time Olive had spoken to him. He’d been taking part in an inter-schools’ cross-country event, had been a decent enough runner in his day, a sport strongly encouraged by his family. A copper has to be able to run. He’d been towards the front of the boys’ field, had overtaken most of the girls who’d started ahead, and came across a wide, water-filled ditch. He’d watched a boy from a Newcastle school leap across, landing in ankle-deep mud and then saw a girl in his own school’s colours – Olive – on the far side looking down into the water. Her left shoe had been sucked clean off her foot and was stuck beneath the water surface, barely visible. There was no way she’d be able to finish the race without it. As he’d hesitated, another boy approached, took an almighty leap, and sped off on the other side.
Gritting his teeth, Garry had jumped into the freezing water and waded forwards. He’d reached down, retrieved Olive’s shoe, and scrambled out beside her.
‘I can’t believe you did that.’ She had dropped to the grass to replace it. ‘Thanks so much.’
Unable to think of a single thing to say, he’d turned and run off. He didn’t win the race, had never really expected to, but finished in the top ten, which was decent enough. Olive won the girls’ race, though, and, afterwards, she’d never passed him in the corridor without smiling.
He’d forgotten, until that moment, that for the remainder of their time in school he’d had a massive secret crush on the girl now married to Michael Anderson. At the same time, it struck him that his first interaction, with both of Anderson’s wives, had been footwear-related.
Already, in the station car park, he’d tried Olive’s mobile number. Come on, Olive, pick up. Let’s fix this before it’s out of all our hands. She hadn’t answered, and he’d come inside with an inexplicable sadness in his heart.
Now, at Lexy’s desk, he accessed the paperwork the detective had left behind. She’d recommended contacting Michael Anderson again in the morning to check how he wanted to proceed. If he insisted on having his wife listed as missing, the usual protocols would kick in. Family and friends would be contacted, financial enquiries instigated; they’d look at her telephone history, her internet and social media usage. Olive’s laptop had already been signed into evidence. They’d check Anderson’s too.
While the tech people were working their magic on Olive’s various devices and accounts, corresponding physical searches would take place. Anywhere Olive might have gone would be investigated. Normally, if thought necessary, police dogs, helicopters and specialist search teams would be deployed.
The bad weather, set to continue in the coming days, could make that close to impossible. Olive really had picked the worst time of year to go missing.
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She’d been dreaming, Olive realised. The night of her birthday. A warm night, when the remnants of a summer storm had blown petals against windows, when the man she’d married had lain close, his skin hot against her own, his breathing heavy and slow in her ear.
Dreaming meant sleep. At the back of her mind, Olive knew that sleep was dangerous; but so very sweet, transporting her from a world of ice-cold pain into one of warmth and safety.
So much nicer to stay here, in the soft darkness, listening to her husband’s low-pitched sleep sounds. A sigh, a cough, an odd, high-pitched purring, then a series of repetitive grunts.
Olive felt sweat breaking out on her forehead.
This wasn’t Michael. This was something else. A living creature was close: snuffling, exploring the unfamiliar smells of the crashed car and the broken humans. The smell of blood had lured it through the darkness. It had come cautiously, because creatures of the night were timid, but had probably been watching her for some time.
Deer, fox, badger? How soon before it knew she couldn’t move?
Her heart was thumping against her chest; she hardly dared breathe.
She heard it brush against the side of the car, the snap of a twig, a grunt, and always the constant snuffling as its nose crept along the ground, tracking the scent, looking for a way in. She knew she had to stay awake, get ready to bang against the car’s framework, even sound the horn if she could reach it, but she really was so very tired, and again, the night was gathering around her, the world slipping away.
Michael turning over in his sleep roused Olive. She had no idea how long she’d been standing at the foot of the bed, lost in thought, but as she made her way towards the window, she caught a glimpse of the clock on her husband’s bedside table. It was no longer her birthday.
The moon had risen, casting an eerie, silvery glow over the room. Curtains were never drawn when Michael was home – he hated the claustrophobic feeling they gave him – and as the house was overlooked by nothing other than miles of countryside, Olive had never demurred.
Her robe was hanging, phantom-like, on the back of the door, her bag on the chair just inside the room. On her way out, she had to step round the birthday gift bag. Earlier, she’d caught a glimpse of a Mappin & Webb box inside. Earrings would be nice, she supposed, maybe a necklace. She knew no one would ask to see it, whatever it was.
On the ground floor, she made tea and carried it into her husband’s study, the one room in the house, other than her bedroom, where Gwen and the girls rarely came. Curling up in an armchair, she found her iPad, opened Facebook and flicked through the birthday messages. Cheery good wishes from her sister, an aunt, an old school friend, a couple of mates from uni and a few work colleagues; also, several of Michael’s constituents and members of the local party whom she’d felt obliged to add as friends. She scrolled down, liking and thanking, adding the odd polite comment. MPs’ wives had to be so well behaved.
She was on the point of closing the site down when another comment appeared at the bottom of the birthday thread.
I see you, Olive.
That was it. Nothing else.
Without thinking, Olive looked up. The study window was a black, blank square in the wall.
I see you, Olive.
The comment had been posted by a man called Howard Wayne. The name meant nothing, nor did Olive recognise his profile pic. She opened his page and knew, within seconds, that it was fake. The picture was professionally taken, a good-looking, youngish man with a sailor’s cap drawn down over one eye. His background picture was a shot of a marina. The real giveaways, though, were the number of friends – just seven, including a couple of minor celebrity types who friended anyone – and the limited history. Howard Wayne had posted only ten times, all within the last few weeks, giving away nothing of the person behind them. No status updates, no interactions with friends. Howard Wayne was a ghost.
She’d accepted his friend request, as she’d done so many others since her engagement to Michael had been announced; she’d probably seen the nautical theme of his profile and assumed it was someone from the yacht club.
She deleted the strange comment and went to block him, just as a tiny red numeral 1 flashed into her message box. Nervously, she opened Messenger. A new thread. From Howard Wayne.
Still here, Olive.
He was typing again, she could see the three little dots – what were they called, the ellipsis? – flickering in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. Another message flashed up.
You’re never going to be enough for him. He’s always going to want more.
Without thinking, she typed out a reply.
Who are you?
She shouldn’t have done that. Never feed the troll.
He was typing again.
Who do you want me to be?
This was stupid. Michael would tear her off a strip if he found out. How often had he nagged her to set her accounts to private?
A fifth message landed.
You and I have a lot to talk about. Why don’t you step outside? Or shall I come to the window?
The iPad fell to the rug as Olive leapt to her feet. Rushing to the window, she pulled the curtains closed and left the room to check the doors. The front was locked and bolted, as were the French windows in the drawing room. Only when she saw that the kitchen door, too, was secure did she relax.
A thumping sound made her jump, but it was only Molly, beneath the table, wagging her tail.
Or shall I come to the window?
There couldn’t be anyone outside. The house was a mile from the road and vehicles approaching were always heard. He was messing with her.
She screenshotted the message exchange before unfriending and blocking Howard Wayne. Then she poured her undrunk tea away and attached her iPad to one of the charging stations. Unusually, there was one free.
Another message flashed in, from a different ‘friend’ this time. Feeling sick, she opened it.
Can’t get rid of me that easily, Olive.
Not giving him a chance to send her anything else, she screenshotted, then unfriended and blocked again. Tomorrow, she’d go through her entire list of friends, deleting any she wasn’t completely sure of.
On the upstairs landing, Olive caught sight of a light shining weakly from beneath one of the bedroom doors. Amelia had either fallen asleep with her light on or was still awake.
Only one mobile had been on charge in the kitchen. The girls were supposed to leave their devices downstairs while they slept. It was a house rule, one Michael and Gwen enforced rigidly. Was Amelia on her phone right now?
Was she on Facebook?
Olive crept to her stepdaughter’s door and pressed her face against it. Nothing. Slowly, she turned the knob, wincing as it creaked. Going into her stepdaughters’ rooms while they slept would be ammunition they’d grab with both hands.
She’s creepy, Dad. She watches us while we’re asleep.
That might strike a chord with Michael; the number of times he’d almost woken to find her at the foot of the bed.
‘Amelia, are you awake?’
The room was in darkness now and there was no sign of the phone on the bedside table.
Amelia herself was invisible beneath the covers, nothing more than a bump on the bed. She could easily be hiding her phone right now.
It wasn’t something Olive could investigate. Opening the bedroom door was one thing, pulling back covers from a sleeping child another.
‘Do you have your phone with you, Amelia?’
No response.
‘Are you on Facebook right now?’
No response, and the corridor was getting very cold, as though an icy draught was blowing through the house. Olive softly closed the door and went back to her own room.
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As Garry’s shift ended, signs of a new day were limping towards the start line: lights in shops, a kerb-crawling refuse vehicle, the tailgates of delivery vans bouncing down onto fresh snow. This far north, though, the sun wouldn’t appear for hours and even then might struggle to penetrate the snow clouds. Meanwhile, the sky remained black as a slag heap, and somewhere in the lingering darkness, the first girl who’d made Garry feel good about himself might be in trouble.
Earlier that morning, he’d received the results of the ANPR search. The system had found a shot of Olive’s car on the main road through Hexham, then a second crossing the river on the A6079. The woman in the passenger seat, obviously Olive, was looking away from the driver and seemed to be sitting very upright. She didn’t look like a woman on a romantic adventure. Her companion, on the other hand, was harder to make out. He could see dark hair, a tall figure, nothing else.
Two major roads led away from Hexham. The A69, running east to west, and the A68, north to south. Neither had picked up Olive’s car. Wherever she’d gone, she’d travelled on minor roads.
He’d remembered something else about Olive, as he’d been waiting for his shift to end. The second time the two of them had spoken at school, around a year after the cross-country race. He’d found a note in his locker, slipped in through the gap between door and metal frame.
Want to walk me home tonight? We can discuss the prom? 3.45 at West Gate. Linda Moore.
Garry had slipped the note into his pocket, feeling a bit like he did on the start line of a big race. This was major. Linda Moore wasn’t the best-looking girl in his form, but she had natural blonde hair, big blue eyes and even bigger … well, it wasn’t a word he liked using – but he knew exactly what the other guys meant when they huddled together and sniggered about what they’d like to do with her.
He sauntered to the West Gate when school finished. No sign of Linda, but he knew the girls often hung around in the toilets after school. Leaning against the gate pillar, he checked his watch before brushing his fingers over his jacket pocket, as though to check the note was still there, that he hadn’t imagined it.
A group of lads across the street caught his eye. None were looking his way, but there was something about them that didn’t feel right. They weren’t talking or messing about the way boys released from school usually did. And there was a group at the bus stop, girls and boys, an odd quietness seemed to be hanging over them too.
Was it his imagination, or were there a few too many people hanging around the West Gate? And they were all too quiet. No, not quiet, alert. Waiting for something.
And then he heard a snigger behind him.
‘All right, Garry.’
Not Linda herself but three of her friends, all with identical, mean smiles on their faces. That’s when he knew. Linda wasn’t coming, probably hadn’t even written the note, and the entire year was hanging around to see him look a fool.
Then a hand grabbed his arm and squeezed it. Hope and joy surging, he turned his head to see …
Olive.
‘Sorry I’m late.’ She tugged at his arm, forcing him to start moving, to walk alongside her. ‘Some twat took my coat.’
As Garry stared down, wondering what on earth was going on, Olive smiled up at him. She was way, way prettier than Linda Moore, anyone could see that.
‘You know she’s not coming,’ she whispered.
‘I figured.’
‘Dickheads. Smile at me. They’re still watching.’
And so the two of them walked away, leaving the school gate behind, and still Olive clung to his arm. One of the school buses passed and several heads on the back seat turned round to look at the two of them, arm in arm, grinning at each other. Olive’s smile didn’t look fake at all, and, funnily enough, his didn’t feel it either. A sudden thought struck him and he spoke without thinking.
‘So, do you want to go to the prom?’
She pulled a face. ‘God, no. Thanks, but my parents would never agree. Girls get pregnant at the prom, Garry.’
‘Right.’
‘Really not my thing, anyway. And this is me.’
They’d reached a junction in the road. Olive’s journey home took her a different way. She let go his arm and gave him a cheery wave with her fingertips.
‘I’d say we’re even now, wouldn’t you?’
Garry sighed and turned on his engine. He wasn’t going home yet.
Keeping his speed down, he joined the A66, saying a silent prayer that the main roads would be clear enough to get to Hexham. His own car, a six-year-old Subaru four-wheel-drive estate, wasn’t as handy in heavy weather as the police Range Rovers but decent enough on his weekend foraging trips, even coping with a bit of off-road work.
As it turned out, he made good progress. The snow kept his speed down, but traffic was light. He might even have made it in record time, but halfway up the A68 he was forced to pull over to help a middle-aged couple who’d been stranded in their car all night.
He’d wanted to drive past, but the bloke had looked so pitiful, up to his calves in snow, in a stupidly inadequate coat. The car had left the road, probably when the markings had become invisible under snow, and hit a ditch.
‘We thought no one was coming.’ Garry could hear the woman’s teeth chattering as she climbed into the back seat. Garry turned the car heater up.
‘We kept the engine on as long as we could,’ her husband explained. ‘The petrol ran out two hours ago.’
Inwardly, Garry shook his head at folk who were stupid enough to venture out in snow without warm clothes, blankets and hot drinks. Not to mention enough fuel in the tank.
‘I had visions of us stuck for days,’ the woman said, as Garry dropped them off in Hexham. ‘There’s more snow forecast. We could’ve starved.’
‘Died of exposure first,’ her husband added, cheerfully.
‘Not for a few more hours,’ Garry told them. ‘Get yourselves inside and stay warm.’
The sky was noticeably paler as he set off again: a soggy grey, like old porridge. He wasted another ten minutes pulling over to a roadside van serving breakfast and arrived at the county hotel a few minutes before eight o’clock. The night security guard hadn’t yet left for the day.
Garry introduced himself, produced his warrant card, and explained that while he was off duty now, and not here officially, he’d been in the area and thought it might be worth popping in.
‘I went to the lady’s home last night to interview the family,’ he explained. No need to mention he’d only been the driver. ‘We’ll be up to our eyes in it today, what with the snow and it being Christmas and all. I thought I might get ahead.’
The guard, a man called Alan who hadn’t arrived until midnight, was happy enough to talk.
‘It all went quiet about four,’ he explained as he ushered Garry into a small office behind the hotel’s reception. ‘Once I’d cleaned up the worst of the vomit and turfed a drunk bloke out of the ladies’ toilets, I had a chance to check footage from earlier.’ He pressed play on the office computer. ‘This is the car you’re interested in. Audi Q3, Sportback, nice motor. I didn’t see Mrs Anderson myself, she was gone before I arrived, but I checked the register. All guests have to give their car’s registration numbers, like.’
The footage showed a silver car, its bodywork covered in snow. The image gave no indication of who might be in the car. The time worked, though. A little after ten o’clock. This was Olive and her mysterious companion leaving the hotel.
‘So, then I checked out the earlier footage,’ Alan explained. ‘And I found the same car arriving. Three minutes past seven o’clock. What is it you guys say, nineteen oh three hours?’
‘On her own,’ Garry mumbled. The picture was better from this angle and the woman at the wheel looked a lot like Olive. The passenger seat was empty.
‘MP’s wife, is that right? That bloke down Middlesbrough way?’
‘I’m afraid we’re not allowed to discuss details,’ Garry muttered. ‘National security. Keep it to yourself for now, won’t you?’
‘Aye, I can do that. I found some pictures of her checking out as well.’
Excitement surged inside Garry. ‘Can you show me?’
A few more seconds passed, and then Garry watched footage taken from behind the hotel reception during the previous night’s festivities. At five minutes past ten, Olive approached the front desk and stood waiting, still as a statue. Her eyes, huge and dark in an unsmiling face, darted here and there. Then the receptionist moved in front of her, effectively blocking the camera’s view, and after several minutes, Olive turned and left the hotel.
‘On her own, wouldn’t you say?’ the security guard said. ‘Although the booking was for a double room, double occupancy.’
Garry wasn’t sure. Another figure, whom the camera had only caught a glimpse of, had turned along with Olive and appeared to be leaving at the same time. Taller than Olive, he thought, wearing a heavy tweed coat. The mysterious companion?
Garry used his own phone to get a shot of the image. ‘Can you make sure this footage is saved?’
‘Aye, I can do that. Do you want to see her room?’
Garry did; he also knew it could be a step too far. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘It’s a potential crime scene. No one should be going in there until CSIs have had chance to sweep it. You’ll make sure it isn’t cleaned, won’t you?’
‘Can’t see how it’s a crime scene myself,’ Alan said. ‘She left happily enough from what I could see.’
Garry remembered Olive’s wide, staring eyes, her clenched jaw. ‘You think so?’
Outside again, he took a walk around the car park, finding the spot where Olive had parked, the tracks of her car long since covered by snow. He found the window of room seven, but the curtains were drawn and he wouldn’t have been able to see inside even if it had been on the ground floor. Opposite, some fifty metres across the car park, was a three-storey building. As he watched, a blind folded itself away to reveal a woman in the room beyond. Garry waved, then walked towards the door.
Ten minutes later, he was out in the street again. He could do no more here. What he knew was that Olive and the mystery companion hadn’t arrived together. They’d met at the hotel – whether by accident or design, he had yet to learn. So how had the other person arrived? There were no unclaimed cars in the car park. That meant on foot, or possibly via a local taxi. The taxi firm he could check. Given enough time, he could look at CCTV around town, local transport links, shops and so on. The tweed coat was distinctive enough. Given time, he’d find some trace. He wouldn’t have that time, though. Someone else would be following Olive’s trail.
As he climbed back into his vehicle to drive home, Garry found himself wishing it was his case after all.
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Half-awake again, Olive was trying to assess herself for spinal cord injuries, knowing they were common after serious road traffic accidents. The pain in her neck and shoulders, her odd, twisted position and her impaired breathing were bad signs. On the plus side, she badly needed to pee, so hadn’t lost bladder control, and she could feel and move her fingers and toes.
The golden rule was to wait for emergency care. Specialist equipment existed for retrieving and transporting patients with possible spinal trauma. Trying to move now could be her worst mistake on what had already been a disastrous night.
On the other hand, being immobile for any length of time, practically upside down, was putting too great a stress on her body. And if she was bleeding internally, she might have hours, at best.
So, this was her choice: risk paralysis or probable death; spend the rest of her life a shamed cripple, the byword on everyone’s tongue – This is what happens to sexually promiscuous women; or slip quietly away.
A new sound broke through the night. A car engine. Another vehicle on the road, that might see the broken fence, the skid marks in the snow. If only she weren’t so tired. If only she could reach out and sound the horn. The sound of the engine grew louder. If only …
Olive lost consciousness again.
She hadn’t mentioned the Facebook trolling at first, even when it spread to Twitter and Instagram. It was something politicians dealt with, and so their wives learned to deal with it too. And yet, no matter how many people she blocked, a new offender seemed to appear every other week. Constantly, Olive found herself tagged in old photographs of Michael and Eloise, the latter always impossibly glamorous, at some constituency function or other. Occasionally, pictures of Olive and Michael’s first wife would appear side by side, with viewers invited to compare the two. The photographs were always unflattering of Olive, the opposite of Eloise, and there never seemed to be a shortage of lowlifes only too happy to find fresh ways to insult her.
When the hashtag SecondWifeSecondBest appeared, even gained some traction, she did what Michael had been nagging her to do for months: she set her accounts to private. She even told him why, skimming over the volume and being vague about the content of the abuse. She couldn’t rid herself of the suspicion that it stemmed from closer to home than Michael would ever accept. The girls, like most teenagers, were constantly on their devices and more than once she’d caught them looking at her maliciously from over the top of their phones.
Two teenage girls, though, could not follow her home after a night shift, trailing her car like an inexperienced police tail, all the way to the farm track that led to the house. The first time it happened, unnerved though she was, Olive had put it down to coincidence: a lost driver who’d been clinging to the tail lights of another vehicle in the hope of eventually finding the right road.
The second time, she’d been less generous, had driven too fast, trying to shake the vehicle off. The pattern repeated itself: the car pulling back seconds before Olive turned into Home Farm.
The third time, she’d taken her courage in both hands and pulled over round the first bend in the track. Leaving the car, she’d jogged back towards the road, thankful that she was wearing dark clothes. She had no desire to be seen. All she wanted was to get the registration number, make and model of the car, maybe even a photograph, something to ensure the police took her seriously when she reported it.
A few metres shy of the road, she stopped. The headlights of the car that had been following her had been switched off. At first, Olive wasn’t even sure it was still there. The hedge in late summer was thick with foliage and she could see nothing through it.
Phone in hand, she leaned out far enough to get a view back up the road. The car was less than a hundred metres away.
The second she raised her phone, the car’s headlights shone out, half blinding her; at the same time, the engine fired up and the car shot towards her.
Olive ran, sprinting back up the lane towards her own car, hearing the engine behind and the crunch of tyres on the rough track that told her the car was following. She reached her own vehicle and leapt inside, only then realising the pursuing car had stopped. It was parked at the end of the lane, headlights on full beam, engine revving.
Olive reached for her phone. The police would come; for the wife of a sitting member of parliament they’d come immediately.
The sound of the other’s car’s engine changed. It was moving. Olive’s hand shot to the ignition key. The other car was metres away, it would be on her in seconds. Her own engine roared to life.
The other car was reversing. In the rear-view mirror, Olive watched it back onto the main road. She twisted round in her seat to make sure, just in time to see it speed away.
In real time, the car that Olive had heard passed by fewer than a hundred metres away. Falling snow had already softened their skid tracks and the driver, intent on the road, didn’t even notice the broken fence.
Silence settled once more on the night, and the temperature continued to fall.
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Garry was not entirely surprised, when he pulled into the drive of the house he owned in the Hemlington area of Middlesbrough, to find Mrs Tyler, his next-door neighbour, still in dressing gown and slippers, on her front doorstep. She knew his shift patterns better than he did and would have expected him home hours ago.
‘It’s a foot deep.’ She was pointing a bony finger at the path that led down the centre of her front garden. ‘I’ll break my neck if I try to get out.’
‘Three inches, Mrs T,’ he told her, locking the car. ‘I’ve just come off nights. I’ll get to it later. I need some kip right now.’
‘There’ll be no grit left,’ she argued, looking towards the road corner, where a square wooden box held a mixture of sand and grit for residents’ use in bad weather. ‘Them at number eighteen have been at it already. They’ve been stockpiling it round t’back. Someone should do something.’
That someone being him, no doubt. In Mrs Tyler’s mind, police officers were never off duty. If she spotted something wrong in the neighbourhood, it was always Garry she called. It didn’t matter how many times he reminded her that the numbers he’d pinned to the board in her kitchen were the correct ones for any given situation, she called him.
‘Later, Mrs T.’ He closed the door and fastened the bolt, as though it might prove any sort of barrier against a determined old lady. If he was lucky, the snow would keep her indoors for most of the day.
There was still the phone, though.
Knowing he really needed to sleep, he pulled the phone lead out of its socket beneath the hall table. He did the same with the phone in the bedroom and turned off his mobile. Then he pulled off his travelling-to-work-in-winter clothes, folded them neatly, all apart from underpants and socks, which went into the linen basket in the bathroom, and put them away in the drawer he kept for clothes currently in use. Naked and shivering, he found his pyjamas from under the pillow, pulled back the duvet and climbed between freezing sheets.
He’d forgotten his hot-water bottle; he never forgot his hot-water bottle; too late, he wasn’t getting up again now. On a whim, he leaned out of bed and pulled the window blind up a few inches. Outside, the snow was falling again. He watched the flakes, tiny at first, but getting bigger and denser, and thought about Olive, who might be watching that same snowstorm somewhere.
The doorbell woke him. As his eyes opened, as he dragged himself back up to consciousness, he had a feeling it had been ringing for some time. There had been a dream, he and Olive had been racing, or at least trying to, through thick snow. Both of them barefoot, she’d been explaining to him that no one scaled the brook without leaving their shoes behind. The crowd that should have been cheering them across the finishing line were all pressing buzzers. The noise had been deafening.
He glanced at the clock. Noon. Seriously, Mrs Tyler?
Garry got up, not even bothering to put on a dressing gown. Let her know she’d dragged a hard-working public servant out of bed barely two hours after he’d got into it. He could see her outline through the glass of the front door and at least the daft old bat had thought to put a hat and coat on. He released the chain and pulled open the door.
‘Now, look, Mrs T––’
It was Lexy.
Lexy. Looking a whole lot better than the last time he’d seen her. Her make-up was fresh, her eyes bright and shining, and the pink beret on her head really suited her. A matching scarf was wrapped around her throat. Her cheeks were the same colour, and her lips. She was even wearing earrings like tiny, pink pearls. As Garry felt his own mouth stretching into an unfamiliar shape, two things happened: first, he remembered that he was wearing pyjamas that didn’t have a terribly secure fly, and second, she started yelling.
‘What the hell were you thinking?’
His smile faltered. ‘I’m not on duty,’ he managed.
‘Exactly. You’re not on duty. What the hell were you thinking of going to Hexham?’
Her eyes, he saw, were a bright sapphire blue. How had he not noticed that last night? And, bloody hell, it was cold with the front door open. He remembered the insecure fly and felt a draught in a place that didn’t usually respond well to low temperatures.
He said, ‘What are you doing here?’
‘Ripping you a new one. Are you going to let me in or not?’
Not, was the first thought that sprang into his head, but some kids building a snowman on the pavement opposite were watching with interest, as, he realised with dismay, was Mrs Tyler.
‘Everything all right, Garry?’ she called over. Fully dressed, she was wearing yellow wellingtons. She still hadn’t ventured onto her path, though. ‘It’s still coming down,’ she added, making it sound as though the weather were his fault.
‘Come in.’ Turning his back on Lexy, Garry glanced down to make sure his credentials weren’t on show. He didn’t think so, but hard to be sure. He pushed open the door of his living room. ‘Wait in here. I’ll get dressed. You do know I’m not on duty?’
‘I know that. Question is, do you?’
In his bedroom, Garry found himself flustered. He wasn’t sure he had clothes suitable for an unexpected weekend caller. Then he remembered it wasn’t the weekend anyway and this wouldn’t be a social call. Lexy was working. He decided to be practical and found the corduroy trousers he wore for winter foraging, a brushed cotton plaid shirt and a thick sweater. As he was straightening the covers on the bed, he heard her shouting again.
‘For God’s sake, Garry, we’re not going to a ball. I haven’t got all day.’
Her voice was coming from the kitchen. He pulled on slippers and joined her.
‘Do you have any real coffee?’ she asked. ‘That’s gorgeous, by the way. Where’d you get it?’
Moving at a speed he found bewildering, Lexy was filling the kettle, switching it on, taking milk from the fridge. She nodded out of the kitchen window to the lean-to area where he kept his tools. She’d seen the arrangement, a free-style he’d put together in a long, low, pewter trough: some russet leaves, silvered grasses and black twigs, hellebores in bud and a few late white roses from the allotment. The making of it, temporarily at least, because they would go over faster than everything else, were the pale, bulbous fungi he’d found in the park. He’d left the arrangement outside because it would last longer in the chill.
‘My mum volunteers at the church hall,’ he said, using a white lie he’d found convincing enough in the past, except when talking to his mum. ‘She often brings flowers home after events are done.’
Lexy raised her eyebrows, and he remembered the cluster of red berries in the bright silver vase in the living room. He’d teamed them with dark ivy and a single white rose. She would have seen that too.
‘She gets hay fever,’ he added lamely. ‘She can’t have them at home.’
Lexy gave him a long, curious look that he couldn’t interpret and said, ‘Nice PJs by the way.’
The pyjamas, flannel and very warm, had been a Christmas present from his parents a couple of years ago. They featured cats in Christmas hats, pulling crackers. He felt a blush starting to glow in his cheeks.
‘I’ve had exactly two hours’ sleep,’ he complained.
‘Shouldn’t have gone to Hexham then, should you?’
Fair enough, he probably shouldn’t have gone to Hexham. Lexy was right to be annoyed. It still didn’t explain why she was here.
‘You couldn’t have phoned?’ he said, wondering how much stick he was going to take down the station when everyone knew about his pyjamas.
‘I tried. Repeatedly.’
Darn it, he’d unplugged his phones. Turning his back, he found his mobile from where he’d left it on charge and switched it back on. Sure enough, several missed calls from Lexy.
The kettle boiled. Lexy pulled open a cupboard door at random and took out two mugs. Stepping to one side, she found his jar of Nescafé, tutted when she saw it was decaf, and plucked a spoon from the drawer.
‘Have you been here before?’ Garry asked.
‘My grandad lives in a place exactly like this,’ she said. ‘Old people are very predictable in their habits.’
Did she mean him? He wasn’t that much older than she was. Five years, six at a stretch.
‘My grandad did live here,’ he was surprised to find himself saying. ‘He left it to me when he died.’
Pulling a face that suggested she wasn’t surprised, she added milk to their coffees.
‘How did you know I went to Hexham?’ he asked, as she handed him his mug. She’d made it too strong, but he’d learned to pick his fights. She’d been right about the sugar though; he’d weaned himself off it a couple of years ago.
‘I’m a detective,’ she said. ‘You realise you could have messed up the investigation completely? Another one?’
That wasn’t fair. A destroyed memorial teddy was hardly going to compromise the Tricks op.
‘Does that mean there is one?’ he asked. ‘Have you launched a missing persons?’
Lexy was still clearly annoyed. ‘No. Michael Anderson called the boss first thing. Wants to hold off making it official for now while he talks to Olive’s friends and family. Looks like he spent the night wrestling with the conflicting demands of his love for his wife and his need to protect his career and reputation and decided the wife could look after herself. On the other hand, she hasn’t arrived at the hospital in Newcastle, even though she was due an hour ago and they’ve heard nothing from her. I don’t know about you, Garry, but I’m not happy about that.’ She pulled a bar stool out from beneath the counter where Garry ate breakfast and said, ‘So, what did you learn in Hexham?’
Garry found the picture on his phone of Olive and a possible companion in reception.
‘Whatever’s going on, I’m not convinced she’s having an affair,’ he began. ‘I got chatting to a woman who lives in a flat directly opposite the hotel. Bit of a curtain-twitcher. She saw Olive Anderson at the window of room seven at around seven thirty, then a few minutes later crossing the courtyard to go to dinner.’
‘Alone?’
‘Yep. Then, not five minutes after that, she saw a light come on in room seven again. A dim light, a torch or bedside light, but she could see someone moving around inside. And Olive had left the curtains partly open. Whoever it was stayed there another five minutes, closed the curtains properly, and then the lights went out again.’
‘Could have been Olive herself,’ Lexy said. ‘She forgot something.’
‘No, because she didn’t see Olive return to her room. She did, though, see someone leave the annexe and head towards the dining room.’
‘Male or female?’
‘She wasn’t sure. Someone tall in trousers, so could be either.’
Lexy said nothing but held her hand out for Garry’s phone again. She found the picture of Olive checking out and her eyes narrowed.
‘We know the two of them didn’t arrive in Hexham together, but if they’d arranged to meet at the hotel, why would Olive go down to dinner alone?’ Garry asked. ‘And how did this person get into her room?’
‘She could have left it unlocked.’ Lexy thought for a moment. ‘And she went ahead to the dining room to make sure they had a table.’
Garry opened his mouth to say it was possible, he supposed, but his mobile began to ring.
‘It’s Alan,’ he said. ‘The night security guard at the hotel. He said he’d get back to me if anything came up.’
Lexy gave a sharp intake of breath, then, ‘Put him on speaker,’ she said.
‘That you, Gazza?’ The man sounded as though he were yelling down the phone. ‘So, like, I was having a chat with one of the cleaners before I clocked off. Michele, from Corbridge way, worked here since the glue factory closed in ’95.’
Lexy’s eyebrows rose again.
‘Any road, she were here about ten days ago and she took a call. There were no one behind reception, like, the girl had gone to the loo or something, and Michele answered the phone. It were Mr Anderson’s secretary, phoning about his wife’s reservation.’
Lexy climbed down from her stool and leaned closer to the phone.
‘Alan, this is Detective Sergeant Lexy Thomas. You and I spoke last night. I’m here with Gazza getting a debrief. Did Michele recall what the secretary said?’
‘Aye, because it were unusual, like. She said her boss would particularly like Mrs Anderson to be given room seven, because they’d stayed in it before, and it had nice memories for them, and that he was going to join his wife as a surprise. And that he was planning to have flowers delivered to the room too, because it was an anniversary. She said there’d be a nice tip in it for Michele if she could make the arrangements. Well, Michele spoke to reception and they agreed to put Mrs Anderson in room seven and share the tip and now they’re both a bit annoyed, like, because no tip’s been left.’
Lexy looked up at Garry; she really did have very blue eyes.
‘Alan, this is very helpful, thank you,’ she said into the phone. ‘We’ll take it from here.’ She hung up, then looked at Garry again. ‘I was wrong,’ she said.
‘How exactly?’
‘You were right to go to Hexham. What are you up to the rest of the morning?’
‘I was planning to sleep,’ he said.
Her face twisted, with what could have been an apology, but he wouldn’t put money on it. ‘Well, I’m planning to go and see what Mr Anderson says about this latest development.’ She looked at him, expectantly.
He said, ‘I thought you’d been stood down.’
‘No, I’ve been asked to keep a watching brief while events unfold. I doubt my car will make it to Guisborough. I barely got here without tail-ending a taxi.’
She wanted him to drive her.
‘Nice-looking Subaru in the driveway,’ she said. ‘Bet that’s handy in the snow.’
He made her wait for a second, then, ‘It does all right.’
Her hand raised in a fist, as though she were about to punch him on the arm, then thought better of it. ‘Oh, come on, Gazza,’ she said. ‘You know you want to come with me. You can fill me in on the way with everything else you learned on your moonlight.’
Of course, he wanted to go with her; he just didn’t like being bounced in it.
‘Call me Gazza again and I’ll abandon you on the North York Moors,’ he said. ‘I’ll get my coat.’
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Olive opened her eyes again. Snow still covered the car’s windscreen, but the light behind it was different. While she’d been unconscious, dawn had broken. Somewhere close by, water was dripping in a rhythmical, almost musical, sound of melting snow. Knowing she’d made it through the night gave her a tiny burst of hope. She’d be missed. People would be looking for her.
The fragile bubble burst with the sinking feeling that no one would have the first clue which direction she and her abductor had driven in or how far they’d travelled. Their tracks could have been covered already by fresh snowfall. Worse, they’d crashed among trees. She remembered tall, dark columns against the white landscape as the car had plunged over the embankment. A tree canopy would shield the car from view. Her car, a pale silver, might be invisible from the air.
She tried to find some sense of urgency, something that would force her into action, however painful. And couldn’t. She was too tired.
Darkness claimed her again.
The car following Olive home was the last straw. She would tell Michael, together they’d talk to the police, and if a search of her social media accounts threw up anything he’d find difficult to deal with, well that was tough.
Knowing it would be an easier conversation to have away from home, she’d waited until parliament resumed after the summer, had even taken time off work to travel to London and stay overnight in the flat he used during the week. Her train had been delayed, though, and it had been coming up for seven in the evening before she arrived at the small flat, a short Tube ride from Westminster.
Music was playing as she let herself in and she could smell food.
‘Hey, babe,’ Michael called. ‘We’re in here.’
The flat had just one reception room, from the window of which the slick, black gleam of the river could be seen in the distance. The lights were low, Adele singing softly, and the table under the window laid for three. Olive had barely time to recognise the woman striding towards her before she was grasped by a stocky, muscular body that smelled of the ocean.
‘Carla, what are you doing here?’
Carla, a sergeant in Michael’s old regiment, who’d served with them in Afghanistan, was wearing her usual skintight jeans, high-heeled boots and a silk shirt. Her chestnut-brown hair had grown longer since Olive had last seen her and was loose around her shoulders. Her skin, normally weather-beaten – Carla ran extreme marathons – was unusually pink, but the heating in the flat had been cranked higher than felt necessary. It wasn’t exactly cold outside.
Carla wasn’t unattractive, but her features were heavy, her mouth a little too wide, her jaw square. In the time they’d been together, Olive couldn’t remember Michael ever mentioning her before.
The hug lasted longer than felt entirely comfortable – Carla and Olive had never been close – the other woman only stepping back and releasing Olive when Michael made a point of clearing his throat. ‘You look amazing,’ Carla said, gazing appreciatively at Olive. ‘Doesn’t she, Michael?’
‘Always,’ he agreed.
Only then did Olive’s husband get up from his armchair by the fire to greet her. He’d been watching the two women as though they were doing something curious, something he’d never seen before, but then, almost as though he’d forgotten Carla was in the room, he walked right up to Olive, lifted her chin and kissed her.
The kiss, like Carla’s embrace, went on for far too long, and besides, Olive could practically hear Carla breathing, she was standing so close to them. She pulled back, feeling Michael resist for a second before letting her go.
They’d eaten, a perfectly decent curry that Michael had made – Olive hadn’t even known he could cook – and she’d tried not to be annoyed that her plans to have a proper heart-to-heart had been sabotaged; nor could she help the suspicion it had been deliberate. The wine had helped, and her glass seemed to be filled with increasing regularity, by Carla as often as Michael, as though the two of them were the hosts and she, Olive, the guest. When the second bottle had emptied, it was Carla who’d got up to find another.
Olive drank, and then drank some more, and forgot her annoyance. Carla was surprisingly good company: funny, verging on outrageous at times. As they finished the cheese, she unfastened two buttons of her silk blouse, revealing the edging of a red lace bra.
‘Woah!’ Carla used a napkin to fan her face. ‘I’m sweltering. So there we are, up by the perimeter fence, it’s black as the ace of spades, one of those really dark Afghan nights when there’s no moon, no stars, nothing, so we thought we were pretty safe, and the captain is going down on me, and I’m just at the point of no return, and I might be getting a bit noisy, but, fuck me, there’s no one within a hundred yards to hear us, and then we’re both lit up like a fucking Christmas tree. Suddenly, bright as day.’
Olive glanced at Michael to find him looking at her rather than Carla. His eyes had a glazed look, almost as though he’d taken something more than alcohol, but that was impossible; Michael didn’t do drugs.
‘There’s an Apache directly above us, on its way back from a surveillance mission. They thought we were a couple of hostiles trying to sneak into the base.’ Carla was in full flow now. ‘So, they had the searchlight trained on us and half a squad of blokes on board who thought their birthdays had come early.’
‘I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.’ It wasn’t the first outlandish sex story Carla had told that evening and Olive was getting a bit sceptical. Carla, she suspected, had quite the imagination. She also thought most of the stories had been directed at her, rather than Michael, as though trying to get a rise out of her. ‘Apache helicopters aren’t exactly quiet.’
Carla gave her a long, sly look. ‘What can I say? Neither am I.’
‘What happened to the captain?’ Michael asked. ‘Found himself in the shit, I imagine.’
‘She,’ Carla emphasised the pronoun, ‘was sent home following disciplinary action. I had my knuckles rapped and became one of the most popular women on the base. Never had so much sex in my life.’ Finally, she took her eyes away from Olive, but now she was directing that same challenging, provocative stare at Michael. ‘Men do love the idea of a bit of girl-on-girl action.’
‘Is that right?’ Michael answered, his eyes locked on Carla’s, and Olive had a sense of being on the verge of something that could quickly spiral out of control.
And then the telltale spinning of the room began. She’d lost count of how much wine she’d had. A whole bottle, maybe more? She needed some water. And wasn’t it time Carla went home?
Olive stood, not really sure why: to turn down the heating, open a window, find Carla’s coat? Oh right, water. She stumbled and slid back down into her chair; a giggle escaped before she could stop it.
‘Do you have a preference?’ Michael asked Carla.
‘I do.’ Carla turned back to face Olive and leaned across the table. Olive could smell her perfume, and her sweat. The flat really was very hot. Michael’s eyes were flicking between the two women. ‘I prefer both at once,’ Carla finished.
‘I think we all need some coffee.’ Olive tried to get up; at least, she tried to try. Maybe she only thought about getting up.
Then a hand crept onto Olive’s knee and she felt a surge of annoyance at Michael; he should be backing her up, recognising her discomfort and gently steering their guest towards the door. Not touching up his wife. And then she spotted both his hands on the table, cupping his wine glass, and the thigh being gently stroked was her left, closer to Carla than to her husband.
‘What do you think, Olive?’ The hand crept higher. ‘Shall we try a kiss? See what you think?’ And then she was moving, gliding up out of her seat, leaning over Olive. ‘You really are quite beautiful,’ she murmured, as she bent her head.
‘Mike?’ Leaning back, away from the other woman, Olive waited for her husband to say this had gone far enough.
He didn’t. He shifted on his chair, as though uncomfortable, as though he had an erection. There was no help coming from him.
‘No.’ Olive pushed herself up. ‘This is inappropriate. It’s time for you to go, Carla. I’m calling you a cab.’
Without waiting for a response, Olive found her phone. She had the number of several London taxi firms saved and the first she tried promised to have a car round in ten minutes. Several MPs had flats in the block and the local firms were always punctual.
Ignoring the other two, she began clearing away, loading the dishwasher, carrying uneaten food to the fridge. She made her movements harsher, more deliberate, noisier than they needed to be, partly to disguise the fact that she was still a little drunk, but also so they wouldn’t see her hands shaking. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Carla exchanging glances with Michael, even having a whispered conversation. When the doorbell rang, she forced herself to say goodbye politely, but refused to go anywhere near the woman.
As the door closed behind their guest, Michael yawned. ‘Bed, I think,’ he announced. ‘Don’t be long, babe. You and Carla have rather got me worked up with your antics.’
Olive heard the sound of water running in the bathroom, the lavatory being flushed. She heard the beeping sounds as he set an alarm for the morning, then the bed springs settling. She stayed where she was, in a room that seemed to have lost all its heat, feeling weak and exhausted but wide awake at the same time.
She also really wanted sex right now, just not with Michael, damn it.
When she knew it was either sleep on the couch or go to bed, she went into the next room. A lamp was shining softly on her side of the bed and Michael was still awake, propped up against the pillow. She ignored him. He watched her undress.
Olive found a T-shirt and kept her knickers on, lying down on the very edge of the bed, her back to her husband, as far from him as she could get. She switched out the light, hoping he’d get the hint; at the same time, hoping he wouldn’t.
She heard the sheets rustle, felt the mattress move beneath her, then Michael’s hand on her shoulder pulled her to face him as he leaned over her in the darkness. She stiffened beneath him, even as sparks were flying in her stomach.
He slipped his hand into her pants. She squirmed away, not wanting him to know how wet she was, but his finger found her and she felt the soft tickle of a deep sigh in her ear. She closed her eyes. The darkness would help, it always did.
‘Ever wondered what it would be like with a woman?’ he asked as his finger moved inside her.
Olive’s eyes opened. The London flat was never fully dark and she could see her husband’s eyes gleaming, inches above hers. His finger stopped moving.
‘Well, have you?’ he repeated.
She moved her hand down to find his and pressed it into her groin, pushing rhythmically. He pulled back, forcing her to answer him.
‘I suppose,’ she said. ‘Most women do at some point. When they’re young, usually, not that sure about their sexuality.’
As though to reward her honesty, his finger began moving again. Another joined it, widening her folds, slipping inside her. Olive opened her thighs.
‘Ever wanted to try?’ he asked, shifting his weight so that he was directly above her.
‘Not with Carla,’ she said. ‘What was that all about?’
‘Nothing.’ He bent his head to kiss her neck. ‘Just messing about.’
Olive stiffened. ‘It didn’t feel like nothing. It felt like a test.’
He sighed, as though she was the one being unreasonable. ‘Don’t make a big deal out of it. You’re enough for me, you know that, right?’
Olive murmured her assent and he carried on kissing her, his head moving lower as he slid down the bed. She opened her legs wide to allow him in and closed her eyes again.
So, it had begun.
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‘No, absolutely not. I didn’t have anyone make calls to the hotel in Hexham and I never had any intention of joining Olive there. When did you say it was supposed to have happened?’
Not long back from his morning surgery, Anderson had horses to see to, and had asked if Garry could talk to him while he gave them their lunchtime feed. They’d set off towards a quadrangle of stables a short distance from the house.
‘We don’t have an exact day and time yet, sir,’ Garry replied. ‘We need to speak to the people at the hotel again.’
The wind was bitter, blowing snow into their faces, and even at midday, the sun couldn’t penetrate the cloud cover. It was an exposed spot, where wind had blown snow across vast acres of open moorland. Drystone walls, even hedges and short, stubby trees, had all but vanished in places; in others, the dead vegetation stood upright like the pelt of an old animal. Dull brown sheep left filthy trails behind them.
It had been Lexy’s idea to split up. ‘I’ll take the mother-in-law,’ she’d said. ‘I’ve a feeling she might talk if Anderson isn’t in earshot. You speak to him.’
‘You don’t think you should do that?’ Garry had been struck by an attack of nerves. ‘You’re the detective, not to mention the sergeant.’
‘You’ve had detective training. And been freelancing already today. I think you can cope.’
Garry hadn’t argued further, had even been touched by her confidence and by learning she’d been asking about him. Then he’d realised the make-up and smarter clothes might be for Anderson’s benefit and felt himself deflating like a three-day-old party balloon. And, if she knew he’d been through detective training, she also knew he’d failed his exams. Twice.
Anderson stopped by the open door of a storeroom, stepped inside and handed a bucket containing small brown pellets out to Garry. Two more followed and then, carrying three buckets himself, Anderson led the way across the quad.
‘As soon as you’ve got details of that phone call, let me know,’ he said. ‘Chances are, I can prove it wasn’t from my people.’
Anderson might have had even less sleep than Garry. Deep shadows lined his eyes. He’d shaved, making an effort for his constituents at that morning’s surgery, but his breath, when the two men got close, smelled of stale booze and stomach acid.
‘Have you ever been to the hotel in question?’ Garry asked, as Anderson opened a stable door, used his shoulder to push the waiting horse out of the way and released one of the buckets. He came out with an empty bucket.
‘Kicks his water over several times a day,’ he said, as he filled it at a nearby tap. ‘Stroppy bugger. And no, I haven’t. Neither had Olive before last night, as far as I’m aware.’
‘DS Thomas tells me you were planning to talk to Mrs Anderson’s friends and family this morning,’ Garry said. ‘Any luck?’
Anderson shook his head. ‘I spoke to the three women she sees most often,’ he said. ‘All oncology nurses at Middlesbrough. And a couple more from her gym. None of them have heard from her.’
‘Were they surprised?’
Anderson gave him a sharp look. ‘How do you mean?’
‘You call out of the blue, telling them your wife’s gone missing. They would have been alarmed, surely?’
‘I played it down as much as I could.’
‘How?’
‘What?’
‘How do you play something like that down? I mean, I can’t think of any way of saying, I don’t know where my wife is, that wouldn’t set alarm bells ringing.’
‘You’re a traffic constable, is that right?’ Anderson said. ‘Here as DS Thomas’s driver? You’ll forgive me if I say I’d prefer to be interrogated by a detective.’
‘I did the training,’ Garry muttered, as Anderson set off along the row of stables, leaving him behind. For several seconds, he was tempted to throw in the towel. Anderson was right, this wasn’t his job, and there was a reason he’d twice failed his exams.
And then he pictured Lexy’s face if he did.
‘Big place you’ve got here,’ Garry said, as he caught up. ‘Must take some looking after.’
Anderson glared round for a second before showing the politician’s ability to turn on the charm. ‘Tell me about it,’ he said. ‘But it’s Gwen’s place, not mine. The Warners have farmed here for two centuries. We’ve three hundred head of cattle and five hundred of sheep, plus the arable land. Half these horses aren’t ours, though, they’re paid liveries. And Gwen runs the farm shop. Anything to make the land pay.’
Another stable, another bucket dropped off. Across the quad, Garry spotted a girl in her teens leading a blanket-covered brown horse towards an empty box. Then Anderson led him into another outbuilding, this time a hay store. It felt warmer in here, probably the insulating effect of so many bales of hay and straw stacked around the walls; an open loft, accessed by a ladder and covering nearly half the internal space, held more neatly stacked bales. As a boy, Garry had had an odd fantasy about sleeping in a hayloft. As he looked upwards, a beam of sunlight made a patch of hay gleam like gold.
‘This is still a farming community,’ Anderson was saying. ‘Living here gives me credibility with a lot of constituents, especially the ones who used to vote for the Conservatives.’
‘How does Mrs Anderson like it?’ Garry followed the other man outside, to see that the brief flash of sunlight had vanished without trace. ‘The second Mrs Anderson, I mean.’
Anderson gave him a sharp look.
‘Eloise and I – that’s my first wife – didn’t live here. We had our own place in the village. The girls and I moved in after Eloise died. I had to be away most of the week, and it seemed the best way to give the girls some stability.’
Garry reminded himself that politicians were experts in neatly avoiding questions they didn’t like. He waited, knowing silence sometimes worked better than insistence.
Anderson sighed. ‘When Olive and I got married, there was no question of her giving up work and the girls didn’t want to leave. She and I agreed it was best for her to move in here.’
Garry said nothing.
‘Maybe I should have insisted we have our own place,’ Anderson went on. ‘But the girls were pressuring me, Gwen didn’t want us to move out and Olive seemed OK with it. I opted for the easy life. Maybe I’m paying the price now.’
He stopped at the last loose box and let the remaining bucket clang to the ground. The waiting horse bent to nuzzle the side of Anderson’s head. He gave another heavy sigh and raised his hand in an absent-minded pat of the horse’s neck. Tears filled his eyes.
Push him, Lexy had said in the car. The bloke’s relationship with his wife is key to this.
Yet another reason why Garry had failed to make the grade: he wasn’t ruthless enough.
‘I was at school with Olive,’ he surprised himself by saying. ‘Nice girl. I liked her a lot.’
Anderson looked at him with renewed interest. ‘Everyone likes Olive,’ he said. ‘She has a charm about her. Simply walking into a room, she lifts your spirits somehow.’
Yes, that was how it had been. A smile, a snatched hello – because apart from that incident by the West Gate of school, they’d never said much more to each other than that – and his day had been made.
‘Do you think she was happy here?’ Garry turned a half-circle, gesturing out to the stable buildings, the barns and sheds, the acres of land. ‘It’s a lot to deal with if you’re not from this sort of background. And living with the mother of your late wife? I’m sure she’s a very nice lady, and your daughters are lovely girls, but Olive wasn’t their mother. Or Mrs Warner’s daughter.’
‘You think I don’t know that?’ Anderson looked angry now. ‘You think we didn’t talk about it? I’m not a fool. But Olive had a busy job, she was out ten, twelve hours a day. When I was home, I made sure we had time together, quality time. She knew how much she meant to me. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the best compromise.’
Anderson was angry with himself, Garry realised, not with the unassuming copper who’d come to question him.
‘Come on,’ Anderson said, as he set off again. ‘It’s freezing. Let’s get some coffee on.’
The back door of the farmhouse was barely a hundred metres away. Through a window, Garry could see two heads of blonde hair.
Push, Lexy had said, you’re not trying to make this guy your mate.
Garry said, ‘Do you mind me asking how the two of you met?’
‘She nursed my late wife,’ Anderson replied. ‘Eloise died in Middlesbrough General. Olive was amazing. I think I fell in love with her the night my wife died, and I know how strange that sounds.’
It didn’t sound strange at all to Garry that someone should fall in love with Olive.
Abruptly, Anderson stopped walking. ‘We’ve only been married six months,’ he said.
Push him, Lexy had insisted. Damn it.
‘And are you happy? Sorry to ask.’
Anderson turned so quickly, Garry felt a stab of fear.
‘I was,’ he said. ‘Happier than I’ve ever been.’
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Olive felt for her seat-belt fastener and a spasm of pain shot through her chest. Blanking it out as best she could, breathing through it when she couldn’t, she tried again and this time made it. She heard it unclip, then the rustle of the webbing as it reeled itself in. She reached out towards the headrest of the driver’s seat. With a solid grip on that, she could pull herself upright.
Now.
Bracing both feet in the footwell, she pulled herself away from the passenger door, even as her lungs felt like something was ripping them from the inside. The metal of the car groaned as though it might fall apart and the vehicle gave a sickening lurch. Olive’s head banged against the dashboard. The world went dark.
Olive’s head jerked up. She couldn’t have fallen asleep, not standing up, her forehead pressed against the cold bathroom tiles, but for a moment there, she’d actually gone somewhere else in a sort of weird, half faint. Her forehead hurt, as though she’d banged it. Turning, she caught a glimpse in the mirror; her face was ashen, her eyes reddened. Around her, the bathroom was silent. The sound of the cistern had subsided.
She crossed the huge, ridiculously luxurious room – clawfoot bath, shower big enough for a party, the place even had a padded chaise longue for God’s sake – and opened the door to the bedroom: another enormous space with a king-sized four-poster on a raised platform. She hadn’t known places like this existed outside the movies. It was all ridiculously expensive, but, as Michael had argued, it was only for four days.
A four-day honeymoon. He’d been so apologetic, explaining how leaving the girls for any longer felt the wrong thing to do; they were building a family now, not spinning a cocoon around themselves to the exclusion of all else. He’d been pathetically grateful when she’d agreed without question.
Michael was on the stone balcony that overlooked the hotel’s terrace and surrounding parkland. He watched her step out through the French windows to join him.
‘OK?’ His face was a picture of concern.
‘Fine. Sorry about that.’
The second she sat beside him, he reached out and took her hand, giving it a little tug so that she was forced to make eye contact.
‘Olive, are you––’
How many times could she tell him she was fine? ‘Am I what?’ It came out sharper than she’d intended.
He looked to be plucking up courage before, ‘Are you pregnant?’
‘God, no.’ It came out without thinking. ‘No,’ she said, more slowly. ‘I’m not pregnant. I told you, one of those prawns wasn’t fresh.’
‘And of all those plates they had to put it on the bride’s.’
There had been nothing wrong with the prawns. The prawns, like everything else at the wedding, had been perfect. But throwing up four times in thirty-six hours would have anyone asking questions.
Michael sighed. ‘I can’t bear to think of you not …’ He left the thought hanging.
‘Not perfect?’ she asked.
‘Not perfectly happy,’ he corrected. ‘Not happy the way I am.’
Her new husband got up and leaned over her chair. Olive closed her eyes. The kiss went on for a long time, predictably going from tender to passionate. Olive found herself wishing she hadn’t cleaned her teeth, hadn’t repeatedly doused with mouthwash, because if Michael had tasted the vomit in her mouth, he might finally have some idea of what she was going through.
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The kitchen wasn’t a large room, certainly by the standards of some of the huge modern family kitchens Garry had been in, but it was spacious enough, with plenty of light; and warm, thanks to a shiny green Aga against one wall. The cupboards were wood, painted a colour somewhere between milk and cream, and the ceiling beams low enough for him to feel an urge to stoop. A brick-lined fireplace faced the Aga; a saddle sat over one stool.
On the wall immediately behind the door was a large cork noticeboard. Garry took a seat at the table, close enough to see what the Andersons had pinned to it. Recipes, concert tickets, a train ticket linked to a senior citizen’s railcard, a thin, stapled-together stack of A4 paper with the logo of Middlesbrough hospital along its top edge. Most of the space was taken up by a month-by-month calendar with family movements scribbled in most of the squares.
‘You should,’ Lexy said, when Gwen asked if Garry would like coffee. ‘You need to know what real coffee tastes like.’
Garry smiled and thanked Gwen. The coffee she poured was rich and strong and he could almost feel his heartbeat picking up in response.
‘I must get to the shop,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll leave the three of you to talk.’
As Gwen left the room, Lexy said, ‘I’m new in the area, but I believe you’ve made a bit of a stand with regard to a local organised crime gang, sir.’
Anderson’s eyes narrowed. ‘The Tricks family? They’re one of the biggest problems we face in the area. Half the youngsters in prison or on drugs are as a result of the Tricks family’s drug-smuggling activities. We’ve had young Eastern European people, men and women, working as slaves in Middlesbrough thanks to them. And that’s before you get started on the whole vigilante business. So, yes, I’ve spoken out against organised crime. You could say, it’s my thing.’
Garry felt something brushing against his leg; he bent, to see a young black spaniel gazing up at him curiously.
‘On the other hand, I’m not sure I’ve achieved much. My late wife, Eloise, was involved in a money-laundering prosecution that could have seen several of them go down. The trial collapsed when vital evidence mysteriously vanished.’
Garry said, ‘The late Mrs Anderson was a criminal barrister, is that right, sir?’
Anderson nodded. ‘She kept her maiden name, though. Eloise Warner.’
Lexy said, ‘Have you received any threats that you could, perhaps, link to them?’
Anderson’s body tensed. ‘You think this is something to do with the Tricks gang?’
‘We’ve no reason to think that at this stage,’ Lexy replied quickly. ‘But we do have to consider all possibilities.’
Anderson got to his feet. ‘If it was the Tricks family, I’d have heard something, wouldn’t I? A ransom demand, some idea of what they wanted?’
He walked to the window and stood looking out, towards the outbuildings he and Garry had recently been in and out of: the stables, tack room, hayloft.
‘We’ve no reason to believe the Tricks family are involved,’ Lexy repeated.
‘The footage we’ve got of Mrs Anderson leaving the hotel doesn’t appear to be an abduction,’ Garry added, remembering all the while that Olive had looked far from happy.
Without Anderson’s eyes on him, he leaned closer to the cork board and glanced over it. There was no reference to Olive that he could see on the calendar, but the A4 stack was a printout of her hospital schedule.
‘But we are concerned that she didn’t show up at work this morning,’ Lexy said. ‘From what I understand, that isn’t like your wife at all.’
Still, Anderson stared out of the window. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It isn’t.’
‘How long before you make this public?’ Anderson asked as he led them back towards the front door. ‘I need to brief my constituency office, and my team in London. I should probably call the leader of the opposition’s office as well.’
To one side of the door stood a slender hall table, its surface barely visible beneath rows of silver-framed photographs. From visiting houses such as this one, Garry had learned that posh people kept family photographs on tables; if they were rich enough, on grand pianos. Never, like in his own parents’ house, on the walls.
‘I need to prepare the girls too,’ Anderson went on. ‘They’re used to media attention, but nothing like what this will unleash.’
Several of the pictures featured a sailing boat, sometimes with white sails, other times a huge green and purple sail at the front. In most of them, Anderson was at the helm, the women of the family gathered around him in the cockpit, checking ropes, looking up at the sails. There were family wedding photographs too, even one in which Olive stood front and centre in an ivory lace dress. Her bouquet was simple, but expensive, if those were gardenias he could see.
‘There’s no hard and fast rule,’ Lexy replied. ‘It all depends on the circumstances, the wishes of the relatives, the vulnerability of the person involved. I’d say by Monday morning at the latest, if we haven’t heard from Mrs Anderson, the chief will issue a formal missing persons enquiry. Sooner, if circumstances change.’
They paused on the threshold. ‘I don’t know what to do for the best,’ Anderson said. ‘If Olive has left me, a media circus won’t do any of us any good, least of all her. On the other hand, if the Tricks family are involved …’
He didn’t finish.
‘I’ll be in touch again the minute we know anything,’ Lexy assured him. ‘Garry, you ready?’
Garry dragged his gaze away from the photograph he’d spotted at the very back, obscured by several others. Taken in a hot, dry country, it featured a group of soldiers, all in heavy combat uniform. Michael Anderson stood in the middle of the group.
Garry moved swiftly away from the table. He and Lexy said their goodbyes, reiterated their promises to keep Anderson informed and climbed back into Garry’s car.
‘So, Olive Anderson does not get on with the women of her new husband’s family,’ Lexy said, as Garry drove away from the farmhouse. ‘The girls hate her because she replaced their mother, and because their dad’s nuts about her, and Gwen hates her because she’s a constant reminder of the daughter she lost.’
‘She said all that?’
‘It’s called reading between the lines. According to Gwen, it’s all Olive’s fault. Olive makes no effort with the girls, works late, spends her free time at the gym or out somewhere, monopolises Michael when he’s home. And she picks fights, tries to get Michael on her side. Someone’s been trolling her on Facebook. Gwen dismisses it as the usual stuff aimed at politicians and their families, but Olive was convinced it was the girls because there were a lot of unflattering comparisons between Olive and her predecessor. Gwen’s take is that any reasonable person could measure Olive up against Eloise and find Olive lacking.’
‘That’s a lot of reading between the lines.’
‘No, most of that she did tell me. She also told me that Olive is sneaky. More than once, Gwen caught her in the attic, although none of her own stuff was up there, and she spent a lot of time in Michael’s study, but only when he wasn’t in the house.’
‘What was she looking for?’ Garry asked.
‘Exactly what Gwen wanted to know. She also thinks Olive’s run away. She never really loved Michael, only married him because of his position, and has been unhappy from the beginning. She jumps at any excuse to be away, even booking hotel rooms when she’s an easy drive from home.’
‘Hexham,’ Garry said.
‘Exactly. She warned me she’ll be advising her son to play down the disappearance as it will be very bad for his public image. She was, not so subtly, trying to suggest I drop my enquiry for the next forty-eight hours.’
‘Sounds like she made her feelings very clear.’
‘Oh, she did. Not to be confused with being truthful. Or telling me the whole truth.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘There’s definitely something she’s not saying. A bit more pressure might drag it out of her.’
As long as she didn’t ask him to do it.
‘I believe him, though,’ Lexy added. ‘He’s gutted.’
Garry was disappointed, he realised, that Lexy, who he’d considered bright up until now – annoying, but bright – should have fallen for a handsome face.
‘He’s a liar,’ he replied.
When she turned his way, he noticed her lipstick had gone, probably left behind on one of the family’s coffee mugs. She said, ‘How do you mean?’
‘Anderson left the army seven years ago, right?’
‘If you say so.’
‘He did. I checked online last night. He told me he’d met Olive when she nursed his first wife in Middlesbrough General two years ago. Spun me a very touching yarn. Only it isn’t true. I’ve just seen a photograph taken during his army days. Afghanistan, I shouldn’t wonder. Olive was in the picture. He’s known her for years.’
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The bang on the head wasn’t serious. Olive didn’t lose consciousness for very long at all, maybe only a few seconds. She crouched in the footwell, waiting for the nausea caused by the fresh pain to subside. As her breathing became easier, pins and needles kicked in.
When she dared risk lifting her head, she saw that the angle of the car had changed again. Instead of the passenger door being the lowest point, in contact with the ground, it now looked as though the entire vehicle was balancing on the car’s front left bumper. That should not be possible; unless that corner of the car had rolled into a ditch.
The groaning of metal continued. Olive waited, holding her breath, for the car to shift again.
And then something new was happening, even as she watched. The snow that had collected overnight against the fractured passenger window was falling away. It crumbled at first, almost like sand trickling out of an hourglass, then gathered momentum as gravity kicked in and bigger and bigger lumps of compressed snow broke off. Fragments of window glass fell too.
After hours of being enclosed in a tiny white cell, she could see into the outside world again. Light flooded the car. Olive could see blood on her hands and on the window surround. Were she to look up and back – which she really didn’t want to do – she would see a corpse hanging above her.
What she could see, arguably, was even worse. It wasn’t snow-covered ground a few feet below the empty window frame, nor was it rocky ground or the cushioning of undergrowth. What she could see was a void.
A noise, unnaturally loud in the quiet, startled her and it was several seconds before she realised what was happening. The snow from the roof of the car and the windscreen was falling too. The new angle the car had found for itself was making everything shift. She watched more snow appear in the square left by the window and then fall far below her. The windscreen cleared, leaving a blurry smear of white across the glass and through it she could make out the thick black limbs of trees.
This was impossible. The car could not have landed in a tree.
Taking her nerve in hand, Olive reached out and pushed the last remnants of clinging snow and fractured glass away from the window. Finally, she could see clearly; finally, she understood.
The ground was some thirty feet below.
The car had rolled to the edge of a gully, formed thousands of years ago by one of the smaller rivers that fed the Tyne. A cluster of spindly trees, little more than hedgerow plantings, were all that were stopping her car from plummeting over the edge.



PART TWO
The suspicious death of Eloise Warner
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Thursday 6 December, two years previously
‘Olive? Are you OK?’
Startled, Olive dragged her eyes from the living skeleton in the hospital bed. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I was miles away.’
‘I’ll say.’ Stella sounded waspish, but she often did. ‘Do you need a hand?’
‘No, I’ve got this. Thanks, Stel.’
As Stella moved on to the next patient, a lady with dementia and stage-four liver cancer, drawing screens around the bed, Olive breathed a sigh of relief. Her heart was beating ridiculously fast, but that, at least, wouldn’t be visible on the outside.
The skeleton on the bed stirred; a frown flickered across her face before she relaxed once more into a heavily drugged sleep.
Eloise Warner.
The bed notes told Olive that the patient was a forty-two-year-old female in the end stages of terminal ovarian cancer, prescribed palliative care. The only reason she wasn’t in the adjacent hospice was a lack of available beds. She’d remain on the oncology ward, although there was nothing they could do other than keep her comfortable, until space became available.
Eloise. Such a lovely name. She’d been a lovely woman before cancer had sucked everything essentially human from her: tall and slender, with curly, strawberry-blonde hair and a perfect, heart-shaped face. A highly-thought-of criminal barrister, Eloise Warner was married to the local MP, with two daughters as good-looking as their parents. She’d had the perfect life. A short life, as it turned out.
Olive was still shaking. Eloise Warner. Utterly helpless. Entirely dependent now. Upon her.
What an extraordinary twist of fate.
‘Olive, are you done? I need a hand.’
Olive joined Stella at the next bed and, as gently as they could, because the old lady was in some discomfort, they pulled away the sodden pants and changed the damp sheet. She whimpered, pitifully, when the cold wipes touched her skin.
‘Shame.’ Stella jerked her head towards Eloise’s supine body. ‘Mind you, gorgeous husband.’ Even Stella had the grace to lower her voice. ‘Be on the market soon.’
Olive made a what the fuck face. Stella, a decent enough nurse, could be appallingly indiscreet. Stella shrugged, glancing down at the elderly woman before mouthing Away with the fairies at Olive.
‘Got a couple of kids too,’ Stella went on. ‘No one should have to die at Christmas. Especially not a young mum.’
Back at the nurses’ station, in the brief lull between the medicine round and lunch arriving, Olive relented. ‘I served with Michael Anderson,’ she told Stella. ‘In Afghanistan.’
She had a clear view of Eloise’s bed, directly under the window. The woman didn’t appear to have moved in over an hour.
Stella looked interested. ‘Oh, well, you’re in then. Head start on the rest of us.’
Stella had been married, happily as far as Olive knew, for over twenty years.
Olive said, ‘I doubt he’ll even remember me.’
She and Michael Anderson had rarely crossed paths out in Helmand and everything she knew about him back then had been by reputation.
Stella asked, ‘What was he like?’
Olive thought for a moment. ‘Good officer. Well thought of. Led from the front, but never reckless. Had a good instinct for what was happening on the ground.’
‘Faithful to his wife?’ Stella had an unseemly shine in her eyes.
‘Far as I know. There weren’t many women on the base, and those few weren’t in his league.’
‘I expect he’ll be in later. If you want to, you know, touch up your lipstick.’
‘You’re a disgrace to the profession.’
‘Hey, I’m only thinking of you. It’s been – what – six months since Mark?’
‘Nine,’ Olive corrected.
She’d kept the story simple when she’d arrived on the oncology ward. She and her long-term boyfriend, Mark, had recently split. It had been a tough break, and if after-work socialising didn’t really work for her right now, well, that was why. She’d discouraged questions, kept herself to herself and her colleagues at arm’s length. For the most part, it had worked. People had accepted that Olive was something of a loner and that was exactly what she wanted. Above all, she didn’t want anyone getting too interested in her former boyfriend.
Because Mark was entirely fictitious.
Towards the end of the afternoon, Eloise’s family arrived, her two daughters first. Both looked tall for their ages, which, thanks to an internet search during her break, Olive knew to be ten and twelve, and both had perfect skin and curly fair hair. The younger was perhaps a little more like their mother, the older favouring their father. Both wore the uniform of a local private school.
‘I’ll get you some more chairs.’ Olive made herself smile at the two girls. Visiting their sick mother over the coming weeks would take a lot out of Eloise’s daughters, especially if she stayed on the ward for any amount of time. Eloise needed to be in the hospice, where she’d have her own room and where the family could grieve privately. The hospice had a family lounge in which visitors could make hot drinks and simple meals, watch TV or read for a while and rest. Few people understood, until they went through it themselves, how exhausting it could be to attend upon the dying.
‘Your mum’s been asleep most of the afternoon,’ she told the girls when she returned, at the same time bracing for the sort of questions that came so often from children. When can Mummy come home? Is she getting any better? None came. These two knew their mother was dying.
‘Sorry about that,’ said a voice Olive knew and she turned to see a tall man in an impeccably cut suit slipping a mobile phone into his jacket pocket. ‘How is she?’
Michael Anderson was several years older than when Olive had last seen him, but, if anything, had got better looking. Longer hair suited him and he made the most of it, slicking it back from his forehead to flop around one ear. He had a touch of grey at his temples and flecks of red in his close-trimmed beard. She remembered the once-broken nose, but not the soft grey eyes.
As Olive stepped out of the way, the younger girl took hold of her mother’s hand. ‘Mum, it’s Jess. We’ve come to see you. Are you awake, Mum?’
Anderson was looking at Olive, not his wife. ‘We know each other, don’t we?’
Nothing to be gained by denying it.
‘Olive Charles.’ She gave him a half-smile, enough to show sympathy, not so much as to appear insensitive. It was easier with him, she found, than with the girls. ‘Afghanistan,’ she went on. ‘Camp Viking. I’m very sorry about your wife’s illness.’
As Anderson held her gaze, Olive saw Stella drawing closer. And the nurses’ station had suddenly got a whole lot busier.
‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘When did you leave the army?’
‘Dad, Mum’s trying to talk to you.’
Sure enough, Eloise’s eyes were open and one emaciated, yellow-skinned hand was reaching up towards her husband. Turning his attention to his wife, Anderson took her hand and smiled.
‘Let me know if you need anything.’ Olive walked back to the nurses’ station, taking in an arch stare from Stella as she did so.
The family’s visit lasted a little under thirty minutes and during that time, Olive saw Michael Anderson’s eyes flick her way more than once.
‘Oh, I’d say he remembers you,’ Stella muttered in her ear.
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‘You think Anderson is lying when he says he didn’t have his secretary phone the hotel?’ Lexy asked, as they reached the outskirts of town.
While Garry had spent much of the journey from Guisborough checking weather reports and racking his brain in futile attempts to figure out where Olive might be, Lexy had been on the phone, checking in with the station, and asking the hotel to compile a list of previous occupants of room seven. The crime scene investigators – CSIs – would be there that afternoon, she’d told Garry in between calls. Annoyingly, both the waiter who’d served the couple in the restaurant, and the receptionist who’d checked them out, weren’t due back on duty until Tuesday of the following week. A couple themselves, they’d gone away for the weekend and so far the hotel hadn’t been able to contact them. They’d learned nothing further about Olive’s companion.
The companion was key to it, he knew. Find the companion and they found Olive. Meanwhile, Lexy had asked him a question: Did he think Anderson was lying?
‘I wouldn’t rule it out,’ Garry said. There was something about Anderson that didn’t add up.
‘But why ten days before her stay? And why that elaborate charade about sending flowers? Why would he need her to be in a particular room?’
Questions he couldn’t answer. ‘Anderson got cagey when I asked him about his conversations with Olive’s friends,’ he said instead. ‘I didn’t even get onto her family. How do we know what they’re saying to him? You should call them yourself.’
She nodded. ‘I will. Wait, pull over! Emergency.’
Garry’s reactions behind the wheel were lightning fast. In less than a second, he’d checked his mirrors, indicated, and braked to a halt. A spray of dirty snow fountained up and covered a cockapoo that had been stepping gingerly through the slush on the pavement. He held up a hand in silent apology to its owner.
‘Won’t be a sec.’ Lexy opened the passenger door and jumped out.
‘What’s going on?’ The street looked entirely normal: shoppers treading carefully, shops with their garish Christmas lights, a festive jingle playing somewhere close by. Mystified, he watched Lexy cross the pavement and disappear inside a Domino’s.
‘Well, I have to come in,’ she argued, fifteen minutes later, when he pulled up on his drive. ‘You wouldn’t let me eat in the car and it’ll be cold by the time I drive to my place. Come on, Garry, I’m starving. I got a large one.’
He was starving too. The bacon bap on the road to Hexham felt like a long time ago.
Sighing, he climbed out and opened the front door. Lexy followed him in, and for the next five minutes they didn’t talk. She ate like she did everything else, at full speed. The box was barely open before she dived in, grabbing a slice and cramming half of it into her mouth. Garry found plates, knives and forks and tore off two squares of kitchen roll to act as napkins. He filled two glasses of water from the tap and, finally, joined her.
Lexy used the plate but ate with her fingers. Hating messy eaters, Garry braced himself for the usual feelings of revulsion. Still waiting, he helped himself to a slice. The pizza was sweet, greasy, slightly sickly, and every bit as delicious as she’d promised.
‘Are you expected back at work?’ he asked, when he thought he had a chance of getting an answer. Lexy had wolfed down two slices and was pouring water down her throat.
‘Yep.’ She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. ‘But I’ve a feeling I’m going to be diverted onto another job. So, I need a favour.’
‘Another one?’
As a knock sounded on the front door, Lexy pulled a quizzical face. ‘Your next-door neighbour’s very anxious to have her path cleared,’ she said. ‘We had quite a chat while we were waiting for you to get out of bed.’
If only, thought Garry. If only it was Mrs Tyler on the front step. Wondering briefly what the chances were of smuggling Lexy out the back, he went to answer the door.
‘Hi, Mum.’ He bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. ‘You shouldn’t have come out in this snow. I could have brought everything round this evening.’
‘I had a few errands.’ His mum brushed past him towards the kitchen. ‘I wanted to get them done before it starts again. Hello, who’s this?’
‘I’m Lexy.’ The sergeant grinned. ‘Garry and I are working a case together. Would you like some pizza?’
‘And will you be on duty over Christmas, love?’ Janet Mizon was saying, when Garry came back into the kitchen from his brief trip out back. ‘Or will you get home to see your folks?’
His mum had declined pizza, but that sounded like the kettle coming to the boil. He stood in the doorway, holding a box of earth-encrusted vegetables.
‘Duty, I’m afraid, Mrs M,’ Lexy replied. ‘I probably won’t have to go in, but they need someone from CID on call. I’m the newbie, so it falls to me.’
Garry kept hold of the box, hopefully signalling he was ready to carry it out to the car. He wanted his mum safely on her way home; the last thing he needed was to be worrying about another woman he cared about. Janet, though, gave him a brief smile and turned her attention back to Lexy.
‘But that’s the worst of all worlds, isn’t it? You’ll have to come round to us.’
Oh, good grief.
‘I can’t do that.’ Lexy shot an amused look at Garry. ‘You want your family around at Christmas, not a perfect stranger.’
‘Rubbish, you’re a friend of Garry’s. We hardly ever get to meet his girl— his friends. He’s always been close. We can put you up in the spare room so you don’t have to worry about having a drink.’
‘Mum, the last thing Lexy needs is to spend her precious day off with a crowd of noisy strangers,’ Garry objected. ‘And I’m not sure you can fit another chair round the table, to be honest.’
His mum tossed her head. ‘Brian’s lot aren’t coming this year. It’s you, me and your dad. And Lexy, now.’ She beamed at the younger woman. ‘Brian’s Garry’s uncle. He comes every other year with his wife, two kids and their partners. They’re with his wife’s family this year.’
‘Small mercies,’ Garry muttered, striding to the sink. He’d spotted an Asda label on one of the beetroots. He turned on the cold tap and held the beet under the running water.
‘Garry doesn’t get on with his cousins,’ Janet was explaining behind his back. ‘Not his fault. They resent him, have done since he was a kid. He was his grandad’s favourite. And he got all the money when the old chap died.’ Getting up, she joined Garry at the sink, and peered into the box. ‘What have we got then?’
The label was caught in the drain, thankfully unrecognisable.
‘I didn’t realise you were an heiress, Garry,’ Lexy said. ‘You’re suddenly much more attractive.’
He could ignore that; with his back turned, she wouldn’t see him glowing red. His bloody mum missed nothing, though. She threw back her head and cackled, a noise he’d never heard coming out of her mouth before and hoped he never would again.
‘She’s a laugh, isn’t she?’ His mum had actually nudged him in the ribs. ‘Those parsnips look nice. How are the sprouts coming along?’ She looked back over her shoulder. ‘Is there anything you don’t like, love?’
‘I’ll eat anything that stays still long enough,’ Lexy replied.
‘Sprouts will be fine next week,’ Garry said, loudly. ‘I’ll drop them round on Christmas Eve.’
‘Haven’t bought veg for ten years,’ Janet told Lexy proudly. ‘Not since Garry inherited his grandad’s allotment.’
‘Land as well as money. It gets better,’ Lexy said.
‘Not rich, just comfortable,’ Janet said. ‘I wouldn’t want you getting the wrong idea. The old chap left Garry this bungalow, his allotment and a little nest egg. You could do worse, you know.’
Jiminy Cricket, his mum had actually winked at his sergeant.
‘Already worked that out,’ Lexy said, winking back at her.
‘Mum, there’s snow forecast any time now,’ he said. ‘You need to get moving. I’ll carry this to the car. Say goodbye to Lexy.’
‘Lovely to meet you, love.’ Janet beamed at the sergeant as she pulled her coat back on. ‘I’ll make Garry give me your number so I can be in touch about Christmas. Now, you two won’t work all weekend, will you? Have a bit of time off.’ She turned back at the kitchen door. ‘And if you can do something about his clothes, I’ll be forever grateful. I’ve been nagging him for years.’
‘Drive safe, Mum,’ Garry said, opening the front door. ‘Text me when you’re home.’
‘Bye, Dumbo, love you.’ She stretched up for a kiss and then set off carefully down the path.
Back in the kitchen, Lexy was folding the empty pizza box to make it small enough to fit in the bin. She’d carried the dirty plates and his cutlery to the sink and thrown the napkins away. ‘Be grateful arranged marriages aren’t a thing in our culture,’ she said.
Garry realised, with a sinking heart, that he’d be on the receiving end of jokes about his forthcoming marriage to Lexy for the next six months. Probably until she got herself a local boyfriend and the ribbing no longer felt appropriate. The thought made him sadder than he’d have expected. He was probably just worried about Olive.
‘Sorry about that,’ he said, annoyed to find himself apologising. Lexy had totally encouraged his mum.
‘Why don’t you introduce your girlfriends to your parents?’ she asked.
He gave her a look. ‘You need to ask?’
‘She wouldn’t be like that if she was used to meeting women here. It was the novelty that made her overexcited.’
‘You don’t need to come for Christmas,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a word with her.’
For a second, Lexy’s face fell. Then, ‘Come on then, show me your wardrobe.’
‘My what?’
‘Your wardrobe. I promised your mum I’d sort your clothes out.’
The kitchen door was already open, but Garry took a hold of the handle all the same. ‘Goodbye, Detective Sergeant Thomas, take care on your way back to the station and do let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help. I’m back on duty Monday afternoon.’
Monday afternoon? Jeepers, anything could have happened to Olive by then.
For a moment, he thought Lexy would argue, but then she fastened up her coat, collected her bag and pulled on gloves and that cute pink hat, pausing only on the threshold.
‘Why does your mum call you Dumbo?’
‘I was a plump kid,’ he replied. ‘She called me her baby elephant.’
‘Bit cruel.’
‘What can I say? We do tough love in the north-east. Mind how you go, Sergeant.’
Closing the front door, Garry felt breathless, like he’d run the sort of race he hadn’t taken part in for years. He was probably more tired that he realised.
In his bedroom, the blinds were still down. He stripped off his clothes without bothering to fold them and slipped, naked, into bed. After several seconds, he realised he’d never sleep.
His phone rang. It was Lexy.
‘That favour you said you’d do …’ she began.
For a second, he was tempted to argue, just so she knew he wasn’t a pushover, and decided it wasn’t worth the effort.
‘I need you to get onto the hotel in Hexham and ask about keys. Was only one given out to room seven? And did Olive make a reservation in the restaurant and, if so, for how many?’
‘Why can’t you do it?’ He might be a pushover, but no need to make it obvious.
‘Because there were umpteen arrests last night in connection with the Tricks op and the team only have a few more hours to complete the interviews. Between the two of us, it’s not going that well. None of the bullion’s been found yet and in spite of your best efforts that necklace is still missing.’
One day he’d hear the end of that. One day before he died.
‘So, anyway, they’ve got me involved and I’ve prep work to do. Can you help me out, Garry?’
He faked a heavy sigh. ‘Leave it with me. Sleep’s overrated anyway.’
She was gone.
He got up, shivering in the sudden chill, dressed quickly and got back into his car.
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Friday 7 December, two years previously
Eloise was hobbling her way across the ward when Olive returned from the sluice room. She hadn’t bothered with slippers or a dressing gown and her nightdress – ankle-length flannel, chosen for comfort not style – hung loose on her thin, rigid frame. She walked as though stepping on gravel, each step painful, but she was still walking, still insisting on getting out of bed and making her own way to the toilet.
Olive watched her slow, shaky progress across the floor.
The MP’s wife hadn’t eaten much in the twenty-four hours or so that she’d been on the ward, but her fluid intake had been satisfactory. She slept much of the time and struggled to maintain a conversation for more than a few minutes, but she still watched TV, especially the news, and made an effort to engage when her family visited. In Olive’s view, she was some weeks, possibly as much as a month, from death.
One could never know for sure, though.
Two metres from the bed, Eloise swayed, her eyes losing focus.
Olive was by her side in seconds. ‘Steady on, Ms Warner.’ Her arm wrapped around the other woman’s waist. ‘I’ve got you. Take it easy now.’
While her words were the same she’d have used for any patient, and the arm supporting the sick woman offered the same combination of strength and gentleness, Olive was conscious of a coolness inside. This was the only patient on the ward whom she addressed formally. Ms Warner, not Eloise.
She lowered the patient onto her bed and carefully lifted her feet. Eloise winced as her legs were drawn up.
‘Sorry.’ Olive drew bedcovers over the stick-thin legs. ‘We can always bring you a bedpan, it’s really no trouble.’
‘You’re very kind,’ Eloise gasped, her breathlessness the result of pain as much as exertion. The tumour would be pressing on her internal organs, her nervous system, even her bones. She was on a strict regimen of pain management, but break-through pain was a constant battle in final-stage cancer. ‘I wasn’t going to the toilet, though,’ she went on. ‘I was coming to find you, or one of the nurses.’
Olive refrained from pointing out that there was a call button by each patient’s bed.
‘There was a woman in here a minute ago,’ Eloise went on. ‘You may have passed her in the corridor.’
Olive had a vague recollection of a tall woman whisking past as she’d pushed open the ward door with her hip. She’d barely caught more than a glimpse.
‘I don’t want to see her again,’ Eloise gasped. ‘Can you make sure she doesn’t come in again? I can ask my husband to organise security if it’s needed.’
‘Not a journalist, surely?’ Olive asked. Earlier that day, photographers and even a TV crew had been spotted hanging around the hospital’s main entrance in the hope of catching a picture of the grief-stricken possible future prime minister. An official complaint had only resulted in them moving to the car park. Coming up to the ward though?
Eloise was shaking her head. ‘Not a journalist,’ she muttered.
‘Any visitor upsetting you will be asked to leave immediately,’ Olive said. ‘If you give me her name, I’ll make sure the other staff know not to admit her.’
Eloise’s eyes dropped. ‘She didn’t give a name. She was one of Michael’s constituents, I think. A disgruntled one. There are always a few. She wanted me to argue her case with Michael. I can’t. I don’t have the energy.’
‘Of course not. Look, try to get some rest now. I’ll make sure all the staff know to be vigilant about people approaching your bed. We might be able to get the door locked temporarily as well. I’ll make enquiries.’
‘Thank you.’ Eloise looked exhausted. ‘And could you put that away, please?’
Olive followed the other woman’s line of sight towards a photograph of the Anderson family on a yacht. In sailing gear, all four were gathered around the huge, leather-covered wheel. The youngest daughter appeared to be steering, her father directly behind her, his hands guiding the girl’s smaller ones. He was clean-shaven, his hair blowing across his brow, male-model handsome. Olive felt her chest tightening.
‘The photograph?’ she clarified.
Eloise nodded her head, slowly, as though even her neck hurt. ‘In the drawer. Put it away, please. I’ll get the girls to bring me another one.’
‘It’s a lovely picture,’ Olive said, taking in the smiling children, the mother’s bright curls flying in the wind. ‘You all look so happy.’
‘We’re a politician’s family,’ Eloise replied bitterly. ‘We have spin down to an art form.’
Still, Olive was slow to put the picture away. ‘Is that Hartlepool marina?’ she asked, although the marina in the photograph’s background was impossible to make out from the shot.
Another painful pause and then, ‘Yes, do you know it?’
‘No, I’ve never sailed. But I had a friend who went there a few times.’
She waited, to see if Eloise would ask about the friend, who he or she was, what boat they sailed on, but the other woman’s eyes had closed. Her breathing, though, hadn’t changed. She was still awake.
Interesting.
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Dusk was falling as Garry pulled up outside the Tricks mansion. He left his car a decent distance down the road from the police tape that still surrounded the property. With a bit of luck, he might not even be noticed.
No one would approve of him coming here, but as long as he stayed away from the crime scene itself, he wasn’t actually breaking any laws. What he really didn’t want to do was bump into any member of the Tricks family. According to Lexy, though, who’d phoned him again in the car on the way over, they weren’t due to be released for another couple of hours.
The front door to the house stood open and a groom could be seen at the entrance to the stable block. Lexy had told him that the search was ongoing, but no one really expected to find anything now. Somehow, Howie Tricks had got wind of the police raid and moved the booty.
The second he reached the grass verge where he’d caught Tina the night before, Garry knew his plan wasn’t going to work. A couple more inches of snow had fallen in the last twenty-four hours and he could barely make out the spot where the two of them had struggled. The chances of finding any fragments of bone – the ash would be long gone – were close to zero.
He walked down the lane all the same, shining his torch onto the snow. Even a few pieces, packaged in a nice box with a floral wrap, might have helped Tina feel better.
‘You after something, mate?’
Garry turned to see a man not four metres away wearing an oversized flying jacket and heavy-duty boots. In the fading light, his tan looked a sickly shade of yellow, but his movements were as sharp as they’d been the previous night. Howie Tricks, who would have very good lawyers, had been released already.
Garry was conscious of his chest tightening. ‘I was here last night. I thought I might have dropped something.’ It was his prepared lie. How could he have known he’d have to deliver it to the man himself?
Tricks didn’t ask him what he’d lost.
‘I hear Michael Anderson’s wife has gone missing?’ he said, as he took a step closer. ‘She been found yet?’
Garry forced himself to look the other man directly in the eyes. ‘I’m not on duty today, sir, I’m afraid. Not really up to speed. Sorry to have bothered you.’
He turned towards his car before Tricks could make the connection with the gormless officer who’d destroyed his wife’s memory bear. He saw movement in the corner of his eye a second before a hand touched his arm.
‘You were by the door, weren’t you?’
Garry took a step back to get out of arm’s reach. He was the bigger man by several inches and about twenty pounds heavier, but he’d never learned to fight dirty. He’d have been very wary of this man, even without everything he knew about him. Howie Tricks was dangerous.
A dangerous man who knew that Olive was missing.
‘That’s right, sir,’ he said. ‘I was part of the tactical team.’
‘Thought so. I never forget eyes.’
Garry remembered something else then, something that might have kept him well away from the place if he’d thought of it before. The Tricks gang was known for blinding people they made enemies of, when they didn’t kill them outright. They blinded them by strapping them down and dripping acid into their eyes.
Coming here had been stupid.
‘I’ll leave you in peace, sir. Have a good evening.’
A sigh of relief escaped Garry as he closed and locked the car door. A second caught in his throat when he saw Tricks raise his mobile phone and direct it towards him. He’d taken a picture of Garry’s car.
As Garry drove away, he could see the other man in the rear-view mirror, still watching him.
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Friday 7 December, two years previously
Eloise’s solicitor arrived during the afternoon when the boiled-meat smell of hospital lunch hung in the air and when most of the patients on the ward were asleep or scrolling lethargically through their phones or tablets. Several of the nurses were on break, and those who weren’t had been called away to other tasks. Olive was attending to Eloise’s near neighbour, the dementia patient. The bed opposite was empty and the only other occupant of the four-bed bay had been taken downstairs for tests.
‘Hello,’ a voice called. ‘Anybody here?’
Olive poked her head out from the surround of privacy curtains to see a man with a shock of white hair. He wore a good suit, was of middling height and younger than his hair suggested.
‘May I help you?’ she said.
‘Ms Warner,’ he replied. ‘I’m her solicitor.’
‘I’m here, Peter,’ Eloise called from behind the curtain in her shaky, sexless voice.
Without further acknowledgement of Olive, the solicitor crossed to Eloise’s bed and greeted her.
Olive waited a beat, then another, before easing her way round the curtains until she could see Eloise’s bed.
The solicitor was sitting in Eloise’s armchair, which strictly wasn’t allowed, for reasons of infection control, but Olive decided to let it go. He had a slim briefcase open on his lap. Eloise had raised her bed so that she was a little more upright. Both looked at Olive.
‘I’ll give you some privacy.’ Olive reached up to draw the curtain along the bottom of Eloise’s bed, the one that would effectively close in the patient and her visitor. ‘Is there anything I can get you, Ms Warner? Do you need your bed raising any further?’
‘I think we’re fine, thank you.’ The solicitor’s attention was on his paperwork.
‘Right you are,’ Olive said cheerily. ‘I’ll be at the nurses’ station if you need me.’
She slipped quietly within Mrs Reynolds’ curtains and waited, knowing that people could be stupid, even those with the brains to know better. So often they assumed the impossible: that curtains were soundproof.
‘OK, so I think I’ve done everything you asked,’ the solicitor was saying. ‘Can I run through it with you?’
Eloise must have indicated her assent because he went on quickly.
‘All your personal assets, and your share of the joint assets, including the value of the property you currently own with your husband, will pass equally to your daughters when they reach the age of twenty-one. Your husband has the right to remain in the marital home for his lifetime, but should he sell it, your half of the proceeds will become part of your estate.’
Another pause; a scraping of chair legs over the tiled floor.
‘I’m sure you understand, Eloise, but I wanted to be clear. In effect, you’re leaving your husband nothing.’
‘I understand,’ Eloise croaked.
‘Right then. Moving on to guardianship. It’s customary for the surviving parent, assuming he or she is in good health, to assume full guardianship of any minors.’
‘No.’ Eloise’s voice seemed to have gained in strength.
The solicitor cleared his throat. ‘So, this document, which appoints your mother as joint trustee of the girls’ funds, also makes her a legal guardian. It means she will have a say in the day-to-day care of the girls, in decisions about their education and health, and in how their assets are invested. Should anything happen to your husband, barring any further arrangements he makes, she will become sole guardian.’
‘Yes,’ Eloise replied. ‘That’s what I want.’
‘This is going to come as a shock to Michael, you know that?’
A pause, then, ‘Michael should think himself lucky he’s only disinherited.’
It was hard to be sure – Eloise’s voice had been changed by pain and illness – but the woman sounded furious.
The solicitor’s sigh was audible in the next cubicle. ‘Eloise, is there anything …? I don’t want to pry, but––’
‘Nothing you can do, Peter. But thank you.’
When the solicitor spoke again, he’d lowered his voice, as though conscious that he might be overheard. Olive pretended to be looking in the bedside cupboard.
He said, ‘I still have your unsigned divorce papers on file back at the office.’
‘Shred them.’
‘I will. But, Eloise, when you … without you, I’m senior partner. I have to think about the firm. This is not simply about you and Michael having marital difficulties. If he’s done anything that could throw the firm into disrepute, then—’
Silence for several seconds, then, ‘Don’t fret, Peter. I’ll take my secrets to the grave. Sooner than any of us bargained for.’
The solicitor asked, ‘Was he unfaithful?’
Eloise gave a short, bitter laugh; or she could have been coughing, it was hard to tell.
‘An affair I could have coped with. An affair would have been … nothing.’
There was a muffled, choking sound.
‘Oh Lord, hold on,’ the solicitor said. ‘I’ve got a handkerchief somewhere.’
From beyond the curtain came the rattle of a trolley. Olive’s time was up. Silently cursing the interruption, she stepped out from the curtains and moved out of earshot.



41
‘Aye, I remember you. Captain of the boys’ cross-country team.’ The man in the doorway had a strong north-eastern accent. ‘Barry, isn’t it?’
The house was a typical 1920s semi-detached in one of the nicer parts of Darlington. Two bay windows dominated the front, and the small garden had been paved to create a parking spot for a four-year-old Nissan Micra. A modest porch kept the snow at bay, a fact for which Garry was grateful. It had been coming down a lot faster since he’d left home.
‘Garry,’ he corrected.
George Charles, Olive’s dad, was a slight, thin man in his late sixties. His grey hair was short and spiky and his eyes, deep-set and almond-shaped, were Olive’s eyes.
‘Off duty, is it?’ His face took on a guarded look, one Garry had seen before on those to whom he was about to give very bad news.
‘There’s no news, I’m afraid,’ he said quickly. ‘But we’ve no reason to believe Olive’s come to any harm at this stage. I popped round because …’
What was he doing here exactly? After getting back from the Trickses property and making Lexy’s phone calls to the hotel, he’d been too keyed up to sleep. Short of heading up to Hexham to start a one-man search in ever-worsening weather, visiting Olive’s parents had been the only thing he could think of.
‘Because Olive and I go way back,’ he said. ‘And I knew you’d be worried. I thought maybe I could help answer any questions about police procedures and so on.’
‘I appreciate that, lad. Come on in.’
The hallway that Olive’s dad led Garry along was dimly lit, apart from a tiny spotlight on one wall that illuminated a hanging crucifix. Garry thought he recognised the wood as mahogany. The Christ figure and the Latin word INRI had been wrought in a silver-coloured metal. He should know the meaning of INRI.
The door ahead opened into a cluttered sitting room. The furniture seemed oversized and no visible surface had been left free of ornamentation. Garry quickly counted two standing lamps and three table lamps, four occasional tables and over a dozen pictures on the walls. The curtains were heavy and elaborate with drapes and swirls and tiebacks. One glass-fronted cabinet was crammed with royal memorabilia: commemorative plates, mugs, porcelain figures, china bells, even framed photographs.
A small, elderly dog jumped up, gasping out a hoarse bark. A corgi.
‘Steady on, Duke,’ George Charles muttered. ‘Mother, this is Garry. Used to run with our Olive back at school. He’s in the police now. Come to let us know the latest.’
‘Completely unofficial,’ Garry said, as Olive’s mother got up. Behind her, on two cupboards that stood either side of the fire, were several family photographs. He spotted one of Olive in army uniform, and another of her sister in graduation robes. There was even one of the cross-country team and he thought he could see himself in the back row. The largest and best framed was a group shot taken at Olive’s wedding.
Another crucifix stood in the centre of the mantlepiece.
‘I’m here as an old friend of Olive’s,’ he repeated. ‘Anything I can do to help.’
For the first fifteen minutes, after tea and angel cake had been served, Garry fielded the older couple’s questions.
‘One theory we’re working to,’ he explained, ‘is that Olive has gone to stay with a friend, possibly because she and her husband have had a disagreement. He’s insisting they haven’t, and we understand he might not want strangers prying into his affairs, but it’s important for us to know. I wondered if you had any reason to believe Olive was less than happy recently?’
The two shared identical looks: puzzled, defensive.
‘Olive’s never been happier,’ her mother said, glancing back towards the wedding photograph. ‘She and Michael are devoted to each other.’
‘Yes, I could see that.’ Garry suppressed a sigh. ‘But the situation can’t be easy. Two teenage stepdaughters, living in a house owned by the late wife’s mother?’
‘Gwen’s a brick,’ George said, a little too quickly.
‘Olive adores the girls,’ Anne added.
‘I’d like to talk to her close friends.’ Garry tried a different tack. ‘Can you put me in touch with any?’
The following pause lasted longer than felt natural; Garry took out his notebook to nudge them along.
‘Who was that lass she shared a flat with for a while?’ George was looking at his wife. ‘Before she joined the army.’
‘You’re thinking of Emma.’ Anne was frowning. ‘I don’t think she’s been in touch with Emma for years. There was a girl called Mattie who we met a few times, but I haven’t heard Olive mention her lately.’
Garry waited.
‘She goes to a gym,’ George offered. ‘Not sure which one, though. Michael could probably help you out.’
‘She works antisocial hours,’ Anne said. ‘All medics do. They socialise among themselves for that reason. You need to be talking to her work colleagues.’
‘Makes sense.’ Garry nodded, as though it made perfect sense; it didn’t, it felt wrong, but he nodded all the same. ‘Who was she closest to at work, would you say?’
‘Well, there’s a woman called Stella,’ George offered.
‘No, she doesn’t get on with Stella,’ Anne countered. ‘Stella’s too fond of putting her nose in other people’s business.’
Garry waited a few more seconds.
‘More tea?’ Anne offered.
Garry tried a different approach. ‘We’ve reason to believe Olive left the hotel last night in the company of someone else. Maybe a man. I’d like––’
‘Impossible.’ Anne was tight-lipped.
‘We brought our girls up with a strong moral code.’ George, too, had stiffened in his chair, as though his family’s morality was intrinsically linked to his spinal cord. ‘We don’t hold with shenanigans.’
‘It might have taken Olive a while to find the right man,’ Anne added. ‘And I won’t deny we were getting worried – well, you do, don’t you, when a woman is over thirty and never had a serious boyfriend – but she was saving herself for the right man. Like Lady Di.’
Anne’s eyes went triumphantly to the central plate in her royal collection: a twelve-inch porcelain commemoration of the engagement of the Prince of Wales to Lady Diana Spencer. Garry refrained from pointing out how badly that particular act of self-sacrifice had turned out.
He got to his feet and pulled a card from his pocket. ‘I won’t take up any more of your time.’ Handing the card to George, he added, ‘Obviously, if you think of anything, anything at all.’
On the point of leaving the room, he looked again at the wedding photograph. Unlike the one he’d seen at the Anderson house, this was a group shot, taken from a height, looking down at what could be the entire wedding party standing in front of a stone building. He estimated forty to fifty people in the picture.
‘May I?’ he gestured to the picture and, at a nod of agreement from Anne, picked it up. George turned on the overhead light to give him a better look.
‘Such a lovely day,’ Anne said, smugly.
‘Do you mind if I take a snap of this?’ he asked Olive’s parents. ‘It could help us make sure we track down all of Olive’s friends.’
‘No problem, lad,’ George agreed. ‘Most were Michael’s side, but anything that helps.’
Garry took the picture, capturing the original image as best he could, then thanked the couple and left the house.
When he got home, he uploaded the picture onto his desktop computer before enlarging it to the point where the detail became hazy. Olive and Michael stood in the centre. He spotted the two girls in cerise pink, reluctant bridesmaids if facial expressions were anything to judge by, and Gwen Warner in sombre navy blue. Olive’s parents – Anne in a hat suitable for any royal wedding – a woman in a wheelchair and a couple of pushchairs. No parliamentary characters or local bigwigs that he recognised. This had been a wedding of family and close friends. Except for one thing.
Two things, to be precise. At the back of the group were a man and woman in their forties, flashily dressed, the woman sporting a bright pink dress and big hair.
Howie and Tina Tricks.
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Saturday 8 December, two years previously
‘I made you some tea,’ Olive said.
Michael Anderson looked up at the sound of her voice. The skin around his eyes was reddened, the whites bloodshot. He looked like he’d been asleep; at the same time, as though he hadn’t slept in days. His face softened, though, when he saw who’d approached.
‘Didn’t realise that was part of the service. Not in the NHS.’
‘It isn’t.’ Olive leaned across him and put the mug – her own – on Eloise’s bedside table. The patient seemed to be asleep. ‘But I’m not busy for the next-half hour or so. Is there any news on the hospice?’
Anderson looked weary. ‘We’re second on the list after Mrs Reynolds, but––’
He didn’t need to go on; a hospice bed would only become available when one of the current residents died and wishing for that seemed heartless.
‘It’s late,’ Olive said, conscious of the blackness outside the windows. ‘Have you just arrived from London?’
Anderson sighed. ‘We’re in Christmas recess now, thank God. I don’t have to go back till January.’ He glanced down at his wife. ‘Maybe not even then. It’s a weird sort of limbo, isn’t it? Waiting. I guess you’re used to it.’
‘To a point. It’s a very different experience for families. And for the patients themselves, of course.’
He lowered his voice still further, forcing Olive to step closer to catch what he was saying. ‘You must have seen this before, many times. Any idea how long we have?’
An impossible question. ‘Weeks, rather than days,’ she said quietly. ‘But not many.’
Anderson’s eyes clenched tight, as though he’d absorbed all of Eloise’s pain into himself.
‘But no one can really say for sure,’ Olive hurried on.
‘Half of me wants it over now,’ he said. ‘This waiting, it’s close to unbearable.’
‘I know.’
Visibly pulling himself together, Anderson picked up the mug, almost smiling when he saw it properly. Three small arrows pointed upwards above text reading: This is what an awesome soldier looks like.
‘Thank you,’ he said, giving Olive a hesitant smile. ‘Although I guess it wasn’t meant for me. Not originally, anyway.’
‘My parents gave it to me,’ Olive replied. ‘But maybe neither of us deserve it. We’re not soldiers anymore.’
Anderson looked around, taking in the silent ward, the vacant nurses’ station. ‘Do you have a couple of minutes?’ he said. ‘I know I’m taking a bit of a liberty, but …’
Olive waited.
‘I miss it,’ he went on. ‘I miss everything about it. Even the violence and the terror, even the mud and the heat and the stench of it. I even miss being away from home for months on end.’
‘You miss the danger.’ Olive pulled forward the extra chair she’d made sure had been by Eloise’s bed all afternoon. ‘I do too. And it’s not something you can ever explain to those who’ve not experienced it for themselves.’
He smiled at her, a proper smile this time, showing even white teeth. ‘Exactly.’
‘Is that why you sail?’ Olive asked.
‘Sailing isn’t dangerous,’ he replied. ‘Unless you’re doing it wrong. Do you sail?’
‘Never tried,’ she replied. ‘Although I’d like to. I ski, and rock climb. I have a mountain bike. I tried surfing a couple of times but couldn’t get my balance. Stats tell me bull fighting is one of the most dangerous sports of all, but it doesn’t happen a lot in the north-east.’
They were smiling at each other.
‘And all the time I feel guilty,’ she went on. ‘Dicing with my own death while I spend every day caring for people who’d give anything to be sure of life. I hate myself for being so reckless, and I still can’t stop.’
Anderson drank tea and cradled the mug in both hands. ‘Were you there the night the camp was attacked?’ he asked. ‘It was April, I think, back in––’
‘Late March,’ she corrected. ‘Zero three hundred hours when the refuelling station went up.’
A night Olive didn’t think she’d ever forget. A dozen Taliban fighters, after months of careful planning, had invaded the allied forces’ base in the early hours of the morning. Separating into three teams, one group had gone for the refuelling station, a second for the commander’s private residence and a third for the aircraft hangar. Seven allied soldiers had been killed and another five injured before the attackers were all shot dead. Olive, who’d been on call at the time, had found herself taking cover from heavy fire and a rebounding bullet had nicked her shoulder. The injury had been minor, but, technically, she’d been shot.
‘Sometimes,’ Anderson said, ‘I think I haven’t felt properly alive since I came back from Afghanistan.’
‘So why leave the army?’
He shrugged. ‘I had two daughters who needed their dad. And it was a promise I’d made to Eloise, that my military career would have an end date. I had political ambitions too. How about you?’
‘I fell in love.’
‘Well, that sounds like the best reason of all.’
Olive was pretty sure he glanced down at her left hand.
‘Not really. It didn’t work out.’ Olive made a show of looking around the ward, although it was still quiet. ‘I have to get on,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do, Mr Anderson.’
‘Michael,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Olive. You’ve helped more than you know.’
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That evening, Garry made his Christmas wreathes: one for his own front door, another for that of his parents’. Normally, he liked to have them in place a good two weeks before the big day, but the berries on the hedgerow ivy had been slow to turn black this year.
He began with moss, gathered over several foraging weekends from tree stumps and old fences, wrapping it around the wire frames; then he attached the huge, hessian bows. Greenery came next, a mixture of spruce, myrtle, white snow berries and juniper and finally the accents: preserved apple slices, fir cones, bundles of cinnamon sticks and dried limes. Last year, his wreathes had been riotous, full of colour; these were more subtle, classier. He told his mum he got them from a florist in Durham, one too far away for her to pop in to and thank.
When he was done, he put the wreath intended for his parents out back where it would stay cool. In the morning, he’d take it round, hang it, and vanish before his mum had a chance to bend his ear about Lexy. It would be weeks, months even, before she let up. How’s Lexy, Garry? Seen much of Lexy lately? Two of you been working together again?
He opened his front door to find a white ledge in the door frame where the snowfall had blown. Tiny flakes were still floating around in the night air and the sky seemed too close to the earth. The bad weather wasn’t done, not by a long shot.
Barely pausing to admire the effect of the wreath, he closed the door on the freezing night and, back inside, switched on the computer in his small spare bedroom. Opening Google Maps, he typed Hexham into the search bar and enlarged the area around it.
Olive’s car had been spotted crossing the Tyne on the way out of Hexham, heading towards the A69, the main east–west route. It hadn’t been picked up on any of the A69’s cameras, though, meaning it couldn’t have stayed on the main road for long. On minor roads, at night, in those conditions, it was unlikely they’d been planning to go far. Instinct told him that Olive was still somewhere in the Hexham area.
He could find a list of all pubs with rooms and rental properties within, say, a fifty-mile radius of the Hexham hotel and phone every one. But that wouldn’t help at all if the person she left with had a house in the area.
His landline was ringing. Sighing, because he knew it would be his mum again, unable to resist a bit of digging on the subject of Lexy, he answered it.
‘It’s me,’ Lexy said, as Garry knew, deep down, he’d been hoping it would be. ‘Get any sleep?’
For a second, he hadn’t a clue what she was talking about; a lot had happened in the last few hours. ‘Yes, thanks,’ he lied. ‘Anything new?’
‘Not really.’ She sounded tired. ‘I’ve been interviewing all day. Did you get a chance to ring the hotel?’
‘They provide one key per room,’ Garry told her. ‘And that was given to Olive when she checked in. Only she signed in, but there was a note on the booking that her husband would be making a surprise visit – arranged by the woman claiming to be his secretary, remember? – so the chances are no one questioned her arriving alone. Significantly, she made a reservation in the dining room for one. She might have ended up dining with someone else, but she didn’t initially expect to.’
‘Interesting.’
‘I thought so. But not nearly as interesting as something else I learned this evening.’
‘Keep talking.’
‘Howie and Tina Tricks were at Olive and Michael’s wedding six months ago.’
Lexy listened in silence as Garry filled her in: that Howie knew about, and was interested in, the disappearance of Olive Anderson and that in spite of a very public enmity between Anderson the MP and the Tricks family, Tina and Howie had been at the couple’s wedding.
He went on to tell her about the internet search he’d done since getting home.
‘Anderson was pretty vocal on the subject of organised crime in general and the Tricks gang in particular from his running for parliament six years ago to roughly three years later when suddenly his focus switched. He started talking in vague terms, about how it’s a nationwide problem. Now, he talks about foreign gangs moving here and taking the problem to a whole new level. Basically, three years ago, he backed off on the Trickses. And his wife’s money-laundering case collapsed at roughly the same time.’
Lexy thought for a second, then said, ‘And they become such good friends that Howie and Tina attend the wedding? Garry, are you sure?’
He looked again at the picture. ‘I wouldn’t bet my mum’s life on it, but, yeah, I’m reasonably sure. I’ll send it over.’
Lexy said, ‘I need to think this through. Have you told anyone else?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Don’t. I’m going to Anderson’s constituency office in the morning. Ten o’clock in Guisborough. Want to come?’
‘You mean you need a driver.’
A second of silence on the line, then, ‘Actually, I can ask someone on duty to drive me.’ She almost sounded hurt. ‘I thought you cared about finding Olive alive and well.’
‘I’ll pick you up at nine thirty,’ he told her. A few more seconds of silence and then, ‘Thanks,’ he said.
‘No worries.’ She put the phone down.
Before he went to bed that night, Garry took the wreath off his front door. He’d given more than enough of himself away to Lexy already. Only as he was drifting off to sleep did he realise that that must mean he was hoping she’d come round again.
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Sunday 9 December, two years previously
‘Are you married, Olive?’ Eloise asked, as Olive gently shampooed her hair. The woman’s once plentiful blonde curls had thinned and paled to a dull silver. It was fine, brittle hair now, but even people in the last weeks of their life appreciated a clean head.
‘No.’ Olive was grateful that from her seat at the rear of the bathtub, Eloise couldn’t see her face.
‘Ever got close?’
Cradling Eloise’s head in one hand, Olive rinsed away the soapsuds.
‘You think I’m impertinent, don’t you?’ Eloise went on when Olive didn’t answer. ‘But when you have as little time left as I do, social niceties tend not to be quite so important.’
Olive poured again, then squeezed the excess water out of Eloise’s hair. The water was cooling and cancer patients got cold very quickly. She wrapped a towel around her patient’s head before laying it gently back against the bathtub.
‘Surely you’ve had other patients say the same thing.’ Eloise was unusually talkative this evening.
‘They don’t put it quite so well, but yes, I suppose I have,’ Olive replied. ‘The truth is, I’d have liked to have got married, once.’
As she spoke, she felt the familiar heaviness creep into her limbs, the twisting in her stomach, the ache in her chest.
‘What happened? It’s no good, you know, I’m not going to waste my time being polite. If I want to know something, I ask.’
‘Well, I can understand that. The truth is, I’m not sure what happened. I may never know. It didn’t work out.’
‘How long ago?’
‘A little over a year.’
Eloise made a soft whistling sound. ‘You’ll find someone else,’ she said. ‘I mean, look at you. You’re gorgeous.’
Olive closed her eyes. More than a year and it still hurt so much. ‘Thank you. But I don’t think so. Lightning only strikes once.’
‘He must have been very special.’
Olive allowed herself a soft laugh. ‘No,’ she said, after a moment. ‘Exceptional. This water’s getting quite cool now. Maybe we should get you out.’
‘Another couple of minutes. This might be my last bath.’
‘I really don’t think so.’
Eloise had been on the ward three days and Olive still thought she had a couple of weeks left in her. The end signs hadn’t kicked in yet.
Gently wafting the water, Eloise said, ‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but at least you had something special. I guess we all have to be grateful for the good things we have. Even if they don’t last.’
‘That’s true. And you have a lovely family,’ Olive said. ‘They must be a great comfort.’
‘I have two beautiful girls, certainly.’
Interesting choice of words. ‘And your husband? He seems quite something.’
‘As you say, exceptional.’ Eloise gave a deep sigh. ‘I adored Michael,’ she went on. ‘For a long time. But I was never enough for him.’
Olive waited a moment and then said, ‘I’m sure that’s not the case.’
‘Now you’re being polite. He struggled when he left the army. More than most. There was something about the lifestyle he needed.’ Her voice lowered, almost to a whisper, and she said, ‘Or maybe I’m fooling myself with that one.’
‘Do you mean he missed the danger?’ Olive suggested, remembering her own conversation with Michael on the subject. ‘The adrenaline rush of not knowing whether you’ll be alive when the sun goes down?’
‘Of course, you knew him, didn’t you? In Afghanistan?’
‘Not really. Our paths never crossed. He wasn’t injured, thank goodness.’
Eloise was silent for a moment and then, ‘Do you miss it too?’
Olive smiled. ‘People say I’m an adrenaline junky, so maybe.’
Eloise said, ‘With Michael, it’s almost as though he needs to take risks. The more dangerous, the better. And to hell with the consequences. No matter who he hurts, no matter who gets dragged along with it. You’d do well to remember that.’
Olive could feel her body tensing. ‘I’m not sure I’m following.’
For a moment, Eloise didn’t reply, then, ‘I hear you’ve arranged for the ward doors to be locked while I’m in here, and that all visitors have to be checked at the nurses’ station. Thank you.’
‘You’re welcome. There haven’t been any more problems, have there?’
‘No, but politicians often make dangerous friends. I’ve learned to be on my guard.’
Telling herself to be careful, that Eloise must not suspect this was anything more than harmless chatting, Olive said, ‘Mr Anderson mentioned his love of dangerous sports. I can see how that would be worrying.’
Eloise gave a soft, mean laugh. ‘You sound like you’re fishing, Olive. All that glisters is not gold, you know. And you’re right, this water is cold. I need to get out now.’
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‘It’s all about the ears, Dumbo.’ Lexy put a hand on his arm. ‘Look at the ears.’ Then she slapped him.
Garry woke with a start. Coming off night shifts always disorientated him and, for a few moments, he had no idea what time it was. All he knew was the dream he’d that second fallen out of had been important.
Closing his eyes, trying to sink back into it, he went over as much as he could remember. He’d been walking down a long corridor, looking at posters on a wall. Posters featuring Olive.
They’d been missing persons posters, the old-fashioned kind that at one time were plastered around community noticeboards, shops, schools, post offices. The digital age had largely made them redundant.
Each image of Olive had been slightly different. It was a Spot the Difference game, the sort found in newspapers, magazines, children’s puzzle books. He’d always been good at Spot the Difference; almost as good as he was at Where’s Wally. I mean, it was obvious where the geeky boy in the red and white stripes was – he stood out a mile.
‘Stripes on her shirt go a different way,’ he’d said to Lexy, who’d appeared by his side in the way of dreams. As they’d moved on to the next image, he’d said, ‘Different earrings in this one.’
They’d moved on. ‘Buttons,’ he’d said, and then, ‘Hairslide.’
‘I don’t know how you do it,’ Lexy had muttered, in an admiring voice, but, at the same time, sounding disturbingly like his mum. Then, ‘It’s all about the ears, Dumbo. Look at the ears.’
He’d looked and watched as Olive’s ears had grown huge and wrinkled, become drooping grey elephant ears.
Holy Moly, Guacamole, that had been one weird dream.
Properly awake, Garry rolled over to check his phone. No messages had come in overnight and it was a little after seven in the morning. Olive had been missing for nearly thirty hours.
He sat up, mulling over what little he and Lexy had learned since the midnight call-out. In spite of expecting to stay at the Hexham hotel alone, Olive had dined and left with a companion, about whom they still knew nothing. The hotel claimed Michael Anderson had been planning to surprise his wife by joining her; he denied having made any such arrangements. Olive’s car hadn’t been traced beyond its initial journey out of Hexham, so either she and her companion hadn’t travelled far, or they’d stuck to minor roads, probably heading north. According to Gwen, she hadn’t been happy in her new marriage. Most worrying of all, she’d reported being followed home in the late summer, had been concerned enough to report it to the police. And a dangerous local gangster had her in his sights.
Garry raised the bedroom blind and looked out to see more snow had fallen. He kept the lawn in his back garden to a minimum: a – normally – green trail that curved from the house towards the rear fence, narrowing as it went, winding its way around a wrought-iron bench before vanishing behind a laurel bush. Most of the garden was given over to shrubs, small trees and swaying grasses, all valuable for providing framework, texture, movement and contrast, all heavy and drooping now with glistening white crystals.
Behind the fence was a local park, densely wooded, giving the impression that the garden went on forever. Normally, Garry spent the first few minutes of each day looking out, at changes wrought by the weather or the seasons, at tracks in the soil, and the first bursts of colour. Always, the sight of his small, perfect garden and the park beyond both grounded and calmed him.
That morning, the sky was a soft pink, and a robin hopped along a dogwood branch, its coppery chest matching the bare stalks of the shrub. It was precious colour in a monochrome world, but somehow the garden wasn’t working its usual magic. Garry tried to imagine how he’d feel if someone he loved had been missing for nearly thirty hours in these conditions and found he couldn’t. His imagination was letting him down again.
Or maybe he just didn’t love anyone enough.
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Monday 10 December, two years previously
Olive was making her way back to the ward when she met Eloise and Michael in the corridor. Eloise sat in a hospital wheelchair like a living scarecrow, wearing a padded coat and with a rug over her legs.
‘This has the look of a trip,’ Olive said, as she stepped back to let the couple pass.
‘I’m taking Elly to the garden,’ Michael replied. ‘We’re going to watch the snow.’
‘Nice idea,’ Olive replied, although she thought it very ill-advised. The temperatures outside were close to freezing. ‘Maybe don’t stay too long, though. It’s very cold.’
‘Ten minutes max,’ Michael promised.
Eloise kept her eyes on her lap, not bothering to even acknowledge Olive.
‘Actually, I’m glad we bumped into you,’ Michael went on. ‘We’ve a favour to ask.’
Eloise sighed.
‘How can I help?’ Olive asked.
Michael glanced down at the figure in the chair. ‘I’ve set up a trust fund for my wife,’ he explained. ‘A lot of people, especially in the House, were asking if she had a favourite charity and whether they could donate, so I made it official. It’s had a bit of news coverage too, so the public have got involved. We haven’t decided what we’re supporting yet, but it will almost certainly be something to do with the hospital here.’
‘That’s a lovely idea,’ Olive agreed.
‘And we wondered if you’d be one of the trustees?’
‘Me?’
He gave her that great smile, the one that would see him in Number 10 one of these days. ‘Who better than Eloise’s nurse? You know us, you know the hospital and what it needs. It won’t involve much work. And nothing immediately.’
‘Nothing till I’m dead,’ Eloise added. ‘Shall we go before I’m due my next round of meds, Mike?’
‘Think about it?’ he asked Olive, looking back over his shoulder as he wheeled his wife away.
She gave a small nod of her head.
When they were out of sight, she followed, making sure the lift had swallowed them before running downstairs to the ground floor.
The hospital had one small, square garden, an enclosed courtyard surrounded by four sides of offices and wards. Mainly used as a place for visitors and patients to smoke, it had several bench seats, a rain shelter and some rather spindly shrubs. It would almost certainly be empty on such a grim day.
Knowing the exact location of the shelter the Andersons would need because of the snow, Olive made for a small room directly behind it that housed a photocopier and stationery store. The light in the courtyard outside was a dull creamy-yellow and the air thick with falling snowflakes, but the snowfall had softened and plumped the shrubs, turning them into intricate white sculptures. She had time to crank the window an inch before she heard the door to the hospital open, followed by the crunch of wheels over snow.
Olive stepped back, away from the window. She heard the wheels come to a halt, then a heavy sigh from Michael as he sat down beside his wife.
Eloise spoke first. ‘I’ve warned her about you.’
‘Who?’
‘Florence Nightingale.’
‘I take it you mean Olive.’
‘I’d tell you to watch yourself if I cared enough. She’s not the angel she pretends to be. There’s something in her eyes. I’ve learned to spot it over the years.’
Michael’s sigh was audible. ‘Elly, is this really the time?’
‘Oh, I think I get to choose how I spend my time now, don’t you?’
Olive leaned her face against the cold outside wall, as though to get closer to the conversation she needed to hear.
‘I’ve always loved you, you should know that,’ Michael said. ‘You always came first, you and the girls.’
When Eloise spoke again, she sounded angry, and with a volume and strength Olive had rarely heard in someone so ill. ‘God help me, if you ever hurt them, I swear I’ll come back. I’ll come for your soul, Michael, if you so much as––’
‘For heaven’s sake, you know I won’t.’
‘I don’t, that’s the point. I know you won’t mean to, won’t want to, but you might not be able to help yourself. You never wanted to hurt me, and you still––’
‘Really?’ Now Anderson was annoyed. ‘You hated it that much? Because there are things I remember––’
‘Don’t you dare.’ Eloise put a surprising amount of energy into snapping at her husband. ‘I died, inside, every time. Each time you made me do it, I wanted to kill you, and kill myself, and sometimes the only reason I didn’t was because I knew what it would do to the girls. I would not have believed the things I’d do to keep my family together.’
‘Neither would I.’ Michael’s voice was flat, accusing, furious.
Silence.
Then Eloise came back at him. ‘That was your fault.’
‘No, I’m not taking the blame for that. It wasn’t––’
‘I don’t want to hear it. I’m serious, Michael, if you carry on, I’ll start screaming.’
‘OK, OK.’ A heavy, exhausted sigh, then the rustle of someone getting to their feet. ‘I think we’re done here. Let’s get you back inside.’
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Garry picked Lexy up at nine thirty for the short drive to Guisborough. She was wearing the same outdoor clothes as the previous day but had exchanged her business suit for jeans and a thick pink sweater.
‘Olive’s not been hurt,’ she said, as she climbed into the passenger seat. ‘I finished the check late yesterday. No one remotely matching her description has been admitted to any of the hospitals in the area. And her vehicle is not listed in any reports of RTAs.’
‘Good to know.’
And then she fell silent, gazing out of the window so that her head was turned away from him, occasionally checking her phone. Garry drove on, telling himself he wasn’t bothered. If anything, he was grateful to have a few moments of peace. He’d never liked people, men or women, who never stopped talking. He told himself versions of the same thing for fifteen long minutes and then his resolve broke.
‘Are you annoyed I went back to the Trickses property yesterday? And to see Olive’s parents?’
Lexy seemed surprised. ‘Would you care?’ she asked him.
Yes, he would. ‘Not especially,’ he said.
‘I had you down as a maverick yesterday morning,’ she replied. ‘But for what it’s worth, no, I’m not annoyed. It has thrown up more questions than answers, though.’
Garry waited for her to spell out what those questions were, wondering whether they’d be the same ones as on his mind, or if she’d been able to see things he couldn’t. He’d have to expect so. She was the hot-shot detective and he the traffic cop.
Maverick traffic cop, mind.
‘So, what do you normally do at weekends?’ Lexy said. ‘When you’re not moonlighting as a detective?’
The change of topic was a relief; his brain had been starting to hurt. ‘Usual stuff,’ he said. ‘Food shopping. Laundry. Chores. Work on the allotment.’
He had a moment of wishing he could tell her about something more interesting: manoeuvres with the territorial army, a spot of skydiving, volunteering at the local homeless shelter.
‘Really?’ Lexy was giving him a knowing look but was on the brink of smiling again and he decided he much preferred her smiling. Even if she made fun of him most of the time.
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he said. ‘You don’t believe I have an allotment?’
An allotment? He was thirty-five and his main weekend hobby was working on his allotment.
And that was definitely a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. ‘My grandad has an allotment,’ she told him. ‘So, I know for a fact that home-grown vegetables are never as perfect as that lot you palmed off on your mum yesterday. Not a slug, not a maggot, not a wormhole to be seen.’
I’m a detective. Well, she had warned him.
‘Maybe I’m a better kitchen gardener than your grandad,’ he said.
She smiled properly this time. ‘Maybe.’
Cheese and crackers, he might actually have to come clean with this girl.
‘Is she really missing?’ the constituency agent, whose name was Evelyn, said, when she’d served weak coffee and opened a packet of cheap biscuits.
The party chairman, a short man in late middle age who’d introduced himself as Richard Potts, had added a nip of something from a hip flask to his own, offering it round the group. All had declined, but as Garry tasted his coffee, he almost wished he’d accepted. Lexy, he noticed, took one sip and put her mug down.
Evelyn continued, ‘Because we’ve seen nothing on the news, have we, Richard? And we’re going to need a briefing. You’ve no idea of the calls we get when something happens.’
‘At this stage, we haven’t launched a missing persons enquiry and don’t plan to until Monday morning, unless something new comes up,’ Lexy told them. ‘But with someone as high profile as Mrs Anderson, we need to be prepared.’
‘Do you know if Michael managed to contact that friend he was trying to track down?’ Evelyn asked.
Lexy glanced at Garry. ‘Sorry, what friend would this be?’
‘Michael was here yesterday for Friday morning surgery as normal,’ Evelyn explained. ‘He was anxious to find an address on file, someone Olive knew of old, he said, who might have some idea what had happened to her. I offered to look for him, but he insisted on going through the files himself.’
‘Do you remember the name of this friend?’ Lexy asked.
‘No, that’s my point. He didn’t mention a name. If he had, I’d have been able to look myself.’
‘Thank you.’ Lexy spoke slowly, as though thinking hard. ‘We’ll double-check that with him. Meanwhile, do either of you have any other information that might be relevant?’
‘How do you mean?’ Potts asked.
‘Was Mrs Anderson worried about anything, to your knowledge? Had she received any threats? Did Mr Anderson ever mention that he was concerned about his wife?’
Agent and chairman looked at each other with identical expressions: vague, puzzled, wary.
Lexy fixed a polite smile on her face. ‘Is it possible that relations between the Andersons were less than happy?’
Evelyn pursed her lips. ‘You’re asking us to gossip?’
Potts, Garry noticed, had a gleam in his eyes; he, at least, was enjoying the drama.
‘I’m asking you to co-operate in what could become a serious investigation,’ Lexy countered. ‘No one has heard from Olive Anderson in thirty-six hours.’
Garry got to his feet. The walls of the office were lined with photographs. It had been a photograph that had proven useful at the Andersons’ house, and again at Olive’s parents’ home.
‘How well do you know Olive?’ Lexy tried. ‘She and Mr Anderson have been married, what, six months? Has she spent much time here?’
‘She’s a nice lass,’ Potts offered. ‘We don’t see as much of her as we did the first Mrs A. She’s always pleasant, though, when she accompanies Michael out and about.’
Most of the photographs showed constituency activities: formal dinners, ribbon cuttings, school visits. Eloise appeared in several, the girls in one or two, Olive not at all.
The yacht appeared in these photographs too, again with Anderson at the helm. In one shot, the crew all wore red rosettes.
‘Mr Anderson’s mother-in-law, Mrs Warner, thinks Olive may have been unhappy enough to have left her husband. Does that feel likely to you?’
Garry glanced back to see Evelyn shake her head. ‘I wouldn’t have thought things had got to that stage. They’d only been married months. I’ll tell you what I do know. Olive was getting some abuse on social media, mainly Facebook. People suggesting she’d never live up to Eloise.’
‘Must have been upsetting for her.’
‘Upsetting for Michael too. The thing is, Olive suspected the girls were behind it. Now, I’m not saying it was them, or that the grandmother would have encouraged them, but I doubt any of them took it as seriously as they should, if you know what I’m saying.’
‘Yes, I think I do. Tell me something, do local businesses and wealthy local people make financial contributions to the party?’
‘A few,’ Potts answered. ‘Not as many as donate to the Tories, of course. Most of our funding comes from party members and the unions.’
‘So, if it’s not that big a number, you’d know who they are?’
‘Of course,’ Evelyn said. ‘And it’s all publicly available information. The Labour Party has nothing to hide.’
Garry had a feeling he knew where Lexy was going with this, and that it wasn’t something the party would want made public.
‘What about the Tricks family or any of their associated businesses?’ Lexy asked. ‘Might they appear on this list?’
Both agent and chairman wore identical expressions of shock.
‘You must be out of your mind,’ Potts said. ‘Michael can’t associate with that lot. It would be political suicide.’
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Tuesday 11 December, two years previously
‘Here’s our favourite nurse,’ Michael said, as Olive approached to check Eloise’s vitals.
The patient did not echo her husband’s smile. If anything, her eyes grew cold.
Michael seemed oblivious to his wife’s discomfort. ‘Did you know she was commended for her role in the Taliban attack on Camp Viking? She risked her own life to pull an injured man to safety. And was shot in the process.’
Michael hadn’t known that the last time he and Olive had spoken or he’d have mentioned it; he’d been checking up on her.
‘Much less cool than you make it sound.’ Olive wrapped the blood-pressure monitor around Eloise’s upper arm, avoiding eye contact with Michael as she did so.
‘Why didn’t the girls come?’ Eloise asked. ‘They don’t have anything on Tuesdays. They could have come.’
‘Last-minute thing at school.’ Michael turned his attention to his wife. ‘They break up tomorrow. You’ll see them soon.’
Olive wouldn’t bet on it. Children, however much they loved their parents, pulled away from imminent death. Faced with seeing their mother growing weaker, in greater pain, each time they visited, they’d inevitably choose not to see her; they’d start the process of grieving before death had actually occurred. She’d seen it before.
‘Are you working over Christmas?’ Michael was talking to Olive again.
‘I won’t be here for Christmas,’ Eloise countered. ‘The hospice will have space before then.’
‘Let’s hope so.’ Olive recorded Eloise’s blood-pressure reading. ‘Although we’ll be very sorry to see you go.’
‘Yes, I’m sure you will,’ Eloise replied, and her tone belied her words.
The moment of silence stretched; Michael scrolled through his phone.
‘Almost done.’ Olive kept her eyes down as she checked oxygen levels and then her patient’s pulse. She would, actually, be very sorry to see Eloise go in the next few days. She wasn’t done with her yet.
‘Father Simon’s planning to see you this week.’ Michael’s voice sounded unnaturally cheerful. He looked up at Olive. ‘Do you think my wife can be moved briefly to a private room, so that she can talk to our priest properly?’
‘I don’t want him to come,’ Eloise said. ‘Tell him not to come.’
Michael allowed his surprise to register. ‘He’s been asking about you.’
Eloise shook her head. ‘There’s really no point.’
Michael reached out and gently stroked his wife’s hand. ‘It might make you feel better.’
Eloise didn’t look at her husband. ‘It won’t.’
‘Elly, I’m not talking about giving you the last rites. He only wants to see how you’re doing.’
Her head flicked to the side to face her husband. ‘Tell him I’m dying. That nobody can do a goddamned thing about it. And that while I might be answering to God a whole lot sooner than you will, your turn will come around. Maybe you should talk to him. Maybe it’s time he heard your confession.’
Michael stood up. At the look on his face, Olive took a step back. The man was furious.
‘Whatever you say, Eloise,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell the priest you’ve got this.’
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‘Is this you, sir?’ Still in the constituency office, Garry paused by a photograph of Michael Anderson and Richard Potts shaking hands in front of a country house. Both wore red rosettes.
Potts twisted round in his seat. ‘It is. Shortly after I was elected chairman of the party.’
‘Your house?’
Potts gave a short laugh. ‘I know what you’re thinking. Truth is, I’m a Turncoat Tory. I was a conservative for thirty years, then Michael came along. He convinced me. I joined the Labour Party and gave him my support.’
The office phone rang at that moment and Evelyn moved to answer it. Lexy stood and thanked Potts for his time. He indicated that he would show them out.
‘No pictures of Olive?’ Garry questioned as the other two drew close.
Potts made a show of giving the gallery the once-over. ‘Can’t say I’ve noticed. Evelyn looks after the office. I take your point, though.’ He stopped in front of a photo of a line of men on the street, each sporting red rosettes. In the centre was a very pretty, dark-haired woman. For a second, Garry had thought it was Olive, before realising it was just a woman who looked a little similar. Same colour hair, right sort of age, both slim. Not as tall as Olive, though.
Potts said, ‘This was taken back before the last election.’
‘Who’s the girl in the centre?’ Garry asked. Her face was rounder, whereas Olive had an oval face. And this girl’s eyes were bigger.
Potts pulled out a pair of reading glasses. ‘One of the activists, I think. You know, the people who knock on doors in the run-up to elections.’ He shook his head, as though trying to dislodge a hidden thought. ‘Hasn’t been around for a while. Evelyn would probably know more.’
‘She looks like Olive,’ Garry pointed out.
‘Aye, well they say men stick to type,’ Potts replied. ‘I’ll show you out, officers.’
‘What do you mean, sir?’ Lexy practically pounced.
‘Come again?’ The man was feigning innocence now.
‘You said, men stick to type. If there’s anything that could be relevant, I need to know.’
They’d moved into the hallway and Potts made a point of checking the interior door was closed. ‘You didn’t hear this from me, right?’
‘Go on, sir.’ Lexy was making no promises.
‘And it’s only gossip, right? I can’t verify it.’
‘Understood.’
‘There were rumours about that girl,’ he pointed a tobacco-stained finger back in the direction of the photograph. ‘That she and Michael were seeing each other. There’s talk her partner showed up at the office one day, creating merry hell.’ He shook his head. ‘This was before my time, mind, and if you ask Evelyn, she’ll clam up tighter than a crab’s arse. She won’t hear a word against Michael; thinks the sun shines out of him.’
‘Please tell us what you’ve heard,’ Lexy ordered.
‘Well, apparently the girl left, nobody ever said why, and then her husband, boyfriend, whatever, turned up demanding to know where she was, and accusing Michael of being far too close and having spirited her away somewhere. All very embarrassing and uncomfortable from what I understand.’
‘Was Mr Anderson in the office at the time?’ Garry asked.
Potts couldn’t hide his glee. ‘No, but Eloise was.’
They were in the open doorway now and Potts gave an exaggerated shudder.
‘Excuse my language, love, but they do say once a shagger always a shagger. Maybe Michael hasn’t left old habits behind. And MPs spend a lot of time away from home. You ask me, young Mrs A could be getting her own back.’
‘We’re just going to show up?’ Garry asked, as he and Lexy approached the Anderson house for the third time in thirty-six hours.
‘Let’s see how they do when they haven’t had time to plan their stories.’
Garry had barely parked before Lexy jumped out and strode up to the front door.
More slowly, Garry followed. ‘Far be it from me, but––’
Her head shot round to face him. ‘What?’ she said.
‘I know you’re a great believer in pushing witnesses, but what is it, exactly, you’re going to push on?’
‘I’m going to ask him if he’s been unfaithful,’ Lexy replied. ‘To either of his wives.’ She reached out and rang the doorbell.
‘Can I wait in the car?’
‘And I’m going to ask him why he lied about when he and Olive met. And I’m definitely going to ask why Mr and Mrs Tricks were at his wedding when he and the Trickses are supposed to be sworn enemies.’
Garry could hear footsteps approaching from inside the house; he was ashamed at the relief he felt when he realised they weren’t those of a man.
‘I’m afraid Michael is out,’ Gwen told them when she’d opened the door. ‘He’s gone to pick the girls up from hockey.’
‘We’d like a word with you if we could, please,’ Lexy replied.
Gwen looked as though she might refuse, but after a few seconds turned and led the way inside.
‘When did Michael and Olive meet?’ Lexy asked, as they followed Gwen along the hallway. In the kitchen, Molly the spaniel greeted Garry like an old friend.
‘She nursed Eloise, I thought you knew that.’ Gwen didn’t sit, neither did she invite the two of them to do so.
‘There’s a photograph in the hallway of Mr Anderson and Olive in the army,’ Garry said. ‘And we know he left the forces before your daughter became ill.’
Gwen’s face looked like stone. ‘That’s impossible.’
Lexy said, ‘Does Garry have your permission to fetch it?’
Garry’s heart was beating uncomfortably fast. Lexy, on the other hand, was bright-eyed and her cheeks were a becoming shade of pink. She almost looked like she was enjoying herself.
‘I’ll go.’ Gwen set off back towards the door. ‘Show me the one you mean.’
Heart sinking, feeling sure he’d made a stupid mistake, Garry followed Gwen into the hall and indicated the photograph.
The older woman picked it up and peered. ‘I need my glasses.’
She led the way back into the kitchen. A few seconds later, glasses on her nose, she carried the silver frame to the window.
‘There must be two dozen soldiers in this picture,’ she said. ‘All in full combat uniform, all with helmets. They’ve got that camouflage paint on their faces. And I think they’re all men.’
‘May I?’ Garry asked.
The photograph was handed over.
‘There.’ He let his finger hover over the figure he’d spotted the previous day. ‘She’s in full kit, her hair’s tied back, and she’s a few years younger, but I’m pretty sure that’s Olive.’
The picture was snatched back.
‘You’re right,’ Gwen said, after a few moments. ‘That is Olive. I can’t believe I didn’t see that.’
‘Garry’s unusually observant,’ Lexy said. ‘And he and Olive were at school together.’
‘I can’t understand why neither of them told me.’
Still holding the photograph, Gwen sat down at the kitchen table. Lexy looked at Garry and discreetly put a finger to her lips.
‘These pictures all came boxed up from the family’s old place,’ Gwen said, after several long seconds. ‘I was the one who put them out around the house. Michael couldn’t bear to look at them in the early days. I put ones with my daughter at the front. I wanted the girls to see their mother every day. I don’t think I’ve ever looked at this one properly before.’
The older woman’s voice was shaking.
‘This must be very difficult for you,’ Lexy said.
‘No, actually, you’ve made it easier.’ Gwen put down the photograph and looked up at Lexy and Garry. ‘Eloise wasn’t happy in her last year,’ she told them. ‘She wouldn’t tell me what was bothering her, so I suspected it was something to do with Michael. She was always very loyal, would never say anything against him.’
‘Did she suspect him of seeing someone else?’
The older woman’s mouth tightened. ‘Olive, you mean? I’m not sure she’d even met Olive before she went into hospital. But she could have had more general suspicions. Or it could have been as simple as the two of them not getting along as well as they once did. They met when they were very young.’
Garry heard the sound of a car pulling up outside.
Gwen said, ‘She said something to me, in the last months, when we were still trying to come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t going to get better. I’ve never forgotten it.’
‘What was that?’ Lexy asked.
‘That she thought perhaps her illness might be rather convenient for Michael.’
‘Did you ask what she meant?’
‘Of course. But Eloise had a way of closing down conversations.’
Gwen had heard the car outside too; her head went up like a rabbit that had caught a dangerous scent. Pushing back her chair, she strode to the window, looked out for a second and then turned quickly.
‘The day before Eloise died, she told me she wanted to speak to me privately. I’d got into the habit of taking the girls in to see her every day. She asked me to come alone the next day, but when I did, there was a lot going on around the ward. Doctors in and out of her room. We didn’t get a chance. I said I’d come back as soon as I could, but she died that night.’
She took a deep breath. ‘I had no idea it would be the last time I’d talk to my daughter. I thought – we all thought – she had weeks left. I never even got a chance to say goodbye.’
From outside came the sound of car doors being slammed, of high-pitched voices.
As Garry noticed glassy tears in Gwen’s eyes, Lexy said, ‘Do you have any idea what she wanted to tell you?’
‘At the time, I didn’t. Now, I’m wondering if she knew about Olive and Michael. I guess we’ll never know. But I wouldn’t put money on the marriage having continued if she’d lived.’
‘And yet Michael lives in your house,’ Lexy pointed out. ‘Will you challenge him? Now you know about him and Olive being in the army together?’
Gwen closed her eyes. ‘What would be the point? My daughter’s dead. The girls are all I have left. If I fall out with Michael, he’ll take them away. Olive, if she ever comes back, will be more than happy to move out. I’ll lose them.’
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Wednesday 12 December, two years previously
‘I’m frightened, Mum,’
A rustle of bedclothes, as though the older woman had reached out for the younger. Then a rattle – maybe something dropped – that almost drowned out what was said next. Olive picked up the listening device and held it closer to her ear.
Olive was at home, in the flat she rented in central Middlesbrough, and her shift had finished an hour ago. The conversation had taken place earlier that afternoon, between Eloise, now in her seventh day on the oncology ward, and her mother, an older, stiffer version of the daughter, who’d fallen into the habit of visiting most afternoons, sometimes with the girls.
The listening device had arrived two days ago; it was astonishing what you could buy on Amazon these days. It had been the easiest thing in the world for Olive to slip it onto the underside of Eloise’s bed, retrieving it when she thought there might have been a conversation worth listening to. Even if it was discovered, and Olive was pretty certain it wouldn’t be, anyone could have left it there. Nothing could link it to Olive.
Soon, Eloise would move to the hospice, be beyond Olive’s reach. She couldn’t risk missing any of her conversations.
‘I know,’ Gwen, Eloise’s mother, replied. ‘We all are. But you’re being so brave. We’re all so proud of you.’
‘No, not of dying. I am, of course I am, but I don’t mean that.’
‘What then? Leaving the girls? They’ll miss you terribly, but I’ll be there for them, so will Michael. They’ll want for nothing. And we’ll never let you be forgotten.’
Several seconds of silence followed, and Olive pictured Eloise taking her time, gathering the strength to go on.
‘I’ve made you their guardian,’ she said eventually. ‘Peter brought the papers in a few days ago. They’re signed and witnessed. It’s official.’
‘Me? What about Michael?’
‘He is too. There’s no way around that. But I’ve given you a say. I’ve given you authority. And you’re one of their trustees.’
‘Gosh.’
A longer silence this time. Then, ‘Has anyone come to the house, Mum? In the last few days? A woman, asking for Michael?’
‘What sort of woman?’
‘A constituent. An angry one. Blaming him for something he promised to do and didn’t. You know the type. She came here last week.’
‘She did what?’ Gwen sounded outraged. ‘Does Michael know?’
‘No, I didn’t tell him. And the hospital have upped their security. I’m fine. But I don’t want her coming to the house, causing trouble, upsetting the girls. Promise me you won’t talk to anyone who just shows up.’
Another pause, then, ‘Elly, is there something you’re not telling me.’
‘You need to be careful of Michael.’
‘What on earth do you mean?’
‘I’m not sure you can trust him. He won’t deliberately hurt the girls, but he’ll always put himself first. I need you to remember that. And he knows some bad people.’
‘Elly, now I’m frightened.’
‘Good. You should be. You should be frightened of Michael.’
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‘I haven’t lied to you. I haven’t lied to anyone. What are you talking about?’
In the few moments he’d been back in the house, Anderson’s mood had gone from frightened to furious. Garry, who’d seen more fights break out between angry men than he cared to remember, moved to put himself between Anderson and Lexy.
‘Dad, what’s going on?’ The older girl, Amelia, already sent from the kitchen once, had reappeared. Her younger sister could be seen hovering close behind.
‘Amelia, go into the other room, I won’t tell you again. Take your sister and close the door.’
Nervously, the girls did as they were told.
‘You told Garry that you and Mrs Olive Anderson met when she nursed your late wife,’ Lexy insisted. ‘We know that can’t be true. There is a photograph here’ – Lexy broke off to indicate the picture now lying face up on the kitchen table – ‘that clearly shows the two of you together in your army days. You served with the same regiment.’
‘You never told me that,’ Gwen said. ‘Why would you not tell me that?’
Anderson picked up the photograph. ‘Where the hell did this come from?’
Gwen was alarmed too – Garry could see her hands shaking – but she didn’t back down. ‘From your old house. Did Eloise know you and Olive were … acquainted?’
‘I haven’t seen this in years,’ Anderson said.
‘Is that Olive in the picture, sir?’ Garry asked.
Anderson allowed his head to fall and rise as he kept his eyes fixed on the photograph. ‘She wasn’t in my regiment, she was in the Medical Corps. She worked with us for a while in Helmand. I barely knew her.’
‘Nevertheless, you told me you and Olive met when she nursed your wife,’ Garry said. ‘That was misleading.’
‘I think you’re misremembering, constable,’ Anderson replied. ‘I told you that’s when we got to know each other. I remembered her from the army days, of course, but she’d been nothing more than an acquaintance then.’
Garry was pretty certain that hadn’t been what Anderson had said.
‘Unless you have a recording of the conversation,’ Anderson went on. ‘In which case maybe I did mislead you.’
He let the comment hang in the air.
‘Do you?’ he asked when Garry didn’t respond.
‘I don’t,’ Garry admitted.
‘And, as I pointed out yesterday, you’re not a trained detective, so it’s hardly surprising if mistakes were made.’ He turned to Lexy. ‘I’d prefer to be interviewed properly in future, DS Thomas.’
In someone’s pocket, a phone alert sounded.
‘I assure you PC Mizon has acted properly at all times,’ Lexy snapped back. ‘And his considerable powers of observation led to a misunderstanding being cleared up.’
Anderson pulled a phone from his coat pocket. ‘You’re not in uniform, PC Mizon. Are you even on duty?’
‘Were Howie and Tina Tricks at your wedding, sir?’ Garry asked.
Anderson stared at him. ‘What?’
‘I was with Olive’s parents last night. They had a wedding picture that seemed to include most of the guests. A couple at the back looked a lot like Howie and Tina Tricks. I saw them both two nights ago, you see. I even apprehended Tina when she tried to run away, so their appearance is fresh in my memory.’
‘We can have the photograph properly examined,’ Lexy added. ‘If Garry is right, forensics will confirm it.’
‘That won’t be necessary,’ Anderson replied through what looked like clenched teeth. ‘Howie and Tina Tricks were not invited to my wedding. They both happened to be staying at the hotel that day. Or, at least, that’s what they claimed. Personally, I don’t believe it was coincidence, I think they booked in there to intimidate me. I didn’t realise they’d gatecrashed that group photograph until we saw the pictures. Well, I wouldn’t, would I? I was at the front of the group.’
‘Can anyone confirm this?’ Lexy asked. ‘Anyone else at the wedding who realised what was going on?’
Anderson gave a heavy sigh. ‘Abuse, intimidation and threats are daily occurrences for members of parliament,’ he said. ‘Tricks could have been telling the truth. I wasn’t about to ruin my wedding making a fuss.’
‘I can confirm they weren’t on the official list,’ Gwen added.
Anderson’s phone alert sounded again and he held it out towards them.
‘Sky News,’ he said. ‘They’ve left a voicemail.’
‘Can you play it please, sir,’ Lexy asked.
Taut-faced, Anderson pressed play.
‘Mr Anderson, this is Jenny Hughes from Sky News. We’ve had a report that your wife, Olive, has gone missing and that there’s currently a police investigation into her disappearance. Can you give me a call back, please?’
‘Great.’ Anderson looked furious. ‘I’ll be asking questions about how news I specifically asked to be kept confidential has been leaked.’
‘This isn’t good, Michael,’ Gwen said.
He spun round to face her. ‘Oh, you think?’
‘More likely one of Mrs Anderson’s friends, or her family,’ Garry said, surprising himself. ‘They’ll be worried about her, understandably. Which reminds me, sir. We spoke to your agent a short while ago, who said you’d been looking for an address yesterday morning. One of Olive’s friends. She said you were very anxious to find it, but that you wouldn’t let her help. Can we have that person’s name, please?’
Anderson had gone very still. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said. ‘I think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Again.’
‘No, I was there too,’ Lexy jumped in. ‘As was Mr Potts. Your agent definitely said you’d been looking for an address of one of Olive’s old friends. Did you find it, and can we have it please?’
Anderson shook his head. ‘Then it’s Evelyn who got her wires crossed. I needed several addresses yesterday morning. All people who’ve raised queries with me that I need to get back to. I was probably talking about Olive’s friends at the time and she got mixed up. To be honest, I’m not sure she’s really up to the job anymore. And now, I have things to do, not least of which is decide how I deal with Sky News. Gwen, as you let them in, perhaps you can show the officers out?’ He turned and left the room.
Silently, Gwen led the way to the front door. On the threshold, she spoke again, so quietly that Garry almost didn’t catch what she said.
‘He’s frightened,’ she commented. ‘He gets aggressive when he feels things are slipping out of his control. I’ve seen it before, when Eloise was dying.’
‘Perfectly understandable,’ Lexy said, in soothing tones.
‘And someone pranged his nice new motor,’ Garry added, his eyes fixed on the damage to the rear left bumper of Anderson’s Audi. The paintwork had been scraped through to the metal beneath. Shame.
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Thursday 13 December, two years previously
It was Eloise’s last night on the ward. A bed had become free in the hospice, and she was due to be moved the following day. Spotting Michael through the window of the private room his wife had been moved to, Olive made a mug of tea.
‘I missed you,’ she said, hovering in the doorway. ‘You slipped in while I was at the other end of the ward.’
‘I’m going to miss you,’ he replied.
Olive glanced over towards the nurses’ station – Stella always watched her closely when Michael was on the ward – then entered the room, closing the door behind her.
‘It’ll be easier in the hospice,’ she said, as Michael took the tea. ‘They’re better geared up for the care your wife needs now. And for you and the girls.’
‘But you won’t be there.’
Olive glanced nervously at Eloise, but to all appearances she was asleep. In the reflected glass of the outside window, she spotted Stella in the corridor. Michael, too, saw the other nurse. They both waited until she was out of sight.
‘Does she talk to you much?’ Michael asked.
‘From time to time,’ Olive replied. ‘There’s a sweet spot between the effect of the meds starting to wear off and the pain kicking in again. She can get quite chatty then.’
‘What does she talk about?’ he asked, and it could have been her imagination, but there seemed to be an edge to his voice.
‘The girls mainly,’ Olive said truthfully. ‘And you, from time to time.’ She held his gaze steadily, but if there was anything behind his eyes, she couldn’t see it.
And that sense she had of time running out had grown stronger. Even if Eloise had days left, she was moving on tomorrow, away from Olive.
‘You must have lots of friends,’ Olive said, changing tack. ‘But if you ever need someone to talk to …’
She paused. Another two colleagues had appeared directly outside. Both could see into the room, but unless they, too, had installed listening devices, they’d have no idea what was being said.
‘If you’re offering, I’ll say yes,’ Michael replied.
‘I’m offering,’ Olive told him in a low voice. ‘I know what it’s like to lose someone.’
‘I think I knew that already,’ he told her. ‘It’s in your eyes.’
Olive felt something catch in her throat. ‘It’s really that obvious?’
‘You look sad. It’s the first thing I noticed about you. Well, almost the first.’
Michael took a deep breath then and, when he let it out, he seemed to deflate, as though more than air was seeping out.
‘I want it to be over with now,’ he said. ‘And I know exactly how that sounds, but––’
‘It’s a very common feeling in the end stages,’ Olive told him.
He met her eyes, sharply, almost eagerly. ‘And is that where we are? The end?’
Silently, she let her head rise and fall. Eloise had several days left, in her opinion, but Olive’s own time with the Andersons was running out. For her, it probably was the end.
Michael dug into his jacket and pulled out a business card, scribbling a number on it. Olive took it, knowing that Michael giving her his number would be halfway around the hospital before the evening was out.
‘How will I contact you?’ he asked.
Olive glanced down at the card. Apart from the scribbled mobile number, it contained details of his constituency office. ‘I’ll email you,’ she said. ‘When … things happen – a short note of sympathy. Then, if you still want to …’
‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘I need to get back.’ Olive stepped backwards towards the door. ‘Good luck, Michael. I’ll be thinking of you. Of all of you.’
She glanced back as she left the room. Michael was watching her. He didn’t see that his wife’s eyes were wide open.
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At the end of the single-track road, Garry jumped down to open the huge metal gates. Lexy, who’d probably expected to be taken to his house to eat lunch, was unusually silent. Back in the car, he pulled forward and put the handbrake on again. The gates had to be closed at all times; it was a council rule.
‘I’ll get it.’ Lexy put the steaming parcels in the footwell before getting out. Seconds later, gates closed, she was back. ‘You’ve brought me to your grandad’s allotment.’
‘I can see why you’re on the fast track.’ Garry stopped after another hundred metres. ‘We walk from here.’
Even heavy snowfall couldn’t disguise the cluttered disorder around them: old wood collected for bonfires, huge plastic vats to hold rainwater or compost, thick black polythene, torn green netting, bamboo wigwams. Empty plant pots and hoses like dead snakes poked through the snow as Garry led Lexy down the pristine white path. Theirs were the first footprints to mar it; today even the hardiest of allotment gardeners had stayed away. Many of the beds they passed were empty for winter, but a few crops of Brussel sprouts, winter cabbages and onions could be seen among the dead stems and shrivelled fruit bushes.
Lexy clutched the fish and chips to her chest as a makeshift hot-water bottle and Garry had a stab of misgiving. He’d brought a girl he liked – jeepers, when had that happened? – to an allotment on what had to be the coldest day of the year.
They reached the indiscernible edge of Garry’s patch and he steered Lexy towards the shed, feeling a moment of ridiculous pride that the winter clematis had never looked better. The shed was a mass of creamy white flowers, speckled with purple, and with lime green centres. Lexy might freeze to death, but she’d do so against a backdrop fit for a fairy queen.
‘Give me a minute,’ he said, fumbling for his keys.
In the shed, he found a spade and quickly wiped the snow off the adjacent bench. He put a sheet of polythene over it to keep out the damp and, when Lexy sat down, spread a blanket over her knees. She gave him a look – one that said she wasn’t quite sure about the winter picnic plan – but when he sat down beside her, she moved closer so they could share the blanket.
‘Can’t see any veg,’ she said, as the delicious aroma of fried food wrapped around them like a warm, salt-and-vinegar hug. Her fingers – she’d removed her gloves to eat – were bright pink with cold. He was starting to associate the colour pink with Lexy, he realised, and found himself envisaging flowers that would make up a bouquet for her. Roses, of course, something like Pink Martini or Alnwick, but some fat peonies too and blush-edged ranunculus for contrast. Camellias would be perfect in the right season or dahlias later in the year. He’d use myrtle for the greenery.
‘There isn’t any,’ he admitted. ‘This is my cutting garden. Not much to see right now, but you can probably make out the hellebores down the bottom. They’re the flat white flowers with yellow stamens. People call them Christmas roses. The small yellow ones are winter aconites and there’s a bed of heather just out of sight.’ He pointed. ‘Over there are my cyclamens and the snowdrops should be coming through soon. It’s mainly shrubs that flower in winter – you know, Daphne, Mahonia, quince – and those I grow in the garden back home.’
Lexy carried on eating.
‘Everything grows in raised beds,’ he went on, ‘so I can make sure the soil conditions are always perfect. And I mix them up, spring bulbs and autumn-flowering dahlias, so that no bed has to work too hard at any one time.’
He spotted a late bloom in his rose bed.
‘Greenhouse behind the shed,’ he continued. ‘That’s for the stuff that won’t grow too well in this country – gardenias, orchids, and suchlike.’
‘You’re a florist,’ Lexy announced. ‘I knew you’d done those arrangements you have at home. I found your tools when I was looking for cutlery. You have a drawer full of tape, wires, secateurs.’
‘And you knew those for florist tools? You are good.’
‘I had a Saturday job in a flower shop when I was fifteen. I lasted three weeks. They sacked me after I fell on a bucket of roses that cost two quid a pop. They all broke.’
Garry winced. ‘I’d have sacked you as well.’
‘So, what is it? Secret second job? Retirement plan? All-consuming hobby?’
‘I think it’s a dream.’ As he said the words, Garry was abruptly reminded of his dream of early that morning. ‘Speaking of dreams––’
‘No, hang on a minute. You can’t throw that at me. Traffic cop who dreams of being a florist. Why? I mean, flowers are nice, but they’re hardly the stuff that makes the world go round. What we do, what you do, is important.’
Garry knew that was true; in his heart, though, he simply couldn’t feel it.
‘Flowers aren’t nice, Lexy, they’re perfect,’ he found himself saying. ‘Florists take simple, perfect beauty and they build it into so much more. There’s a structure to flowers. An order. They do what they’re told, for the most part. Flowers don’t swear at you, or spit, or puke over you. They don’t knock you to the ground and kick you in the kidneys when you’re down. They don’t pull the same crap over and over again so that you despair of ever making the world even a slightly better place. All they do is look perfect for a few days and then move on to make way for the next.’
Garry couldn’t remember the last time he’d used so many words in one go.
Lexy was silent for several seconds. Then, ‘Why don’t you change careers?’
‘Have you met my mum?’
She didn’t reply.
‘I come from a long line of police officers.’ He sighed. ‘My great- great-grandad hunted Jack the Ripper, he’s actually mentioned in the original police reports. Folk in CID still talk about my dad. My second cousin’s a detective with the Met. She’s been involved in more high-profile cases that you can shake a stick at. My grandad wouldn’t have left me this allotment, never mind the house and cash, if he’d thought I’d be a florist. My dad would think I’d shamed him.’
Lexy was silent for a moment. Then, ‘You’re a very weird bloke, Garry Mizon.’
‘Tell me something I don’t know.’
‘I like you, though.’
He’d known that too, on some level, but he didn’t tell her so.
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Friday 14 December, two years earlier.
Three o’clock in the morning; the graveyard shift. The patients were all asleep, some moaning or muttering to themselves, but oblivious to what was going on around them. Two of the nurses were on break, which meant they’d be napping in the staffroom.
Soft conversation at the nurses’ station and the regular low-pitched sounds from dozens of instruments provided a gentle hum of ambient sound. Lights were turned to their dimmest setting. Muffled footsteps, the creaking of trolley wheels. A telephone rang, its shrill notes cutting through the air; it was answered quickly.
On her way back from the staff bathroom, Olive happened to glance towards Eloise’s room. Blinds on both windows and doors were drawn, making it impossible to see inside. They hadn’t been earlier. During Michael’s visit, the blinds had been up. Someone had drawn them and that wasn’t customary procedure at night.
Gently, soundlessly, she turned the door handle and pushed. The room beyond was lit only by the few instruments currently switched on. Eloise wasn’t hooked up to any monitors. There was nothing they could do for her anymore but manage her pain and that medication was administered by a simple canula taped to the back of her left hand.
Eloise’s slight form was barely distinguishable on the bed, but Olive knew instantly that something wasn’t as it should be. There was a stillness in the room, an emptiness. Something essential was missing.
‘Eloise?’ Her voice barely broke the silence and Olive realised that she was shaking. And that her heartbeat had picked up. She could feel it, thumping against her chest. Her right hand reached for the light switch, but something held her back. In the gloom, she took two steps closer to the bed. If the patient was breathing, she was doing so silently.
A weak beam of light had forced its way through the window blinds, but Olive herself was in its way. Until she took one more step closer to the bed, she was unable to see Eloise’s face. She took that step. And learned that Eloise had stopped breathing some time ago.
The dead woman’s mouth had gaped open. Her eyes were open too, staring at something beyond the room’s ceiling.
Olive took hold of her patient’s left wrist and felt for the pulse, although she knew it was unnecessary. The limb was cold, the skin oddly moist. She’d been dead an hour at least, maybe longer.
It was 0310 hours, and it would be Olive’s job to verify death.
Glancing round at the door and internal window, although she knew she was shielded from view, she walked quickly round the bed and bent to retrieve the listening device from its underside. It would be some time before she could check exactly how much of the conversation that she and Eloise had had earlier was on record.
For now, she had a job to do.



55
‘I don’t like Anderson,’ Garry said, as he was getting to the end of his fish and chips.
Lexy, who’d eaten as much as he, gave a soft laugh. ‘Really? I’d never have guessed.’
‘How about it was him who met Olive in Hexham? There was time for him to get there, leave with her, do … whatever it was he did – and get back to Home Farm before anyone questioned his movements.’
‘Really?’ Lexy huddled closer. ‘In this weather?’
‘Yes, really. I could have done it. Maybe he could too.’
‘Why would he want to hurt his wife six months after he married her?’
‘Eloise wanted to tell her mother something important. She died before she had a chance. What if she told Olive instead?’
Lexy paused before replying, giving the impression, at least, that she was thinking about it. Then, ‘Even if she did, Olive married him, eighteen months later. Why would she do that if she knew he was a villain?’
Garry had his answer ready. ‘OK, what if she later learned something she shouldn’t? Gwen said she was sly, remember? That she caught her sneaking around the house more than once, hanging around in his office, maybe trying to access his computer. What if she found out the same thing Eloise knew? He’d have to get rid of her too.’
‘Sorry, what? You’re saying he bumped off Eloise as well? Garry, she had terminal cancer.’
‘I wasn’t, but now I’m wondering. Eloise died before she was expected to. Only a matter of weeks, maybe even days, but still. What if there was something she needed to get off her chest? Maybe something to do with the Tricks family. And what if Anderson couldn’t risk that happening? Eighteen months later, Olive finds out the same thing.’
‘I’m hearing a lot of what ifs.’
Garry started fidgeting, on the point of getting up. ‘We need to find out if he was with Eloise when she died. We need to get back to the hospital.’
‘Whoa there, tiger. You’re about to accuse our local MP of double murder. I’m not sure I can have your back on that one.’
‘How could Howie Tricks know that Michael Anderson’s wife has gone missing?’
Lexy sighed. ‘Howie will have contacts at the station, you know that. These people have a way of finding stuff out.’
Garry had eaten enough. He wrapped the few remaining chips and got up to carry them to the compost heap, pushing them down deep to discourage foxes. Lexy was right. He was putting two and two together and making a ridiculous number.
On the way back, he took a detour around the rose bed and leaned in to pick the solitary bloom he’d spotted earlier. It was a Gabriel Oak, a ruffled mass of carmine petals, a deeper pink than he’d have chosen for Lexy, but its scent was glorious. He walked back to the shed, twirling the rose in his fingers, wondering if he’d have the nerve to give it to her. He tucked it into his breast pocket and felt a fool.
‘What will happen now?’ he asked, as she got to her feet and they took the blanket and polythene back into the shed. ‘Now that Sky have got hold of the story?’
‘No option but to launch the missing persons.’ If Lexy noticed the rose in his pocket, she didn’t comment. ‘Every station will be informed, all the social media accounts activated. Given the Andersons’ profile, it will probably make the news.’
‘Searches?’ Garry locked the shed and they set off back towards the car.
Lexy gave a small shake of her head. ‘Where do we start? They won’t call the helicopter out in this weather, not unless they’re pretty sure they know where she is and can recover her. Drones will be useless until we have an idea where to look. Same with foot searches and dogs. Unless we get some intel we can act on, there really is nothing the force at large can achieve that you and I haven’t been doing already.’
Garry strode ahead as they approached the car, beeping it open and holding the passenger door for Lexy. He pulled the rose from his jacket pocket, relieved to see it had come to no harm. ‘Last of the year,’ he said, holding it out. ‘Be a shame to let the frost get it.’
For an uncomfortable second, he thought she might turn it down, but then her lips twitched at the corners. ‘Thank you,’ she said, looking up directly into his eyes, as though waiting for him to––
‘Dreams,’ he announced. Leaving her abruptly, he strode round to the driver door. ‘I had one last night,’ he went on, when they were both in the vehicle.
As they left the allotments, he filled her in with his poster dream.
‘I slapped you?’ she said, when he’d finished.
‘It’s what woke me up. But it’s what you said before you slapped me that could be important.’
‘It’s all about the ears, Dumbo? I’m not seeing it. This is something to do with Olive’s ears?’
‘Not Olive’s ears, mine.’
Lexy thought for a second. ‘Nope. Still struggling.’
‘My family don’t call me Dumbo because I was a fat kid.’
‘I knew that.’
‘Please don’t interrupt. They called me Dumbo because I was known as the family elephant. I never forgot a thing. I’m serious, not a thing. I can tell you which of my cousins got a Spider-Man car for Christmas and who got a Barbie doll and I can name the year.’
She nodded. ‘Makes sense,’ she muttered.
He had no idea what that meant but didn’t want to get distracted. ‘Ever since I heard Olive was missing, I’ve had the oddest déjà-vu-type feeling. As though I’m remembering something. As though it’s happened before.’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘You think Olive’s gone missing before?’
‘Probably not as simple as that, but we should check. I think last night’s dream was my subconscious nudging me that this is important. If I can work out what it is I’m supposed to remember, it will help.’
‘I didn’t have you down as a touchy-feely type.’
The main road was unsurprisingly quiet; even a little after midday, a dull sort of twilight had crept across the world. It was the sort of day when businesses closed early, and all but the hardiest types cancelled any plans they might have to go out.
‘Best driver on the force, good at spotting trouble, often before it starts, easily distracted and likes to focus on one job at a time, crap at paperwork and useless in an exam room. Occasionally trips over his own feet. That’s what they told me I’d get. Instead, it’s all interpreting dreams and floral arrangements.’
She was making fun of him again.
‘What are we doing now?’ he asked.
‘We’re going back to the station to face the music.’
‘There’s music?’
‘Oh yeah. Anderson was well pissed off with us and he won’t take it lying down. Brace yourself, Garry, and keep your mouth shut. The fan’s about to start spinning.’
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Friday 14 December, two years previously
Olive was still preparing Eloise’s body when Michael arrived. Normally, she found ‘last offices’ soothing; not this time.
‘Thank you,’ he said, from the doorway of the room. He wore jeans and a thick, sage-green sweater with a half zip. It was the first time since Afghanistan that Olive had seen him not wearing a suit.
Insisting on doing everything herself, Olive had been combing Eloise’s hair, painstakingly slowly, because the last thing she wanted was to start ripping it out in clumps. She lowered her patient’s head gently, grateful that the least pleasant job, the cleaning of leaking bodily fluids, had already taken place. She’d even sprayed air freshener around the room.
‘Come in,’ she said. ‘I’m not quite finished, but you may as well come in and help. Unless you’d prefer to wait in the visitors’ room. I can have someone bring you a hot drink.’
Michael stepped into the room, his eyes on his wife’s face. ‘When did it happen?’ he asked.
She’d told him this already on the telephone, but the shock of bereavement often played havoc with memory.
‘Between midnight and 0200 hours, we think. She was last checked a few minutes after midnight and was still with us then. The doctor thinks it was a sudden cardiac arrest. We weren’t expecting it, certainly not today, but it’s not uncommon at this stage.’
Michael’s eyes closed and he seemed to sway on his feet. Olive was by his side in seconds, wrapping an arm around his waist.
‘You need to sit down,’ she told him, as she pushed him towards the bedside chair. ‘This is a lot to take in. You shouldn’t have come alone.’
‘Gwen wanted to come, but we couldn’t leave the girls. We didn’t want to wake them, either. They don’t know yet.’
Leaving him briefly, Olive darted to the door of the room and signalled to the nurse she knew would be looking their way. She made the drinking sign and pointed into the room before going back inside.
‘I know it’s a shock,’ she said. ‘But, in time, you might come to think it was better this way. She’s been saved a lot of pain.’
‘I should have been here,’ he said. ‘She shouldn’t have had to go alone. Why is her mouth like that?’
‘It’s very common.’ Olive went back to the other side of the bed where the trolley was stationed. ‘The muscles in the jaw stop working after death, so the mouth falls open. I’ve put an extra pillow under her head to minimise it, but the undertakers will soon sort it out. They’ll have her looking beautiful in no time. Perhaps wait until she’s in the chapel of rest before the girls see her?’
Michael had taken hold of his wife’s hand. ‘She was beautiful. She was probably the most beautiful woman I ever saw. I thought losing her looks would be the hardest thing for her to deal with, but she hardly seemed to care. All her thoughts were for the girls, and me.’
‘I have some jewellery for you.’ Olive reached over the bed with a small plastic bag in her hand. Inside were Eloise’s wristwatch, a simple gold necklace and two pairs of earrings. ‘What do you want to do with her wedding ring? We always recommend that it’s removed as soon as possible, but it’s up to you.’
In response, he raised Eloise’s hand and twisted the plain gold band off her finger. ‘I put it on,’ he said. ‘Right that I should take it off.’
Olive held the bag open and the ring was dropped inside. ‘Slip it into your pocket,’ she said, marvelling at how malleable the freshly bereaved were. ‘You don’t want it lost.’
‘She barely spoke to me earlier,’ Michael said. ‘She was asleep for practically the whole visit. It feels like such a waste.’
Eloise hadn’t been asleep though; she’d heard Michael and Olive exchange telephone numbers, arrange to meet up when the wife was out of the picture.
‘I didn’t say goodbye.’
‘The chances are she slipped away in her sleep,’ Olive said, although she knew it hadn’t been the case; Eloise’s eyes had been wide open when she’d been found. The bedclothes had been ruffled too, as though she’d tried to move. ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference. Not to her, anyway.’
‘Did she say anything after I left? Did she wake up at all?’
Eloise had indeed woken after her husband went home; Eloise had had quite a lot to say.
‘She woke briefly,’ Olive replied. ‘She was telling me about the sailing you used to do together. Something about a spin-, a spinny-something.’
‘Spinnaker?’ Michael’s eyes had narrowed. He looked tense. ‘Why would she mention the spinnaker?’
Olive shook her head. ‘I don’t even know what a spinnaker is.’
Michael’s voice hardened, as though she’d offended him. ‘Seems an odd thing to talk about. Anything else?’
‘No, not really.’
He got to his feet. ‘Will there be a post-mortem?’
‘No. The doctor signed the paperwork. As I said, this sort of sudden death isn’t uncommon when patients are as ill as your wife was.’
A noise in the corridor startled them both. The door opened and two hospital orderlies appeared, pushing a trolley between them.
‘You need to say goodbye for now,’ Olive told Michael. ‘You can see her later, when she’s ready.’
The body was moved quickly and efficiently and then the door of the room closed once more. Michael leaned against the rail at the foot of the bed. His head dropped, so that his chin almost rested on his chest.
‘It’s over then,’ he said. ‘Really over.’
Olive moved closer to stand by his side. She felt the skin of her right hand brush against his left and then, a second later, his hand clasped around hers. He squeezed, once, and then let her go.
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‘Well, it’s out there,’ the deputy chief constable said, after the piece had aired on the early-evening news. The nation had been informed that Olive Anderson, wife of the sitting MP for Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland, had been missing for nearly forty-eight hours. Neither the Anderson family nor Olive’s parents had appeared; instead, a statement pleading for news of Olive had been read by the reporter.
‘We’ll hear from her in an hour,’ one of the DIs yawned. ‘It’s one thing to publicly humiliate her husband, another to risk charges for wasting police time.’
‘We’d better bloody hope so,’ the deputy chief replied. ‘In the meantime, PC Mizon, a word in your shell-like.’
‘Sir.’ As Garry approached the boss, he was aware of movement around him. Most officers in the skeleton staff went back to their desks. One or two watched with undisguised glee.
‘Remind me of the job we pay you to do, PC Mizon.’
‘Sir,’ Lexy stepped forward.
‘You’ll get your turn, DS Thomas. In the meantime, I’m dealing with a complaint against PC Mizon here, for inappropriate and aggressive treatment of the family member of a potential victim. An important one, at that. On top of that, the Tricks family have made their complaint official.’
‘Sir, that’s unfair. The Anderson part anyway. I was with Garry most of the time we were with the family and he did nothing untoward. In fact, thanks to him––’
‘One more word, Thomas, and you’ll be on report. Now, Mizon, are you on duty right now?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Then I suggest you get yourself home, do whatever it is you do at weekends, put the Olive Anderson case out of your head and keep your fingers crossed Michael Anderson doesn’t make his complaint formal as well. And if you could stop behaving like a complete twat, that would be a bonus.’
‘Sir, I think Michael Anderson could be involved in Olive’s disappearance,’ Garry said. ‘I think he’s a liar and I think he’s hiding something.’
‘Remind me how many times you failed your detective exams, Mizon.’
Garry took a deep breath, at the same time registering surprise that he was still maintaining eye contact with the chief.
‘I’m waiting, Mizon.’
What the heck, everyone knew anyway.
‘Twice, sir. Nevertheless …’
The deputy chief took a step closer. Garry told himself he was not backing down. Not faced with someone three inches shorter than he was.
The chief said, ‘Was any part of my instruction to go home and stay home unclear?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Then why are you still here?’
Knowing he was out of time, Garry turned. Avoiding eye contact with everyone, he left the room.
‘Garry!’ Lexy caught up with him in the car park. ‘Where are you going?’
‘Home,’ he replied. ‘As instructed.’
‘It’s all bullshit,’ she said. ‘You did nothing wrong. Nothing at all.’
He shrugged. ‘Like you said, I’m a maverick.’
Damn it, he quite liked the idea: Garry Mizon – maverick.
‘You’re not going home, are you?’ Lexy took a step back to look at him properly and suspicion seeped into her eyes.
‘Course I am,’ he lied.
‘Seriously, you have to. Let me handle it now. I shouldn’t have got you involved at all, I feel terrible. I’ll keep you informed the minute anything happens, I promise. But you have to go home and keep your head down.’
‘Roger that, Sarge.’ He gave her a tiny mock salute.
She took another step backwards, still glaring at him. ‘I’m going to phone you in an hour. On your landline. You’d better answer.’
‘Looking forward to it.’ He swung into the driver’s seat and started the engine. As he drove out of the car park, he could see Lexy watching him from the station’s rear entrance. He turned left, in the opposite direction to home, reflecting that he might actually find himself fired before the day was out.
Well, darn it. He didn’t like the job anyway.
‘Is there any news?’ the nurse, Stella Cook, asked Garry as the two of them found a vacant table in the hospital cafeteria.
Stella, who’d been about to go on a break when Garry arrived at the nurses’ station, had agreed to go for a coffee with him.
‘We’ve all been worried,’ she went on, ‘since we heard from Newcastle that she didn’t show up yesterday.’
‘Nothing as yet,’ Garry told Stella, who didn’t look particularly worried. ‘I understand she was Eloise Warner’s chief nurse when she was on the ward. This would be around two years ago now.’
Stella pulled a face. ‘We don’t have chief nurses as such. Let’s just say the family, or some members of it, had their favourites.’
‘Are you suggesting Michael Anderson had a soft spot for Olive? I’m not digging the dirt here, but Olive’s relationship with her husband could be important.’
The woman nodded. ‘There was an obvious chemistry from the start. Some might say Olive had her eye on a man who was soon to be a very eligible widower and did her best to get in with him.’
Garry thought carefully before he spoke again; trying to defend Olive wouldn’t be helpful right now.
‘That would suggest she was pretty calculating? Going after a bloke while his wife was terminally ill with cancer?’
‘Aye, well, she’s an odd one. Good-looking girl like that, never had a boyfriend. Lot of nice lads asked her out, to my knowledge – doctors, senior nurses, managers. Not interested. And then Michael Anderson comes along and suddenly she’s wearing more make-up, always has clean hair, making him tea, which I never saw her do for anyone else, hanging around the nurses’ station and Eloise’s bay when he was in.’
‘You think she was doing the running?’ Garry told himself this wasn’t idle gossip, it was his job to find out what happened to Olive. And then remembered it wasn’t actually his job at all. He glanced at his watch. Another thirty minutes or so until Lexy phoned him at home.
‘Oh, I think he met her halfway. I know he gave her his number.’
‘You saw that?’
Stella nodded. ‘Right under his wife’s nose. The very night she died.’ She glanced at her watch.
‘Can we fast-forward a bit,’ Garry asked. ‘How did Olive seem the last couple of months? Anything bothering her that you noticed? Anything that made you think the marriage wasn’t working out as she’d hoped?’
Stella finished her coffee and picked up her bag. ‘To be honest, love, I’m not sure I ever saw Olive happy. And that’s my time up. Thanks for the coffee.’ She got up.
‘One more thing.’ Garry stood too, knowing he barely had time to get home before Lexy rang. He wondered if she had plans for her Saturday night and whether – No, that was daft. She’d kept the rose though, using a mug as a makeshift vase and finding a spot for it on her desk. ‘The night Eloise died, were you working?’
Stella gave a brief nod. ‘I was, I told you.’
‘You did, sorry. Can you remember anything else about that night? What time Mr Anderson arrived, when he left?’
Stella frowned. ‘It was late, after normal visiting hours. I’d say he came in about half eight, stayed maybe an hour. Olive took him a cup of tea, as usual, and he gave her his number.’
‘And how did Eloise seem after he’d gone?’
‘Much the same. Tired. I helped her go to the bathroom shortly after he went. I’m pretty sure she went to sleep after that. Died a few hours later.’
So, Eloise had been alive when Anderson left; another daft theory debunked.
‘I’m not trying to cause trouble or anything,’ Stella said, her eyes darting around the room. ‘This is probably nothing,’ she went on. ‘And I would never have mentioned it otherwise.’
Garry was suddenly very conscious of the time; he didn’t want to miss Lexy’s phone call. ‘Anything you can tell me.’
Stella was looking over at the serving counter. ‘You should have a word with Rick,’ she said. ‘He was working nights when Eloise died. He saw something.’
‘What?’
She stepped away. ‘You should ask him. Better it comes from him.’
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Friday 14 December, two years previously
After Michael Anderson left the ward for the second time that night, another hour went by before Olive could check the listening device that had spent the last few days beneath his late wife’s bed. She locked herself in a stall in the staff bathroom and switched it on.
She had nearly thirty minutes of recordings to get through and wouldn’t have long before someone came looking for her. She raced through, fast-forwarding and stopping frequently. When she got to the end, she couldn’t move. The battery had run out at the worst possible time. The recording was useless. Absolutely fucking useless.
Only the certain knowledge that she’d never, in a million years, be able to explain it stopped her smashing every hard surface in the bathroom to pieces.
Anderson was wrong. It wasn’t over. She was only getting started.
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Rick couldn’t leave the counter, but the café wasn’t busy. At nearly eight o’clock on a Saturday evening, with the weather as it was, few people who didn’t have to were inclined to hang around a hospital.
‘Stella said you noticed something on the night of Thursday the thirteenth, Friday the fourteenth of December two years ago,’ Garry began. ‘The night Eloise Warner, wife of our local MP, died.’
Rick’s face tightened. ‘It were a while back, like.’ He picked up a cloth and made a show of wiping down the counter.
‘It’s important. So, did you see anything?’
‘Who wants to know?’
Garry stifled a sigh; he’d already introduced himself as an off-duty police officer.
‘For now, only me,’ he said. ‘But I can get on the phone and have one of my colleagues come in. They might prefer to talk to you down at the station. It can get busy on a Saturday night, especially this close to Christmas. You could be there a while.’
Rick started talking. Ten minutes later, Garry was in the hospital’s security office.
‘Night of the thirteenth, fourteenth of December,’ he said. ‘Ground-floor café and the main entrance, please. Footage between the hours of 2100 and 0400.’
The security guard took a while to find the file, but eventually the two men were watching grainy black-and-white footage. The café, on the night Eloise died, was as empty and forlorn as it had been minutes earlier. An elderly woman sat at a far table. Two nurses approached the counter, bought hot drinks and carried them away. Rick, the attendant, examined his fingernails and scrolled through his phone.
‘Café closes at ten,’ the guard said.
‘I know. The man I’m looking for left his wife’s ward at around half past nine in the evening,’ Garry said. ‘Rick in the café says he served him that night.’
‘Here we go. This your man?’
It was indeed his man. At 2136 hours, Michael Anderson approached the serving counter. After a few exchanged words with Rick, he took his drink and found a table close to the café entrance. He sat, without moving, for some time.
‘I can fast-forward,’ the guard offered, suiting action to words.
‘Hold it,’ Garry ordered, as Anderson jerked to his feet. Rick, the server, had approached. The two men were talking, then Anderson turned to leave. Rick followed him out, pulling down the barriers that closed the café off until the following day. ‘Twenty-two hundred hours on the dot,’ Garry muttered. ‘So, does he leave the hospital?’
‘Let’s see.’
Minutes passed while the guard found a different set of files, and then the two of them were looking at footage of the hospital’s main reception area. They watched, fast-forwarding occasionally, until nearly eleven o’clock in the evening. Michael Anderson was not seen leaving the hospital.
‘He came back around four,’ Garry said. ‘See if you can find him.’
More time passed, and then the two men saw Michael Anderson stride quickly into the hospital through the main entrance.
‘Must have gone home,’ the guard said. ‘He’d changed.’
Garry nodded. He too had spotted the casual clothes Anderson was wearing on his second visit. ‘Are there other ways he could have left the building?’
‘Several.’ The guard got to his feet and stepped sideways to face a schematic plan of the hospital building. ‘There’s a door in C wing that leads directly out to the western car park. He could have gone that way. Plus several doors that visitors aren’t allowed to use, but there’s not a lot to stop them.’
‘Can we check?’
The guard looked regretful. ‘Can’t be done. We’ve got a policy on CCTV, ruddy thing’s pages long. I’m probably breaking all sorts of rules by talking to you. Basically, only footage from the main entrance and the bigger public areas like the café is kept for more than a year. If your MP friend went out another way, the record will have been wiped months ago.’
Garry took a breath. ‘What about if he went back to the ward?’
‘Same thing. And wards don’t have CCTV anyway. Some of the main corridors do, but not the wards themselves.’
‘Right, thanks for your time.’ It was ten minutes before Lexy was due to call him.
‘I assume someone’s checked her locker?’ the guard said.
‘Come again?’
‘Staff lockers. We all have one. Utility staff like me on this floor. Nursing staff one floor up.’
Garry couldn’t remember anyone mentioning Olive’s locker. He said, ‘I know I’m stating the obvious, but lockers are locked, right?’
The guard nodded. ‘Owners have keys, and a spare set kept in case of loss.’
‘And those spare keys are …’
The guard turned and nodded at a flat wall cupboard.
‘And is there a policy on handing out keys to all and sundry?’
‘Naturally. But nothing to stop me opening a locker, especially when accompanied by an officer of the law.’
‘Lead the way.’
Olive’s locker held a black gym bag with a decorative key ring attached to the handle. No keys, just the key ring. Knowing he was pushing his luck, but unable to resist, Garry took out his handkerchief and wrapped it around his right hand before inching open the zip. He could hear the security guard breathing over his shoulder. The insides smelled of laundry waiting to be washed and a chemically produced floral. He saw black fabric, the heel of a training shoe, a cosmetics bag. He closed the zip.
‘I can’t take this,’ he told the security officer. ‘I’ll get someone to collect it and sign it into evidence. Can you make sure no one but an on-duty police officer looks into this locker until then?’
‘No problem,’ the guard told him. ‘I’ll keep the key with me.’
Garry glanced at his watch. Short of teleporting home, he was going to miss Lexy’s call, but she’d be pleased about the gym bag, wouldn’t she? On a whim, he took a photograph of the bag and then a close-up of the key ring.
Now to see how fast he could drive home.
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The snow was coming down again. Olive could see it falling into the void below. At first, she’d wondered if it was just wind blowing snow off the car and the surrounding branches, but it had been falling too thickly and too consistently for some time now for there to be any doubt.
She was so cold, so very cold, slipping in and out of sleep and sometimes struggling to tell when she was awake and when dreaming. The nurse she’d been once knew she was in the early stages of hypothermia. Early stages, if she was lucky. Even so, she didn’t think she’d survive much longer in the car.
Some time ago – she was struggling to keep an exact track – she’d found paracetamol and a packet of mint humbugs in the glove compartment. Annoyed with herself for not thinking of it before, she’d swallowed four paracetamol, washing them down with snow, and crammed a handful of sweets into her mouth. When they’d dissolved, she’d eaten more until the packet was gone. Minutes later, the sugar and the painkillers had started working their magic. Since then, she’d managed to keep the worst of the pain at bay, although the sweets had long gone.
She knew she couldn’t survive another night; if she was going to act, it had to be now.



61
Before leaving the hospital car park, Garry found the number for Olive’s parents.
‘Sorry to bother you again,’ he said, when Olive’s dad, George, had answered and Garry had explained that nothing new had come up so far, but that his colleagues were confident Olive would be in touch once she knew people were concerned. ‘But something’s been niggling me.’
He explained his odd feeling of déjà vu about Olive being missing.
‘I’ve a pretty good memory,’ he finished, when he’d heard nothing from George for several seconds, except, perhaps, silent disapproval. ‘Is there anything that could explain that? Did Olive go missing previously? Maybe for a few hours? Maybe at school?’
It hadn’t been at school. He’d have known and remembered if Olive had gone missing back then.
‘No, lad.’
‘Nothing at all?’
‘Our Olive’s never been in trouble. She’s a good girl, our Olive. Never anything untoward.’
‘Got it. Thank you for your time, Mr C.’
He was talking into thin air; Olive’s dad had put the phone down. OK, now that was bothering him as well. Why did he get the feeling that George Charles was on the verge of defensive when he talked about his daughter? A bit too keen to tell the world she was a good girl? In the meantime, he still had no way of knowing, or proving, what time Anderson had left the hospital on the night Eloise had died.
As he reached his bungalow, he realised he might have a way; Eloise’s mother might tell him. Without even leaving the car, he dialled the number, knowing he’d be in a whole heap of smelly stuff if Anderson answered.
‘Home Farm,’ said the unmistakeable voice of Gwen.
‘I heard you’d been taken off the investigation,’ she replied, in frosty tones, when Garry told her who was calling.
‘I was never on it, Mrs Warner. I’m a traffic officer. But I was friends with Olive at school.’ OK, that was a stretch. ‘I liked her. I liked your daughter too. I met her a few times. Very nice lady. She got her heel stuck in a grate once. I happened to be there. I don’t suppose––’
A soft laugh. ‘She told me about that.’
He held his breath.
‘What can I do for you?’ she said after a moment.
This was where he took a big risk. ‘I’ve been talking to the hospital about the night your daughter died,’ he said. ‘And I can’t pin down the time Mr Anderson left. I know he was at the hospital till at least ten. Can you help at all?’
‘That’s a very odd question.’
‘I appreciate that.’
Seconds ticked by.
‘I can’t help, I’m afraid. I tried to wait up for Michael that night. I wanted to know how Eloise had been. I was exhausted, though. I went to bed before he got home. The next thing I remember, he was waking me up, telling me she was dead. That was just after three o’clock in the morning.’
‘I’m very sorry to be bringing back sad memories. Can you remember what time you went to bed?’
‘Ten? Ten thirty? I couldn’t say. And you’re not bringing back sad memories. They never went away.’
Garry took a deep breath. ‘Mrs Warner …’
He heard movement down the line, as though Gwen, or someone else, had opened a door.
‘Was a post-mortem carried out on your daughter?’
A moment of silence, then, ‘I can’t talk now.’ Her voice had dropped to a whisper. ‘Michael’s on his way out. I’ll call you back.’
She was gone.
As Garry opened his front door, the house felt unusually cold. He switched on the gas fire in the front room and knew he should cook himself something to eat. Something that wasn’t fish and chips or pizza. He wasn’t sure he could be bothered.
The light on his answer machine hadn’t turned on; Lexy hadn’t phoned.
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The car hadn’t moved for some time. Olive knew that if she could reach the back seat, she could access the boot where the bags were stored. If she could get to her bag, she’d have a phone, more clothes, drugs that could hold the pain back for long enough to get to safety. She could also find the stranger’s laptop and hurl it into the void.
Heart thumping, sweating in spite of the cold, she began moving, easing her way up through the interior of the car.
It was painstakingly slow, and her mind kept drifting, as though the effects of cold, shock and pain were eating away at her brain. After a while, she found herself crouching on the back of the passenger seat. She wasn’t entirely sure how long she’d been inching her way up the vehicle, but the switch that would open the rear side window was almost within reach and if the car’s electrics hadn’t given up, it should still work. If the window opened, if the tree branches held, she could climb out.
Being able to reach her bag would be a bonus, but the key thing had to be to get out of the car.
Her left ankle couldn’t hold her weight, not even for a second, and breathing still hurt – she thought several ribs were cracked – but she kept going, onto the armrest between driver and passenger seat, into the rear footwell. Every movement careful, always aware of how fragile the branches holding her up must be.
Inches away from the rear door, she risked stretching up. The car groaned and dropped, like an airplane in turbulence. Even as her stomach plummeted, she reached for the handgrip above the rear window. A wrench of pain pulled at her chest, but she caught it and kept hold.
The car held. She was so close.
Clutching the grip in one hand, she pressed the window button with the other. The window grumbled against the hold the ice had on it, but moved – an inch, two inches, three. Snowflakes touched Olive’s face and a rush of cold air blew through the car. She pressed again and the window opened. There was a branch, less than a foot above the open window, that looked strong enough to hold her weight. Gingerly, she stretched up. Her fingers brushed it, got ready to curl around it.
A hand grasped her injured left ankle, sending another shock wave of pain through her body. Olive looked down. Blue eyes met hers.
Not dead. The stranger was alive. And now the car was shifting again, snow was sliding off its roof, its angle tilting. Olive stared down into the car interior, knowing the terror in the stranger’s face was an exact mirror of her own.
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Garry spent his first half-hour home cooking proper food – salmon with vegetables – that he forced down because he knew it was the sensible thing to do. He kept the TV news on, turning up the volume when he left the room, but there were no updates on the Olive Anderson case. Nothing on the force’s Twitter feed either. And no messages.
By six o’clock, he was sitting at his kitchen counter, scrolling through his phone, wondering how he was going to get through the rest of the evening.
Lexy would probably be home by now; there’d have been no need for her to stay at work unless something big had come up. So, either there’d been a development that was being kept from the public – and him – for now, or she did have plans for her Saturday evening.
Something significant enough to be kept quiet could only mean that Olive had been found – neither safe nor well – and he certainly didn’t want that. On the other hand, the thought of Lexy in a noisy pre-Christmas pub, pink-cheeked from the heat and the alcohol, smiling up at one of the DIs: no, that didn’t fill him with any joy either. He honestly wasn’t sure which he’d prefer; and what did that say about him?
For several minutes, he toyed with the idea of phoning Lexy – he did have the gym bag to tell her about – before deciding he’d already made a big enough fool of himself that day. He’d barely known her two days and yet Lexy knew more about him than anyone outside his own family; more than any of them, to be honest, and he was not about to give her additional ammunition to make him look stupid around the station. The ribbing he was going to get. A closet florist. It would be years, if ever, before he heard the end of it.
He’d give her till seven, then phone his report of finding the gym bag into the station.
He’d genuinely thought she’d call, though.
Enough. He was not spending the entire evening obsessing over his phone like a teenage girl. He got up, leaving it on the counter, and left the room. He’d have a bath, watch a bit of TV, then get an early night and try to catch up on lost sleep. There was honestly nothing more he could do right now.
His mobile was ringing. Garry banged his hip on the door frame as he raced back into the kitchen. Lexy. He caught his breath and told himself to let it go to messages. No need to make it blindingly obvious he had no life to speak of. He held off for four rings.
‘All right,’ he said, in a passable attempt to sound casual, wishing he’d thought to have some music playing, something low-key, soft, something that might suggest he wasn’t alone.
‘Garry, I’m really sorry about this, honestly I am, but I’ve got no one else to call.’
She was actually crying, he could hear the suppressed sob in her voice.
‘What’s happened? Where are you?’
The line crackled and cut off for a second; wherever she was, reception wasn’t brilliant.
‘Lexy. Talk to me.’
Another crackle, then: ‘You’re going to be so pissed off with me. After balling you out for irresponsible behaviour as well.’
‘Where are you?’
She sniffed. ‘I’m in a ditch.’
A beat.
‘Come again.’
‘I thought I’d make it. It’s all main roads, and they’ve been gritted. But the Hartlepool road was blocked, so I went up the A19 and then turned east. I thought, what’s the worst that can happen, I’ve been watching you drive in the snow all day. It didn’t look that hard.’
She’d taken that stupid car of hers out in this weather. ‘Where? Where did you turn east?’
‘At a village called Enwick? Ewick? God, I can’t remember.’
She was on the Elwick road. ‘Are you hurt?’
‘No. Just freezing. I’ve been stuck here an hour. I called the AA, but they’re dealing with loads of trapped vehicles and they’re not sure when they can get to me. And I didn’t crash so much as slide. There was a skid. I’ve never been in a skid before. And then I lost control. There was no steerage.’
Always drive into a skid. Everyone knew it, so few managed it. It was so totally counter-intuitive.
He said, ‘Do you know exactly where you are?’
‘I passed a farm a few minutes before the skid. On the left-hand side. I didn’t catch the name.’
OK, right. Middlesbrough to Hartlepool took thirty minutes in good conditions. These were not good conditions. It could take an hour or more to find her, even if he made it that far – of course, he’d make it, he was the best driver on the force – and she didn’t sound in a good way.
Did people actually say that about him? Best driver on the force?
Focus. First up, tow ropes, torches, shovel, snow socks, first-aid kit – all in the boot of his car where they’d been since early November. Second, fuel, water and washer fluid – topped up several times a week in winter, no need to worry about that. Third, hot drink, hot-water bottle, sugary snack, warm blankets, fresh clothes – he could have them ready in five minutes. Ten minutes at the outset and he’d be good to go. In the kitchen, he switched on the kettle and found a flask.
‘Garry, you still there?’
‘Where the Dickens were you going?’
‘Hartlepool marina.’
He poured a quarter pint of milk into a jug and shoved it into the microwave. ‘Why?’
‘Better if I tell you in person. You will come, won’t you?’
He checked his watch and gave her an ETA. ‘Stay in the car, Lexy. Keep your engine running.’
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The car slid. A branch broke. Metal screamed and so did the two women. Olive saw the branch she’d been reaching for slipping away into the night. She braced herself for a few seconds of free fall followed by excruciating pain and then …
The car stopped moving. Miraculously, something – the flimsiest of branches maybe – was holding it up.
‘Don’t move.’ She glared into the stranger’s cold blue eyes. ‘Don’t move a muscle.’
Those eyes were no longer terrified, but dull with pain. They looked like eyes on the brink of drifting away into sleep, or something much more permanent. The grip on Olive’s leg loosened. A sudden shake would free her. Olive braced herself for the pain and got ready to pull herself free.
‘Maddy?’ the stranger said, her eyes desperate and pleading, still gazing into Olive’s own. ‘How is this possible?’
And with five simple words, everything changed.



PART THREE
The strange disappearance of Maddy Black



65
July, three years previously
Olive was on the point of leaving the club when she spotted the girl on the dance floor. Looking back, she thought it was the outfit she noticed first, because even in the Strawberry Palace, the trendiest gay club in the north-east, it stood out as being a bit … out there. Like, if the Royal Ballet staged a zombie version of Swan Lake, then, yeah, that was the kind of tutu the dancers would wear. The net skirt, in shades of grey and dull purple, hung in tattered layers from a skintight bodice, while a huge silver bow sat on the girl’s right hip and matching gloves stretched up over her elbows. She wore black lace tights and platform boots that must have two dozen buckles on each leg, from ankle to inches above the knee.
Were a fairy to take up lead singing in a grunge band, that was how she’d look.
So, probably the outfit, but it might have been the girl’s face, because Olive had never seen a face that beautiful. Heart-shaped, with a tiny, pointed chin and perfect nose, eyes that threatened to swallow you whole and brows that made your fingertips itch to stroke them. It was a face to gawp at, to spend the rest of your life comparing to others in the vain hope one might come close to measuring up.
It could even have been the hair Olive noticed, long and thick, almost to the girl’s waist, shining black in the club’s artificial lights and seeming to dance with sparkles.
What it couldn’t have been, because after several minutes of watching her leap and twirl and grind on the dance floor – she still couldn’t quite believe she was seeing it – was that the girl was watching her. Olive. Watching and smiling at her as though they shared the naughtiest, most delicious of secrets. Knowing she was making a fool of herself but simply unable to stop, Olive turned round to learn who was really enjoying the attention.
No one she could see.
She turned back to catch the glee on the dark fairy’s face. She saw the left hand raised, two fingers pointing into the fairy’s eyes and then her forefinger directed at Olive. Watching you. Watching Olive.
She almost ran.
Then the girl was heading her way, weaving in and out of the dancers, ignoring the glances from both sexes that darted at her like missiles. Olive clutched her drink so hard, she thought the glass might break. The girl stopped, directly in front of Olive. Without the platform shoes, she’d be tiny. She didn’t speak, simply looked up, smiling, waiting for something.
Hi.’ Olive cleared her throat and tried again. ‘Hi, I’m––’
The girl held a hand directly in front of Olive’s face. ‘Stop you right there.’ She didn’t even have to shout to be heard above the music; her voice was light and clear, with a trace of the north-east. ‘Tell me three things about yourself that will stop me walking away.’
‘Excuse me?’ Olive couldn’t help a glance round. Was this a prank? Was she going to end up on YouTube, trying to proposition someone in a gay nightclub? She’d known coming here was risky, but practically no one knew her in Newcastle and, sometimes, the need to be among her own people was just––
‘You’re cute, stranger, but I haven’t got all night. Three things, starting now, or I’m moving on.’
‘I was shot,’ Olive said. ‘In Helmand. Trying to save a squaddie’s life. I still carry the scar on my right shoulder.’
The fairy pursed her lips and cocked her head. ‘OK,’ she drawled, ‘better start than most. Give me another.’
Christ, what to say. Talk about putting her on the spot.
‘I spent yesterday morning persuading a PTSD patient who’d locked herself in the men’s bathroom that I wasn’t an assassin from North Korea on special orders from Kim Jong-un.’
It was half true, half fantasy. She’d spent half an hour talking the woman out of the bathroom, a further half-hour cleaning shit off the walls. The woman at one point had accused Olive of trying to kill her. North Korea hadn’t been mentioned.
‘I’m listening,’ grunge fairy said.
‘I was born in the circus,’ Olive said in desperation. ‘My dad flew the high trapeze and my mum was a clown.’
The fairy held out her hand. ‘I’m Maddy.’
The fairy’s hand felt warm and small in Olive’s. She held on, reluctant to let the weird, wonderful creature walk away.
‘Olive,’ she replied.
The fairy – Maddy – did a double take. ‘For real? You’re called Olive? I never met an Olive before. You could have led with that.’
‘Well, in fairness, I tried.’
The hand was tugged gently away, but the smile widened. ‘So, Olive, do you want to get out of here?’
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Snow was falling again when Garry left Middlesbrough, but the road was gritted and had been well travelled earlier in the day. Even Lexy in her ridiculously unsuitable car had made it along the A19. The difficulty would arise further north when quieter roads made both snowdrifts and abandoned vehicles more likely. It was coming up for 1900 hours when he’d passed Stockton-on-Tees and then Billingham to find the Hartlepool road still closed.
A stab of fear poked at him as he climbed out of the driver’s seat. The temperature had dropped further as he’d driven, the snowfall was getting heavier by the minute, and he couldn’t help the nagging feeling that he was being dangerously distracted. Olive was the one in trouble, somehow he knew it for a fact, and she’d been missing nearly forty-eight hours. He should be looking for her, not digging his sergeant out of a snowdrift.
Darn it, Lexy, I thought you had more sense.
‘Lorry jackknifed by Greatham.’ The traffic officer on duty had his shoulders hunched over and his gloved hands tucked into his armpits. ‘We’ve got eight vehicles stuck and no way of getting them off before daylight.’
‘What’s the A19 north like?’ Garry asked.
‘Clear for now. Wouldn’t go that way unless you have to though, Gazza.’
The bloke was right. There was no way he should be out on a night like this. Lexy was a grown woman, she’d got herself into this mess and no one would blame him if he left her to it. What was the worst that could happen to her?
‘Looks like I have to,’ he said. ‘Have a good one, mate.’
Garry walked back to his car, thinking that if his colleague knew he was planning to leave the A19 and take the Elwick road he’d lose his reputation as one of the most reliable drivers on the force. Mind you, that bridge could have been burned already. He was Garry the maverick now.
In spite of everything, he was on the brink of smiling as he climbed back into the driver’s seat. He was Garry the chancer, Garry the unpredictable, and if worst came to worst, he could leave the road, cut open a gate or two, and get to Lexy over the fields. He found some music – his go-to playlist when he was a touch more nervous behind the wheel than he wanted to admit – and turned it up loud. The dramatic finale from Rossini’s William Tell overture rang out – ta da da, ta da da, ta da da ta ta – familiar the world over as the theme tune from The Lone Ranger. He started the engine.
Hi-Yo, Silver!
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July, three years previously
To Olive’s surprise and relief, Maddy had no plans to rush quickly to one of their homes. The thought of sex with this enchanting stranger was close to terrifying; she wouldn’t know where to begin. Instead, they walked through the dark city, Olive following Maddy’s lead, in more ways than one. They took Maddy’s suggested route; they stopped for food at the kebab van that Maddy claimed was her favourite and it seemed a given that Olive would pay; they talked about subjects that Maddy deemed acceptable. Nothing dull or factual, she didn’t want to know where Olive worked or lived or what car she drove. She wanted to know what she thought, how she felt, what mattered.
‘This is beautiful,’ Olive said, when they stopped at a point high above the old castle keep. ‘It’s like the city’s made of gold.’ She’d walked through Newcastle many times but never really looked at it before. The keep stood on a bank of rock, all that was left of the once-great castle from which the city got its name. In the near distance, gold lights gleamed out from beneath railway arches, spreading their glow over the surrounding streets.
‘I know.’ Maddy pressed closer. The night was chilly and she was only wearing a thin leather jacket over her dress. ‘The circus thing was a lie, wasn’t it?’
‘Afraid so,’ Olive replied. ‘Does that mean we have to go back to the club?’
‘Nah, I give you a pass for having a quick imagination. So, are you married, Olive? Involved?’
It was the first personal question she’d allowed.
‘I’m not,’ Olive replied. ‘Relationships are tricky. I have very old-fashioned Catholic parents.’
‘Do you live with them?’
‘No, but they’re a constant presence. How about you? Are you married?’
She hated how important the answer had become.
‘Not in my heart of hearts.’ Maddy let the sentence hang in the air, torturously vague.
‘What does that mean?’ Olive felt herself pushing against resistance and ignored the warning bells. Maddy had asked first, damn it.
‘It’s better if I know,’ she said, when Maddy still hadn’t answered. ‘I’m not really into one-night stands. And I don’t handle rejection well. Or abandonment. Did I mention I’m trained in armed combat? You should have asked me for four things.’
‘That’s another lie. You’re a nurse. Tell me what turns you on.’
‘I’ve been in the army for nearly eleven years. Medical Corps. I could take you out in three moves. And please – we’ve only just met.’
Maddy was smiling again. ‘I don’t mean in bed. All in good time. I mean in life. What are you passionate about?’
Olive took a step back. ‘Why do I get the feeling I’m being interviewed for a job?’
‘Say vacant position and you’d be close.’
Olive felt her heartbeat picking up. ‘So, are you with someone?’ Why did she keep pushing that? Why couldn’t she be cool?
‘The position of keeper of my heart is currently vacant. So, come on, your passions.’
You, thought Olive. It would be so easy to become passionate about you.
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Garry’s phone rang when he’d travelled a mile up the A19. He turned down the music – Pirates of the Caribbean – and almost greeted Lexy, he was so sure she’d be calling. He saw the caller ID just in time.
‘Mrs Warner.’ He killed the track. ‘Thanks for getting back to me.’
‘Michael’s out.’ Her voice was pitched low. ‘I don’t know how long he’ll be, so we have to make this quick. He’s told me not to talk to you again, under any circumstances.’
Something tightened in Garry’s chest; this was not what he needed right now. ‘Mrs Warner, are you and the girls in danger?’
‘No. Nothing like that. No, I’m sure we’re not. You were asking about a post-mortem. Would you mind telling me why?’
No, that was one cat that had to stay firmly in its bag; but how to get what he needed without saying more than he had to?
‘To be honest, Mrs Warner, I’m probably heading down another blind alley. But until we have something concrete to go on, we have to follow every lead, even if most of them go nowhere. I’m sorry to upset you, but …’
She was quiet for several seconds. Garry could hear the wind whistling around the stable buildings, the snort of a horse, the clatter of metal shoes on concrete. Even with Anderson not in the house, Gwen had chosen to go outside to call him.
‘There was no post-mortem, although it was talked about at the time,’ Gwen said. ‘They aren’t routinely carried out on terminally ill patients who die in hospital, but there was a question mark in Eloise’s case, given that she passed earlier than expected.’
Garry asked, ‘Who made the decision?’
‘Michael. In fairness, he talked to me about it. He questioned what the point would be and said it would be better for the girls if we could get the funeral out of the way before Christmas. It never occurred to me to argue.’
‘No, of course not.’
‘I should have. I should have paid more attention to what my daughter was trying to tell me before she died.’
Garry waited. The wind howled, a clanging, the sound of Gwen’s breathing.
Losing patience, he said, ‘Mrs Warner, you said Eloise had something to tell you the last time you saw her. Do you have any idea what that was?’
‘I thought I didn’t, but you asking about that dreadful couple at the wedding brought it back to me. That man came here, one time, to Home Farm, spent some time with Michael in his study.’
OK, this was huge. ‘Can you remember when?’
‘Shortly after Eloise was diagnosed, so I’d say two and a half years ago. My daughter had changed that year. I thought for a long time it was her illness, but it started even before we knew there was anything wrong. So now I’m wondering if it was something else, completely unconnected. Something was eating at her. She wasn’t the same woman, and now I’m wondering if it wasn’t only the cancer.’
Garry took a deep breath; he was so out of his depth with this.
‘I know I’m not making much sense,’ Gwen went on, ‘but the day that man came to the house––’
‘You mean Howie Tricks?’ Garry clarified.
‘Exactly. She didn’t go anywhere near him, but we watched him leave and she said something that, well, it made my blood run cold at the time.’
‘Something about Tricks?’
‘No, about Michael. She said he was the sort of person who created chaos around himself, that he couldn’t help it, but that sooner or later, he dragged everyone around him into it.’
So, Michael Anderson was involved with the Tricks family somehow; the anti-organised crime stance that everyone made so much of had been an act. How could that not be related to Olive’s disappearance?
‘There’s something else,’ Gwen went on. ‘I’m not sure if it’s relevant or not, but Michael was out much of last night. He said he was going to drive around people who knew Olive, see if any of them had heard from her. He told me this morning that he’d got back about eleven, that it had all been hopeless, but one of the girls, Jessica, told me she heard him coming back and that it was after two in the morning. Well, where would he have been at that time? And in that weather?’
Very good questions. And Anderson was out again now.
‘Mrs Warner, you need to leave this to us now. Don’t try to ask your son-in-law anything else. Don’t rock the boat in any way. Do I have your word on that?’
‘I suppose. What will happen now?’
If only he knew.
He thanked Gwen Warner, finished the call and took a deep breath. Then he turned the music up and carried on driving.
It took nearly an hour to reach Lexy, mainly because a few metres past Elwick Garry lost concentration for a second and hit a bank of snow. By the time he’d dug himself out and put the snow socks on the car’s tyres, he’d warmed up nicely. From there, it was less than five hundred metres to where Lexy was stuck.
If he hadn’t been looking for an abandoned car, though, he might have missed it altogether. Even the bright red paintwork of Lexy’s Mazda was almost completely covered by snow when he found it, making the car indistinguishable from the undulating land between road edge and hedgerow. When he was sure he’d spotted it, he sounded his horn and flashed his headlights. A second later, the driver door of Lexy’s car opened and, far too slowly, she climbed out.
As Garry drew level, Lexy barely seemed to notice that she was up to her knees in snow. She stared towards him like a deer caught in headlights. Garry pulled up and jumped out. Lexy took a step towards him and stumbled.
Blistering popsicles, why did no one, even smart people like Lexy, dress for bad weather? Her coat was ridiculously inadequate and those thin leather gloves would be soaked on first contact with snow. She wasn’t even wearing proper boots, just some daft, fashion ones. He reached her, wrapped an arm around her waist and half lifted her towards the car. She was shaking like an abandoned puppy.
‘Frost got your tongue?’ Garry pulled open the passenger door and pushed Lexy in. As the theme from Mission Impossible began, he found what he needed from the back seat. The first blanket went over Lexy’s knees, the second around her shoulders and he pulled a fleece hat over her damp hair. She let him do everything, neither thanking him nor objecting. Her eyes weren’t quite focused.
This wasn’t good.
More concerned than he wanted to admit, Garry pulled off her boots and socks – soaked – and replaced them with a pair of his own thick woollen socks. Her skin felt cold and clammy at the same time.
‘Inside your coat.’ He held out the hot-water bottle. When she didn’t move to take it, he unzipped her jacket, tucked the bottle against her chest and zipped her up again. He pulled off her wet gloves and draped them over the heater outlets to dry off. Then he found the flask and poured out half its contents. This could actually be more serious than he’d expected.
‘Lexy, look at me.’ He touched her under the chin, forcing her to make eye contact. ‘I want to know your name, rank and shoulder number. And, for good measure, the name of the prime minister and what eight times six makes.’
Her blue eyes met his; not a whole lot behind them that he could see.
‘Lexy, I’m serious. I’m going to start shouting in a minute.’
She gave herself a little shake. ‘Lexy Thomas,’ she managed. ‘Detective sergeant, 3079, that twat with the stupid hairstyle and fuck knows, I’m shit at maths. Thank you, Garry.’
OK, not too far gone.
‘Drink this.’ He wrapped her cold fingers around the cup. ‘Sip it slowly. Eat a Kit Kat. The seat’s heated and the car heater’s on. Don’t fiddle with it. You can’t warm up too fast. I’m going to have a look at your car.’
Ten minutes later, he was back in his own vehicle. Lexy had emptied her cup and there was a Kit Kat wrapper on the dashboard. Good signs.
‘Right, your shout, DS Thomas.’
Lexy glanced his way, but whether annoyed, embarrassed or plain frozen, he couldn’t interpret the look she was giving him.
‘I can probably pull you out of that ditch and tow you back to Middlesbrough, although I’m not sure you’re fit to be behind a wheel right now, even under tow. A wiser course would be for me to drive you right back and get you tucked up in bed.’
He shouldn’t have said that – it was the sort of inappropriate comment that could get him on report.
He hurried on quickly, ‘Or we can carry on to Hartlepool to do whatever it was you thought you were doing when you set out. First, though, you have to convince me you’re not in the early stages of hypothermia.’
‘I’m fine.’ She sounded exhausted. ‘Hartlepool marina please. But I need my bag. It’s on the passenger seat. And what’s this I’m drinking? It tastes like coffee and hot chocolate. Did you get confused?’
‘It’s both. Mocha. All the rage in the trendy coffee bars, but I make my own. Coffee perks you up and chocolate gives you a sugar rush. And your bag’s on my back seat. I rescued it.’
She held the cup towards him. ‘Can I have some more?’
Smiling to himself, he leaned across and poured the rest of the drink from the flask. Then he cranked up the music again – Raiders of the Lost Ark – and released the handbrake.
‘Have another Kit Kat,’ he told her.
The snow seemed to be lessening as they travelled on, but Garry knew it was only the warming effect of the ocean. Snow rarely hung around on the coast. Back inland it could be as bad as ever and there was no guarantee the two of them would make it back to Middlesbrough tonight.
A night in the car wouldn’t be good. Lexy needed dry clothes, a warm bath and bed.
‘I phoned a doctor I know from uni,’ she said, when a faint yellow glow in the sky meant they were nearing the town. ‘I wanted to know how he’d murder a terminally ill patient on an oncology ward.’
‘I hope he told you he wouldn’t.’
As they reached the edge of town, Garry pulled up one of his numerous mental maps to check the route. He could head directly east for a mile or so and the road would take him to the marina. In traditional coastal towns, all roads led to the sea.
‘Actually, the amount of thought he’d already given the matter was a bit worrying,’ Lexy said. ‘I was thinking pillow over the face, given Eloise was in a side ward, but he said that would result in bloodshot marks in the eyes. Morphine overdose isn’t possible either because it’s very carefully controlled. How my doctor mate would do it, he said, would be to smuggle in a small amount of something nasty and inject it into the patient using the canula in her hand.’
‘Anderson’s movements between the hours of 2200 hours the night Eloise died and 0400 hours the next day can’t be accounted for.’ Quickly, Garry summarised what he’d learned at the hospital.
‘Nothing we can prove, though,’ Lexy replied. ‘He only has to claim he left through the west car park and that’s that. Garry, seriously – what are we listening to?’
They’d reached the outskirts of Hartlepool and, on the track, the Star Wars theme.
‘My difficult-driving soundtrack. Ever done an eight-hour night shift behind the wheel in the middle of winter? No? Then don’t judge.’
At a fork in the road, Garry thought for a moment. Either route could be blocked, but going left gave him a better chance of weaving through the numerous side streets. While he was thinking, he filled Lexy in with his earlier conversation with Gwen.
‘Michael Anderson is secretly friendly with the bloke who, in public at least, is his number-one enemy,’ he finished, as he pulled out of the junction. ‘His first wife knows about it and isn’t happy. His second vanishes the night we raid the Tricks property. How can that be coincidence?’
Less used to inclement weather than their inland counterparts, the residents of Hartlepool had chosen to stay indoors. Two or three inches of snow lay on the ground, but no abandoned vehicles blocked their way. As the minutes ticked by, the neon yellow of the street lights around them fell away, to be replaced by a wall of solid darkness ahead. They were nearing the ocean.
‘It’s messy,’ Lexy agreed, after a minute or two. ‘But there’s no way an MP, no matter how high profile, could stop a police raid from taking place, whether his wife had been kidnapped or not. Howie would know this. So, what would be the point?’
Garry slowed down to make a sharp turn.
‘To lose one wife, Mr Anderson, could be regarded as misfortune; to lose two looks like carelessness,’ he said, as he took the ungritted road towards the waterfront. ‘Where’ve I got that from?’
‘Dunno,’ Lexy replied. ‘Go to the lock. We’re meeting someone there.’
Hartlepool marina was a large, enclosed stretch of water on the eastern edge of town. Two sea walls slunk their way into the waves like great, grey snakes, holding back the worst of the North Sea swell. A further, smaller, pair provided additional shelter. To access the marina itself, boats passed through a lock, controlled by the harbour master. Within was berthing for several hundred boats. Residential apartments lined one edge, restaurants, shops and takeaways another. Even in bad weather, the place looked busy.
When Garry had driven as far as he could go in a non-amphibious vehicle, he pulled into a parking spot on a narrow spit of land between the sea edge and the calmer waters of the marina. Spray hit the windscreen as a gust shook the car.
The waterside buildings gleamed a warm copper in the harbour lights. Five storeys high, they were mock-Georgian, stone-built, with multiple balconies. Yacht masts, gleaming in the same light, soared into the black sky like golden wands. Across the water stood a Premier Inn. The sight of it made Garry feel uncomfortable and he didn’t want to ask himself why. He turned to Lexy, relieved to see she looked a little more like herself. Not completely, but enough.
She said, ‘And it’s three. Not two, three.’
At that moment, a gull swooped low, close enough almost to touch the car’s windscreen. Lexy gave an audible squeal.
Garry said, ‘Come again?’
‘I was at my desk earlier, keeping my head down, because the deputy chief stayed way past his bedtime, and I was thinking about what you said.’
Lexy waited, as though for Garry to fill in the gap. He couldn’t. He’d said a lot of things.
‘About your feeling of déjà vu over Olive being missing,’ she prompted.
‘I was wrong,’ Garry admitted. ‘I phoned her parents. She’s never been AWOL before.’
‘You were right. I did some googling. It was a bit like trying to find the right combination from a set of random numbers and it took ages. I searched for Olive Anderson missing, Olive Charles missing, Eloise Warner missing, Eloise Anderson missing. In the end, probably by accident, I typed in Michael Anderson missing and bingo.’
‘What?’
‘I need my stuff.’
From her bag on the back seat, Lexy pulled out a laptop. Firing it up, she angled a screenshot towards Garry so the two of them could read it together. A missing persons notice.
Beneath the red MISSING letters appeared a photograph of a young woman with curly dark hair who looked naggingly familiar. Her name was Madeleine Black and she was an artist from Whitley Bay on the north side of Newcastle, last seen on the first of November three years earlier. Her clothes struck Garry as being on the eccentric side: a dark red sweater with matching cape encircling her shoulders. Crystal beads hung from the cape. Her earrings were giant chunks of rainbow-coloured glass. The whole effect was a bit punk, maybe hippyish, not quite either of those.
What was he not seeing?
And then he saw it. ‘Jiminy Cricket,’ he said.
‘Knew it wouldn’t take you long.’
He’d seen that woman’s picture before, on the wall of Michael Anderson’s Guisborough constituency office. She’d been standing next to Anderson, part of a team of people out campaigning for the local Labour candidate.
‘She’s known as Maddy,’ Lexy said. ‘And she’s still missing.’
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August, three years previously
‘I don’t think I’ve ever been to Whitley Bay before,’ Olive said, as Maddy unlocked an internal door in the bland, concrete building and leaned in to switch on the lights.
It was four weeks to the day since they’d met and Olive couldn’t remember a previous time when her every thought, from waking to sinking back into wonderful, erotically charged dreams, hadn’t been entirely consumed by one being. Maddy.
‘I grew up nearby.’ Maddy led the way into a high-ceilinged space about the size of a suburban, two-car garage. ‘My grandparents brought me a lot when I was a kid.’
Maddy’s studio smelled of paint, spirits and fire and also, a little, of Maddy herself. Not the perfume she was wearing that day, but one Olive remembered from a previous encounter. The studio held an echo of Maddy, a Maddy from a day gone by. There were lots of Maddys, Olive had learned over the past four weeks, and she wanted them all.
Afraid, as she so often was these days, of her own longing, she said, ‘Is that why you moved here? Childhood memories?’
Maddy’s voice flattened. ‘Sam’s house is in Whitley. We can see the sea from the upstairs bedroom.’
Olive turned away, ostensibly to look around, in reality to avoid what she knew would be an uncomfortable exchange. Maddy never wanted to talk about Sam.
The studio was cluttered but with an order of sorts beneath the surface disarray. A counter ran round three walls, with shelves beneath containing an abundance of multi-sized, multicoloured boxes; a third wall held metal shelving systems, and a central table was laden with drawing instruments. In one corner stood a kiln, and finished pieces of decorative glass hung in the window and around the walls. Maddy painted here too. Olive could see a folded easel, several stacked canvases, tubs of brushes and of paint.
There were times when Olive felt cheated. Maddy had made a point of finding out, the night they’d met, that Olive was single, as though sharing her would be a deal-breaker. And yet Olive was expected to share Maddy with a stranger known only as Sam; never to meet her friends or family, never to be taken to her home, not even allowed to call or text, but always to wait for Maddy to contact her, for Maddy to have time for her.
A workspace on the counter seemed to have been only recently abandoned. A stool lay beside it, while cutting and drawing tools hadn’t been put away. A paperweight held a rough pencil sketch and a photograph had been sellotaped to the window directly above it. Olive thought she could see men in uniform. Curious to see the last project Maddy had been working on, she moved a little closer.
Every time the two of them said goodbye – and they had so little time together – she was determined to press Maddy the next time, to ask how long this would go on, whether she was ever going to be anything but an illicit affair. For her part, she’d even decided she was ready, finally, to tell her parents the truth; to come out as a gay woman.
Inevitably, by the time Olive heard from Maddy again, she’d reached the stage of being prepared to do anything to keep this wonderful woman in her life.
‘There’s a garden shed at the cottage,’ Maddy went on, surprising Olive. She’d never before talked about her home. ‘I think Sam hoped I’d work there, but the light isn’t good enough. And I can’t be distracted. I need to be alone when I work.’ She beamed at Olive. ‘Like Garbo.’
‘And yet, I’m here.’
Maddy approached Olive in that strange, almost dance-like strut she used when the two of them were alone. ‘That’s different,’ she said, stopping a tantalising foot away. ‘You’re here to work.’
‘So, let’s do it.’ Olive resisted, with difficulty, the temptation to step forward and kiss her.
Smiling, Maddy handed over a stiff, canvas apron and safety goggles before pushing Olive towards the central table. ‘Something I made earlier,’ she said. ‘This is the rough sketch.’
Taped to the tabletop was a crayon drawing of trees on rough ground. A figure in blue leaned against the trunk in the foreground. It was crude, almost childish.
Maddy gave Olive an arch look. ‘I don’t need anything more than this. The picture’s in my head. And here’s the first stage.’
She unwrapped a piece of glass that was about twenty inches long by a little less high, not quite square, most of its surface covered with greens: the deep, dull colour of a dirty emerald, the subdued tones of desiccated leaves. Patches of soft blue gleamed through in places. It didn’t look like anything much.
‘Trust me, I have a plan,’ Maddy said. ‘This is an underpainting. Basically, the idea, drawn on a piece of glass in broad strokes, the colours created by glass powder, then fired. I always have a plan.’
‘Do you have a plan for us?’ Olive asked, even as a voice inside her head was screaming, No, don’t do it, don’t rock the boat.
Maddy folded the cotton wrapping and put it to one side. ‘I wish it was that simple,’ she replied after several seconds. ‘Artists don’t make a lot of money. Neither do nurses.’
‘You don’t want to believe everything you hear,’ Olive said. ‘I do OK. And I have two bedrooms. I’ve got space.’
She was not going to let money, or lack of it, keep them apart.
Maddy’s perfect brows bounced. ‘A month and you’re asking me to move in with you? What about when you go away again? Being an army wife is a lot to ask. Especially a lesbian army wife.’
Olive sighed. ‘I’m asking if I’m ever going to be more than an affair.’
‘You’ve never been an affair.’ Maddy’s face was totally serious now. ‘I love you.’ She gave a nervous laugh. ‘You do know that, right?’
Olive stepped close, grabbing hold of Maddy and hugging her, pressing her face against the other woman’s hair. In a little while she’d be happy, for now she was shaking with relief. For several seconds, the two of them didn’t move. Maddy was wearing one of her loose, flower-printed dresses and she never wore a bra. Sometimes she didn’t wear pants and Olive still felt a sharp tingle in her groin remembering the first time she’d discovered that. As though reading her thoughts, Maddy stiffened and pulled back.
‘We didn’t come here for that. Not to fight either. We’re making art.’ She pushed Olive back round to face the rectangle of glass. ‘Can you tell what it is yet?’
‘Landscape?’ Olive ventured. ‘Orchard?’
‘Close. So now we add trees.’ Maddy crossed the room, returning with another sheet of glass, something between brown and grey. ‘This is going to be tricky because the trees I have in mind are ancient and twisted. I’ll start you off.’
Taking a felt pen, Maddy began drawing crooked vertical lines on the brown glass, all tapering as they neared the top.
‘Now you try.’
Butterflies dancing – she’d always been rubbish at art – Olive began drawing the line of a tree.
‘Curve it a bit,’ Maddy urged. ‘Make it a really bent old specimen. Now, a few thicker branches and we can cut them all out.’
The cutting took a long time. After half an hour, Maddy’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen, then left the room, telling Olive to carry on without her.
Glad of a break – the cutting was quite intense – Olive left the work table, not towards the door, because that would be eavesdropping, but back to the photograph she’d spotted earlier.
‘Sorry about that.’ Maddy was back. ‘Are you done?’
‘Was that Sam?’
Maddy’s face tightened. ‘No, actually.’ Her eyes darted past Olive. ‘Someone else.’
Olive said, ‘Does Sam know about me?’
‘God, no.’ Maddy frowned. ‘Olive, I’m serious. You don’t want to mess with Sam.’
‘Are you scared?’ It wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to Olive.
‘No, not really.’ Maddy sighed. ‘I want to be with you, OK? And I will be. Soon.’ She gave herself a little shake. ‘Now we build the picture. Come on, this is the fun bit.’
Maddy loved her, the two of them would be together one day. It was more than she’d ever got before. Was it enough?
Maddy took Olive’s hand, guiding it towards a long shard of glass. ‘Think about perspective, the thicker, taller trees at the front.’
It had to be enough; walking away from Maddy was unthinkable.
Together, the two women placed the brown glass trees on the piece of coloured glass until it did begin to resemble an orchard.
‘I think I have a way out,’ Maddy said, when they were nearly done. ‘Can you give me some time?’
The woman was a constant puzzle. But wasn’t that what made her so exciting?
‘Can’t I help?’ Olive said.
‘No, I don’t want you involved. Now we add the frits to give contour.’ Maddy leaned across the table to reach some plastic tubs. Each contained miniscule pieces of broken glass – brown, beige, cream, dull pink, crocodile green.
‘This is going to be a sombre piece,’ Olive reflected.
‘We’re dealing with an arid landscape,’ Maddy snapped. ‘It’s not a cherry orchard.’
‘What then?’ Olive asked, as she scattered the glass fragments.
‘Patience. And now the bright green,’ Maddy told her. ‘In the trees.’
Olive dotted gleaming green speckles among the duller green foliage.
‘Few more,’ Maddy urged. ‘We need to see these. Now about a dozen black ones.’
Olive did what she was told.
‘And that’s it,’ Maddy said. ‘All we can do for now.’
Olive’s back was aching. She arched it, rubbing her knuckles into it the way she did after a long shift.
‘That picture,’ she said, her eyes going back to the photograph. ‘Is that Helmand?’
‘Probably.’ Maddy’s eyes were on the worktop as she cleared away equipment. ‘I’m doing a piece for one of the men. Chap called Anderson. An MP actually.’
Olive wandered over to the photograph of men in army uniform. Michael Anderson stood in the middle, the tallest, best-looking of the group – if that was your sort of thing. ‘I know him,’ she said. ‘I was in Afghanistan at the same time. I’d forgotten he lived in the north-east.’
When she turned back, Maddy’s attention was entirely on the tabletop, clearing away the tubs and tools and leftover shards of glass.
‘What are you making for him?’ Olive asked. ‘Can I see it?’
‘Haven’t started it.’ Maddy didn’t look up.
Olive waited for several seconds. Then, ‘Have I said something wrong?’
Maddy paused what she was doing. Which wasn’t anything, Olive realised. She’d simply been moving things around on the tabletop.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘Nothing. Ignore me. We have to fire your piece now.’ Maddy moved over to the kiln and pressed a switch. ‘And then we’ve one last layer to add.’
‘What’s in the next layer?’
‘We’ll use a black enamel,’ Maddy said over her shoulder. ‘To really pick out some of the detail on the trees, and on the figure in the foreground, and maybe some gold for a real colour pop.’
‘There is no figure in the foreground.’
‘We do her last.’ Joining her again, Maddy let her finger hover over the glass, a little off-centre, where the principal tree sprang from the ground. ‘She’s going to be leaning against this, maybe sleeping, maybe thinking, we won’t be sure. She’ll be wearing blue to echo the sky, and to give a real burst of colour in the foreground.’
She stared up at Olive, as though challenging her.
Deliberately, Olive glanced down at herself. ‘I’m wearing blue,’ she pointed out.
‘Of course, you are.’ Maddy stepped closer. ‘This is an olive grove. Olive in the olive grove.’
Olive felt tears springing into her eyes. ‘I want you to be in it too.’
Maddy’s arms wrapped around Olive’s waist. ‘I will be. I’m always with you, even when you can’t see me.’
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‘Garry,’ Lexy said. ‘What is that horrible noise?’
At night, the marina was beautiful; the sound it made, especially in high wind, was not. Even with the engine running and the windows closed, the relentless clanging that flew to them on the wind and wrapped itself around the car was discordant and unnerving. After the heavy silence of the snow-filled landscapes, the metallic cacophony was almost painful on the ears and it didn’t help that every few seconds a gust rocked the car.
‘That would be the wind in the rigging,’ Garry replied. ‘This place can hold up to 500 boats, most of them yachts. Want me to put the music back on?’
‘Definitely not. What’s rigging?’
‘Exactly, I’m not sure. Vaguely and generally, it’s all the ropes and lines and things on sailing boats. They clang against the masts in high winds. It’s eerie, especially at night.’
‘You sail?’
‘No, but I’ve been here before. And I asked the same question. So, go on, tell me about Maddy.’
‘She was an artist and a political activist who lived at Whitley Bay a little way north of here.’
‘Was?’
‘If she’s still alive, she’ll be thirty-three. Officially, we don’t know one way or the other. She went missing in November three years ago. Northumbria dealt with it, but I couldn’t persuade anyone to send me over the full file this evening.’
‘Don’t tell me, they couldn’t release it without proper authorisation and no one at the station was prepared to give you that without a better reason than that Michael Anderson was acquainted with the woman.’
‘Exactly. I’m sure we can get hold of it first thing on Monday, but …’
She left the thought hanging; Olive might not have till first thing on Monday.
‘On the plus side, I did find someone who was prepared to give me the salient points. Are you paying attention?’
‘Undivided.’
‘So, Maddy was last seen at her workshop in Whitley Bay on …’ Lexy glanced down. ‘November the first. She gave no indication to the other people in the building that she was going away or might not be around for a while. She was officially reported missing by her wife, Samantha Elliott, ten days later.’
‘Ten days? And these two were married?’
‘I know. Partly explained by the fact that Elliott was working away on a construction site in Scotland for a week. Even so, she’d been home for three whole days before she went to the police and she didn’t report it immediately because Maddy had gone missing before. It was kind of her thing. Elliott had been hoping she’d come back of her own accord.’
‘What had she taken with her?’
‘Good question. Passport, some other key documents, a week’s worth of clothes and what little money she had. The two of them pooled their money and Maddy had no access to the accounts. Elliott controlled it.’
‘Sounds like that’s not all she controlled.’
‘Exactly. And Northumbria were pretty keen on her for a while. Neighbours talked about the two of them having very vocal arguments, of hearing stuff being broken.’
‘So, Elliott became a suspect?’
‘She did. She was taken in and questioned several times, but nothing came of it. Maddy seemed to have vanished while Elliott was in Scotland with some cast-iron alibis. She stayed on the missing list, but after several weeks, the hunt was scaled back. By the year end, no active police action was being taken.’
Garry nodded. It was standard procedure. Not every missing person was found.
‘And her connection to Michael Anderson is that she campaigned for him? Did Northumbria talk to his office?’
‘They did. But not being near an election, there was no need for her to be in touch with the party particularly. They couldn’t help.’
‘They say men stick to type,’ Garry commented. ‘That’s what the party chairman said. Hinting that Anderson and Maddy were friendlier than they should have been.’
Lexy made a there you have it gesture with both hands. ‘And that’s the Anderson connection.’
‘Except that Maddy was gay,’ Garry pointed out. ‘Possibly bi.’
‘Indeed,’ Lexy agreed.
‘So, three women whom Anderson was close to have potentially come to a sticky end.’
Lexy gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘I’d have said were well and truly fucked over, but I’ll go with your version.’
‘So why are we here? Don’t tell me the chap you spoke to has agreed to meet us on a night like this. He must have less of a life than me.’
Why? Why had he said that?
Lexy gave him a look. ‘Oh, I’d say yours could be looking up. But no, he wasn’t about to go that far. He told me one more useful thing, though. There was an unconfirmed and very unreliable sighting of Maddy here at the marina, possibly after she was seen at the workshop. He almost didn’t mention it, but I got the impression it was bugging him.’
‘And Michael Anderson keeps a boat here. So, who’s this witness?’
‘Lock-keeper. Although I think that’s an honorary title. The harbour master’s office is staffed twenty-four seven, and they have responsibility for the lock. This is some little old guy who’s been here for decades, a sort of a caretaker-come-handyman. He has a cottage next to the harbour office. And did I mention, he’s an unreliable witness?’
‘You said unreliable sighting.’
‘Because he’s an unreliable witness. Bit simple, by all accounts. And a bit too fond of the hard stuff. Apparently, he’s expected to go in the water any time now and no one will miss him.’
‘So why is he employed? Marinas are dangerous.’
‘I think he might own it.’
‘What? The marina?’
She shivered. ‘I don’t know. It’s complicated. Let’s talk to him and get it over with.’
Garry felt a wave of misgiving. ‘Lexy, are you sure you’re up to this? There’s not as much snow here and the temperature’s higher, but that’s a very strong wind out there.’
‘I’m fine.’ She opened the car door. ‘Come on, Gazza.’
In spite of her bravado, Lexy seemed taken aback by the force of the wind and didn’t object to Garry taking her arm and steering her round the edge of the water.
‘What the hell’s that?’ She stopped in her tracks.
‘That would be the Hartlepool monkey,’ Garry explained, as they drew nearer to the bronze statue of the huge, mournful ape.
She pressed a little closer to him as they stopped.
‘A French ship was wrecked off the coast here in the early 1800s. The only creature to survive was a monkey. Don’t ask me why French sailors had a monkey on board. It made it to land, only to be seized by the locals, who’d never seen a monkey before, or a Frenchman for that matter. They hanged it as an enemy of state.’
‘Seriously? I mean, northern men are really that thick?’
Garry found himself fighting the temptation to wrap an arm around her waist. ‘We go to school now. Things have improved a bit.’
She turned and took his arm this time. ‘Just to warn you, I was strongly advised not to bother coming out here. We may have made a wasted journey.’
‘Oh, I’m having the time of my life,’ Garry said, as they walked on. It wasn’t, he realised, entirely untrue. Setting aside his increasing fears for Olive, spending time with Lexy – well, there wasn’t anything else he’d rather be doing right now.
The lockman’s cottage was a misnomer. It was a sizeable house, genuine Georgian if Garry was any judge. Both ground and upper floor had three windows, mullioned, with rotting wood, looking out east, north-east and south-east, to maximise views of the sea. Its existence probably hindered valuable redevelopment at a prime spot in the marina, but it would almost certainly be listed. Short, stubby wings stuck out on either side of the main building. The roofs were slate, with several pieces missing; one ornate chimney had crumpled. A narrow strip of well-tended garden held driftwood, lobster pots and large shells. An ornate wellington boot, planted with sea thrift, had fallen over. As Lexy banged on the anchor-shaped door knock, Garry bent to set it upright. The wellington was rubber, a woman’s size, blue and with a fantastic design of fairies and pixies. Around the rim hung a ring of crystal beads. The colours were faded, and the rim frayed, as though it had spent some time in the water. He stood up as the front door opened, a full three minutes after Lexy had knocked.
The man on the threshold was six foot two at Garry’s best estimate, possibly taller, and must have weighed sixteen stone. His hair was a shock of white and he wore mustard trousers, a red cravat over a striped shirt and a tweed jacket that smelled of wet Labradors and second-hand shops.
‘Richard Hamilton-Minor?’ Lexy queried.
‘Dick.’ He looked the two of them up and down. ‘Come in, both of you. Look sharp.’
The carpet of the dimly lit hall was threadbare, with a paisley pattern in yellow, green and purple; it reminded Garry of his grandmother’s house. A heavy curtain fell into place behind the door when he closed it and to one side of the hall was a stand containing a dozen or more walking sticks carved from driftwood.
Hamilton-Minor led them towards the rear of the house; it was bigger even than it had looked on the outside.
‘I don’t heat the big rooms,’ he barked back at them. ‘Costs a bloody fortune.’
He took them into a small sitting room. Bookshelves lined one wall and more evidence of the man’s beach-combing hobby lay scattered around in the form of shells, driftwood carvings and a huge orange crab, its spindly legs hanging over a small table. Above the generous, and very welcome, fire was a family coat of arms carved in wood: a knight’s helmet above a shield, feathers, a fleur-de-lys, a thistle.
‘Have a seat, if you can find one,’ their host told them. ‘I’ll get the kettle on. You both look bloody frozen.’
Garry left Lexy to organise herself a chair; he’d already given it up for hopeless. Most of the available seats held small sleeping animals. At least, he had to hope they were asleep; the house didn’t smell too good.
A photograph on a cabinet had caught his eye. It was a formal picture of a wedding, taken at the church door. At first sight, it looked entirely ordinary: pretty young bride, smartly dressed groom, couple of bridesmaids, a cluster of guests surrounding the happy couple. The flowers were decent, if unexciting. A perfectly ordinary wedding, except that the two guests to the immediate right of the bride were Queen Elizabeth II and her husband the Duke of Edinburgh.
‘Sister’s do.’ Hamilton-Minor had returned with three mugs balanced on a tray. ‘Late sixties. That’s me, far right. Scrawny little bugger I was then.’
Garry couldn’t help himself. ‘The late Queen a good friend, was she, sir?’
‘Hadn’t seen her in years. The duke and Pa were close for a while. Served together, maybe. Could have been at school. The stuff one’s expected to remember.’ He balanced the tray on a small table.
‘And your father is … if you don’t mind me asking?’
‘My asking, not me asking, don’t they teach grammar anymore? Earl of Glenmoran. Only a Scottish title. Doesn’t mean that much, not these days. I was the third son, so bugger all left when it got to me. Not that there was much for Bunter – he was the eldest – short of junk, old dogs and death duties. I joined the merchant navy. Means I’m handy around water. Sit down, won’t you, I won’t ask again. Come on, cats don’t bite. The dog might.’
Garry picked up a fat ginger tom and made an encouraging gesture to Lexy. Eyes wide, she took the seat. Garry gave her the cat. She stiffened, but it settled on her lap almost immediately.
Body warmth, he mouthed at her; she glared back.
The only other free chair, apart from the one closest to the fire that was obviously Hamilton-Minor’s own, was occupied by a West Highland terrier. It glared up at Garry. Go on, I dare you.
Hamilton-Minor was bending over something in the corner. Garry heard the sound of glasses being chinked.
‘Something to take the chill off.’ He turned, holding glasses out to Lexy and Garry. Cut glass, chipped and not too clean, but each with a generous measure of something.
Lexy had both hands wrapped around the coffee cup. ‘No thank you, sir. I’m on duty and Garry’s driving.’
Garry held out his hand. ‘Thank you very much, sir. Just the ticket.’
Lexy was glaring. ‘Garry,’ she began.
‘If I can drive fifteen miles in a blizzard and pull you out of a snowdrift, I’m sure I can make my way back to Middlesbrough with a small Scotch inside me. You should have one yourself, Sergeant. You still don’t look too good.’
It wasn’t a small Scotch, but what the Dickens. He sipped it. It was good.
‘Scared of dogs?’ their host asked with a glint in his eye.
‘Been driving a lot today, sir. Need to stretch my back.’
Hamilton-Minor collapsed into his own seat. ‘So what can I do for you officers?’
Moving carefully so as not to disturb the cat, Lexy opened her laptop and angled it towards their host so that he could see the picture of Maddy Black.
‘I understand you saw this woman at the marina around the time she disappeared,’ she began. ‘It was in November, three years ago.’
‘Pontoon C, roughly halfway down, heading away from shore,’ the man replied. ‘I was bringing in Loose Lips from a mooring up by the lifeboat station so she could go into dry dock for the winter. Barnacles on her underside needed a good scrape. Do you know boats are traditionally named after one’s first sexual experience? Mine would have been the Duchess’s Cobbler, but I never had a boat of my own. What would yours be, young woman?’
‘Can’t remember that far back, sir. Can you give me a date?’
Hamilton-Minor drained his glass and put his hands on the chair arm as though to rise. ‘Two hours after high tide. I know that because I had to juggle the time I could pick her up with getting through the lock. I wouldn’t normally move a boat in those conditions. Nasty winds. Springs as well. Fair ripping along. Three knots at least. No choice, though. Had to be done or she’d have missed her slot in the boatyard.’
‘A date, sir?’ Lexy looked as though she hadn’t understood a word.
‘Before Christmas, but not that close because we hadn’t put the tinsel up in the harbour office. Top-up?’
‘Not for us, thank you, sir,’ Lexy said, with a sideways glare at Garry.
‘Springs means a spring tide, doesn’t it, sir?’ Garry queried. ‘Happens twice a month, during the full and new moon?’
Hamilton-Minor slapped his glass down. ‘Good man. It was the full moon. Bang on. Risen early. I could see it in the sky above the buildings as I was making my way round B pontoon.’
‘Are you sure about that?’ Garry said.
‘Course I’m bloody sure. You don’t spend your life on boats and not know the bloody moon.’
‘In which case, we could work out the date, couldn’t we? Maybe even the time as well?’
‘Smart lad. Pay attention to your boss, young woman. He’ll teach you a thing or two.’
‘Oh, he already has,’ Lexy muttered.
‘Won’t be a tick.’ The man staggered from the room.
Lexy said, ‘Where’s he gone?’
‘I’m hoping to fetch an almanac,’ Garry replied. ‘That will tell us the times and dates of high tide during November three years ago. If we cross-reference to the time the moon rose, we’ll have the exact date and time Maddy was seen at the marina.’
Lexy opened a new page on her laptop and began typing.
Hamilton-Minor was back with a doorstop of a book in his hands. He was looking down at an open page, his glass balanced precariously on its surface. ‘Friday third of November,’ he said. ‘Two hours after high tide would make it ten minutes past three o’clock in the afternoon.’
‘And the moon rose at half past two on that date,’ Lexy confirmed, her eyes on the screen. ‘Thank you, sir, that’s very helpful.’
‘Had you seen her before that day?’ Garry asked.
‘Oh, for sure. More than once. Two, maybe three times. Couldn’t give you dates and times, though.’
‘Any idea where she was going along that pontoon? How many boats were ahead of her?’
‘Dozen or so. But I knew exactly where she was going. The MP’s yacht. Bit of a pinko by all accounts, but a decent enough chap.’
Garry and Lexy exchanged glances.
Lexy asked, ‘Did you see Mr Anderson that day?’
Hamilton-Minor shook his head. ‘I didn’t. But I was in the back room of the harbour office for much of it, sorting out the electrics.’
‘So how did you know she was going to the Anderson yacht?’
‘I’d seen her on it previously. Couple of times. And I saw her arriving by car one time with them.’
‘With Mr Anderson?’
‘No, his wife. The first one, I mean now. The one who died. Funny thing, she vanished round about the same time. I’m not sure I saw her again after that day. Anderson himself, and the kids, even an older woman, but not the first Mrs A. Mind you, she fell ill, didn’t she? Or so they said.’
Garry really hoped Lexy was keeping track of all this. Maddy had been a regular visitor to the marina, apparently friendly with both Eloise and Michael. Eloise had vanished too? That made no sense. Maddy had vanished in November three years ago; Eloise’s illness didn’t start for another six months or so. So why had Eloise stopped sailing?
Something had been bothering Eloise, though, according to her mother. From the start of the year. From Maddy’s disappearance?
‘She’s not missing, though,’ Hamilton-Minor said, while Garry was still trying to catch up. ‘Least, not anymore. I’ve seen her a few times this year. She was here a couple of weeks ago.’
What?
Lexy said, ‘She was?’ with a bewildered look at Garry.
‘Well, they’re married now, aren’t they? I’m sure I heard someone say as much.’
‘Sir, Mr Anderson’s current wife is called Olive. She and Maddy do look a bit alike, but I promise you, two different women.’ Lexy tapped away on her keyboard and eventually produced the Missing notice of Olive. ‘See,’ she angled it towards Hamilton-Minor, ‘different woman.’
Hamilton-Minor whistled through his teeth. ‘I see it now,’ he agreed. ‘Mind you, I never saw either one close up, so understandable mistake. And she’s missing too? Blimey, the bugger has form.’
Lexy said nothing, but Garry would have put money on knowing exactly what she was thinking. It was beginning to look exactly like Anderson had form.
‘Oh lord!’ Hamilton-Minor slapped a fat hand onto his own forehead. ‘You’re not the first people I’ve misled. There was someone else here asking about that lass. The first one, I mean now.’
‘It’s quite likely our colleagues in Northumbria came here to make some enquiries,’ Lexy said. ‘Maddy Black was the subject of a missing persons enquiry three years ago. If she’d been known to have connections with the marina, I’d expect them to have looked here.’
The lock-keeper frowned. ‘This was last year. In fact, it was early October, because I was doing some work on the pontoon water taps. Took all the hoses off. Tripping hazard supposedly, health and safety gone mad if you ask me. Now all the boats have to carry their own hoses, and half of them forget half the time. Come to me to sort it out.’
Lexy looked puzzled. ‘Right, so Northumbria Police were looking in October last year. I wonder––’
‘She didn’t say she was police,’ Hamilton-Minor interrupted. ‘I doubt it, to be honest. She didn’t come across as being police.’
‘A woman, sir?’ Garry clarified. ‘Did she give you a name?’
‘No. Didn’t show ID either, not like you two. Mind you, I didn’t ask. I had my hands full and the weather was atrocious.’ He stabbed a finger into the air. ‘October it was. We’d had a gale, it was still blowing up a hoolie and I had a list of repairs as long as a donkey’s todger.’
‘A police officer would probably have identified herself as one,’ Lexy said. ‘Can you describe her at all, sir?’
‘Young. Not a lass, but young. Be surprised if she’d seen her fortieth. Tall for a woman, short hair. Nice-looking. Not nice nature, though. Very short with me.’
‘Anything else you can tell us, sir? Anything at all you can remember about the conversation?’
‘Well, I told her I’d seen the girl she was looking for. I hadn’t, I’d seen the other one – what did you say she was called – Olive? I told her I’d seen her visiting the boat with that MP chap. I’m not going to lie, when I saw the look on her face, I took a step back. Almost stepped off the bloody pontoon.’
‘But you’ve definitely seen Mrs Olive Anderson at the marina recently?’ Garry asked.
‘Definitely. She comes with the family quite often, weekends mainly, not so much in the bad weather. The seas can get a bit rough round here. I’ve seen her on her own as well. She was here for an hour or so the other week.’
Garry felt a surge of excitement rising. Had anyone thought to check the boat for Olive?
Lexy said, ‘Does she take the boat out by herself?’
‘Not that I’ve seen. No, this last time, she was below in the cabin for a while. I was on D pontoon checking the power boxes. I saw her arrive and leave.’ He straightened up in his chair. ‘I’m glad you’ve sorted that out,’ he said. ‘I was going to offer her her wellington boot back. Would have been a bit of a shame, it makes a nice planter. Glad I didn’t now. You’ve saved me making a Charlie of myself.’
Lexy said, ‘Excuse me, sir? Wellington boot.’
‘On the front doorstep,’ Hamilton-Minor said. ‘You’d have passed it on the way in. I found it on the foreshore shortly after I last saw her – the first one I’m talking about now, the one who vanished three years ago.’
Maddy. The boot by the front door, planted with sea thrift that would bloom purple in the spring, had belonged to Maddy.
‘Buried in sand, but something was glinting at me so I dug it up,’ Hamilton-Minor was still talking. ‘I knew it was hers because I’d seen her wearing them and, well, it’s not the sort of thing you see a lot of. I assumed she must have lost it in the mud at some point.’
Lexy got to her feet. ‘Garry,’ she said. ‘I think it’s time to have a look around Mr Anderson’s boat.’
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September, three years previously
The rain had been falling for hours when Olive arrived home in the pre-dawn darkness. It was only late September, but autumn in the north-east could be short and brutal, with winter chasing hard on its heels. On top of that, the cold-season rush of patients injuring themselves with greater frequency, catching more infectious diseases, falling prey to seasonal viruses, had already begun and the annual battle for beds was underway. It hadn’t been the easiest of shifts. But her flat had enough food to last several days, she was up to date with laundry and had spent enough duty time with her parents the weekend just gone. Olive had nothing to do but sleep and chill until she had to return to work again. She found a parking spot, not too far from her block’s entrance, and pulled over.
‘Olive!’
The familiar voice, her favourite sound in the world, cut through the storm and Olive turned to see Maddy stumbling towards her on bare feet.
Oblivious to who might be watching – the street was deserted at that hour, but even so – Olive dropped her bag and rushed to Maddy’s side. In the sickly yellow glow of a street light, she saw the swelling around her mouth and cheekbone, the bruising beginning to colour up Maddy’s left eye, the cut across the bridge of her nose.
‘Let’s get you in the car,’ she said. ‘They’ll see us quickly. One of the few perks of knowing everyone in A&E.’
‘No.’ Maddy pulled back. ‘You do it. I want you to do it.’
Olive tilted Maddy’s face up towards her own. ‘You might need stitches. I can’t do that here.’
‘Course you can. You’ve got a needle, haven’t you? I’m not going to hospital, Olive.’
Inside the flat, Olive cleaned the wound, gave Maddy a packet of frozen peas to hold against the swelling, and made her swallow paracetamol. She checked her temperature, vision and blood pressure – all normal – and went through the usual routine questions about medication. Only when she was confident the woman was in no danger did she strip off her wet clothes and tuck her up into her own bed. To all appearances exhausted, Maddy lay back and closed her eyes.
‘Who did this?’ Olive said, although she already knew the answer.
No response.
‘I know you’re not asleep. I can’t let you sleep anyway, not with a possible head injury, so you may as well talk. Who did this, what happened, and why can’t I take you to A&E? That cut will leave a scar if you don’t get it stitched.’
Maddy’s eyes stayed closed. ‘Scars can be sexy. Yours is. You won’t mind me with a scar.’
‘Was it Sam?’ Of course it was Sam.
‘I fell,’ Maddy said. ‘In the studio. I landed on some glass.’
‘Bullshit.’
Her eyes opened briefly. ‘Olive, I’m exhausted. I’ve been waiting for you since midnight. Leave it, can’t you?’
Midnight was over seven hours ago.
‘Has this happened before?’ Olive asked.
No response.
Olive felt rage building. ‘You talk to me, Maddy, or you talk to the A&E doctors. And they’re obliged to notify the police if they think a crime has been committed. I’m not. So, your choice.’
Maddy’s eyes opened to reveal a glare. ‘Bully.’
‘I’m waiting.’
She sighed. ‘Not really. Not for a long time.’
Olive had known, almost from the beginning, that Maddy was in a controlling, maybe even an abusive relationship. She should have done something before now.
‘So, what happened?’ Olive asked.
Another heavy sigh, and then Maddy’s eyes dropped to the bedcover. ‘She thinks I’m seeing someone.’
Something gripped Olive’s insides. ‘Sam knows about me?’
A shake of the head. ‘No, she thinks it’s someone else.’
‘Who?’ Olive asked, the tightness in her gut turning solid and cold. Someone else? There was someone else?
Maddy glanced up, almost shyly, almost as though she was nervous of Olive now. ‘Someone in the party. A mate, that’s all. A bloke, can you believe it? She thinks I’m seeing a bloke.’
The party meant the local Labour Party. Politics, social justice, reform – just a few of the things Maddy was passionate about.
‘Why would she think that?’
Maddy’s appeasing look became a stare. ‘Do you want her to come after you? Seriously?’
At that moment, it was exactly what Olive wanted. ‘Oh, I think I can handle myself. Where is she right now?’ She wasn’t serious, not entirely. For one thing, Maddy shouldn’t be left alone, but Olive was sure as hell Sam didn’t frighten her.
Maddy caught hold of her hand and held on tight. ‘No. You can’t rock the boat. Not now. Please.’
‘Leave her,’ Olive said, knowing she was on the verge of begging. ‘Leave her today. Don’t go back. Stay here with me. I don’t care who knows about us. The only thing that matters is you.’
‘Soon. I promise. It’ll be soon.’
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The Andersons’ yacht was a forty-foot Hanse named Dora and it lay, port side to, three berths from the end of C pontoon. As Lexy huddled close behind him, Garry opened the main hatch with the keys loaned by the harbour master – after a lot of persuasion, and only after Lexy had spelled out that they were looking for a vulnerable missing person who might, just might, be on one of the boats in his marina.
That same harbour master had insisted they wear life jackets even for the short walk along the pontoon and when Garry glanced back, he could see the glint of binoculars. The man in the office was watching their progress and Garry didn’t mind. The pontoon, designed to rise and fall with the tide, was the very opposite of stable in strong winds. The wood beneath their feet was wet, strewn with seaweed and, should the two of them slip, he wasn’t entirely confident he could get them both out of the water unaided. Hamilton-Minor, wisely, had returned to his house.
By the time they reached the boat, Garry was colder than he’d been all evening, which meant Lexy was too; and her core temperature hadn’t been that stable to begin with.
‘We can’t stay here long,’ Garry said, after the two of them had looked around the boat and found nothing to take them any further forward. The yacht had a white fibreglass outer shell with a cherrywood interior, three tiny cabins and a central area with table, padded bench seats and a miniscule kitchen – galley, he supposed, he should call it. A last door revealed a toilet and he had a feeling that had a nautical name too, but already he was remembering that the last time he’d been on a boat he’d been seasick and he didn’t like the way this one was bouncing.
Lexy leaned back against the chart table. Her face had paled and her hands, still gloveless, were shaking; her jaw was clenched from gritting her teeth to stop them chattering.
‘It’s too cold,’ Garry went on, ‘and you’re looking ill again.’
A gust of wind tugged the boat against its lines; Garry could hear them scraping against the side of the pontoon.
‘I’m fine,’ Lexy insisted, before squeezing onto one of the bench seats. ‘So, we’ve actually learned quite a lot tonight.’
‘We have?’ If what they’d learned so far made sense, he couldn’t see it.
‘Thanks to you being the touchy-feely type, we know that Anderson was linked to a woman who went missing previously.’
‘Maddy,’ Garry said, to show he was keeping up. ‘A gay woman, possibly in an abusive relationship, whose wife, Samantha Elliott, was the initial suspect.’
‘According to the local Labour Party chairman, Maddy and Anderson were closer than they should have been,’ Lexy continued.
‘And Maddy’s partner, Samantha presumably, pitched up at the constituency office after she vanished, accusing Michael of spiriting her away.’
‘I’d forgotten that, well done. And Eloise was there at the time. Best of all, we have a confirmed sighting of Maddy here at the marina on the third of November, two days after she was last seen at her studio. Lord Batshit told Northumbria, but because he couldn’t pin it down to a date, and because he is, well, what he is, they didn’t take him seriously. If you hadn’t prompted him with your astronomical knowledge, we wouldn’t be any further forward.’
Garry sat opposite Lexy and noticed that her face had taken on an odd, waxy colour.
‘Ideal place for an illicit rendezvous.’ Lexy’s eyes went to the main cabin at the front of the boat. Bigger than the two at the stern, most of its floor space was taken up by a sizeable, triangular bed. ‘Miles from Guisborough, few people around, especially at night and in winter. This could easily be Anderson’s shag pad.’ She shivered. ‘That notwithstanding, it looks bloody tempting.’
There wouldn’t be much room to manoeuvre, even in the big cabin; Garry would barely be able to stand upright in it and Anderson was as tall as he. And was that really important right now?
He said, ‘You can bet your loose change the harbour master will have phoned Anderson already. We can justify looking round the boat; spending the night here, not so much.’
Making hot drinks was probably out too.
‘And besides,’ he went on. ‘If Lord Batshit is right, Maddy came here with Michael and Eloise. She was a family friend.’
‘But neither of them were seen that last day,’ Lexy said. ‘Maddy could have been here alone.’
‘She wouldn’t have got on the boat,’ Garry reminded her. The harbour master had been very clear that spare keys were only given out with the express written permission of the owner and the loans were always recorded. The Anderson keys hadn’t been loaned out at all that particular November.
‘Even so, Maddy vanishes, Eloise stops sailing at the same time, and her mother reports her being troubled about something. Do you get the feeling something happened here?’
‘Who do you think the other woman was? The one who came looking for Maddy last October? Could that have been Samantha, her wife?’
‘If it was, she now believes, thanks to Lord Batshit, that her long-lost wife is still alive.’
‘What a mess.’
Lexy didn’t reply. She didn’t look as though she disagreed.
Garry said, ‘So why has Olive been coming here alone?’
‘Me time?’ Lexy suggested.
‘Long way to come for that.’
‘Looking for something?’
‘Hiding something?’ he countered.
‘We’re not getting anywhere fast, are we?’
‘No,’ he agreed. ‘We’re not.’
Lexy dropped her head down onto the tabletop with a clunk that must have hurt. For a second, Garry was afraid she’d fainted. He reached out, touched the side of her head.
‘Lexy?’ Her hair was incredibly soft.
She looked up. ‘Do me a favour, Garry. Find out if this Samantha Elliott woman still lives in the same place in Whitley Bay. That can’t be too far away.’
Garry wasn’t sure he liked where this was going, but he said, ‘No problem. What are you going to do?’
She eased herself down, out of sight, to curl up on the bench. ‘I’m going to have a snooze. Wake me when you know.’
‘Oh no, you’re not.’ He leaned over, grasped her under the arms and tugged. ‘Come on, up you get. I’m getting you somewhere warm. This boat is bloody freezing. Come on, Lexy, I’m not joking.’
Coaxing her to her feet, Garry pushed her up the steps to the cockpit. While she slumped on one of the damp seats, he locked the boat. He wrapped an arm around her as they set off back along the pontoon. Only when they were back in his car, heater full on, did he speak again.
‘I’m going to phone the Premier Inn and see if they have a couple of rooms. No, I’m going to request a twin because I don’t think you should be on your own. You can’t do anything else tonight.’
‘Easy, tiger. We’re going to Whitley Bay. Maddy and Olive are linked somehow.’
‘Lexy, I know what hypothermia looks like and you’re bloody close.’
‘Wow.’ She looked at him with her wide blue eyes.
‘What?’
‘I made you swear.’
It would be the easiest thing in the world right now, to lean forward and kiss her. And the very worst thing he could do.
‘You never swear,’ she said. ‘That’s another thing they told me about you.’
‘Yeah, well, I do now.’ He started the engine. ‘Premier Inn. Some decent grub, a warm bed and I won’t even offer to provide body warmth because, believe it or not, this is not my idea of a romantic date.’
He half expected her to argue, but he was done. Sergeant or not, he was off duty, had been warned off the investigation and this was his own car. Even Lexy couldn’t make him drive any further tonight. She didn’t argue though, and it took only five minutes to drive around the marina and find a spot in the Premier Inn’s car park.
‘I’ve got a bag in the boot,’ he said. ‘Give me a sec.’ He strode round to the boot and opened it. ‘Jeepers’.
‘What?’ Lexy had followed him.
Staring at the sports bag he’d filled with warm clothes, he said, ‘You’re going to kill me.’
‘Doubt it, but what?’
‘I found Olive’s gym bag earlier tonight. In her hospital locker. I was going to tell you when you phoned, but then you didn’t phone. Then you did and you’d got yourself into a proper fix and it slipped my mind.’
‘Did you look inside?’
‘Quick glance, that’s all. I knew it had to be properly signed into evidence, so I left it where it was. Thing is though …’
‘What?’
Garry pulled out his phone and found the picture he’d taken earlier. Olive’s key chain. At the end of the chain dangled a piece of fused glass depicting an olive branch. It was a lovely piece, clearly not mass-produced.
‘I think Maddy made this. Remember the glasswork on the wellington? She was a glass artist as well as a painter. I think she and Olive knew each other.’
‘You’re right, I am going to kill you. Slowly and painfully.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Are there fresh clothes in that bag of yours?’
Puzzled by the change of subject, he nodded. ‘In case you were wet. Which you are. You can change when we’re inside.’
‘I’ll change in the car,’ she replied. ‘We’re going to Whitley Bay.’
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October, three years previously
Olive came back from the shower to find Maddy standing in front of her chest of drawers. The top drawer, the one in which Olive kept her underwear, was a few inches open and Maddy had something in her hand.
‘Tea,’ Olive said, louder than was necessary, as Maddy stiffened and looked round. In one hand, she held a sheet of paper and Olive knew immediately what it was. She put her own mug down on the bedside table and wondered how she was going to handle this. She’d never thought of Maddy as a snoop, but the woman had never been alone in the flat before; their time together was so precious, there was no way Olive would willingly leave her alone.
Instead of apologising – Maddy never apologised – she held the letter up towards Olive. ‘Was this something you were going to mention?’
Olive felt annoyance stealing over her. Maddy kept so much of her own life private, even secret, but Olive had to consult her about everything? She walked deliberately past her, putting the other mug on Maddy’s side of the bed, before closing the underwear drawer. She’d have to open it again soon, to get dressed, but it seemed an important point to make. Maddy shouldn’t be snooping around.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Maddy said.
‘I did.’ Olive kept her back to the other woman. ‘I told you the night we met I wouldn’t be in the army much longer.’
‘You didn’t say this soon. This is dated August.’
‘Ten months from now is hardly soon.’
The letter Maddy had stumbled upon, that had been hurriedly pushed out of sight the previous evening, was the army’s official acceptance of Olive’s resignation. Under the terms of her contract, she still had ten months to serve.
‘Is this because of me?’ Maddy demanded. ‘Are you doing this for me?’
Olive’s insides were clenching up now. ‘Would that be a problem? You keep telling me we’re going to be together, that I’m your future. How can we do that if I’m spending months away?’
Maddy opened her mouth, seemed to think better of it and instead pushed past Olive into the sitting room. Resisting the temptation to follow, Olive got dressed. Slowly. Ten minutes had passed before she went to find Maddy, who was immediately in front of the window, looking out at a rain-drenched Newcastle.
‘What’s this about?’ Olive asked, as she handed over the neglected tea.
‘I don’t like the thought of you making sacrifices for me.’
‘Why not? Isn’t that what being in love is all about?’
Maddy reached out to wipe away condensation from the window pane. ‘I’m not the woman you think I am, Olive.’
In the now clear glass, Olive could see Maddy’s face. She said, ‘What does that mean?’
Maddy gave a tiny shrug of her shoulders. ‘I’m not worth any sort of sacrifice, never mind an important one.’
Wishing Maddy would look at her, Olive took her time before replying. ‘Isn’t that for me to decide?’
‘It would be, if you had all the facts. You don’t.’
‘So fill me in.’
Maddy took a deep breath, as though bracing herself for something unpleasant. ‘There are sides to me you won’t like.’
‘I can see that. I don’t like the one I’m seeing now, sneaking around in my bedroom, then trying to gaslight me because I’m organising my life with the two of us in mind.’
‘That’s not what I’m doing.’ Maddy’s eyes were glinting; a tear threatening to overspill. Olive had seen the woman she loved in many moods, never this one.
‘What then?’
Maddy shook her head and her bottom lip started to shake.
‘Maddy, I’ve seen more women in abusive and controlling relationships than I can shake a stick at.’ For the first time, Olive wondered if she might be on the verge of becoming one of them; Maddy certainly called all the shots. ‘They all have their stories, they all have a reason not to leave, and they all find any number of excuses why they can’t accept the help that’s on offer. You’re many things, Maddy, most of them amazing. I never thought of you as a cliché before.’
Maddy spun round to face her. ‘Don’t you dare! You have no idea what I’m going through so you and I can be together.’ She poked a finger into Olive’s chest, her repeated jabs sharp and painful. ‘No. Fucking. Idea.’
Maddy took another deep breath, before she turned and fled the room. Less than a minute later, she’d left the flat.
A week went by before they met again; this time, Maddy insisting she and Olive meet in a local park, although the weather had been damp and cold for days. Convinced she was about to be dumped, Olive almost didn’t go, and unexpected traffic meant she was running fifteen minutes late. To her surprise, Maddy was waiting, a diminutive figure on a bench beneath a sheltering oak tree, wearing a bright yellow raincoat and those ludicrous blue wellingtons she’d customised herself. Her head lifted when she saw Olive approach and she smiled. A sad smile.
My heart is about to be broken, thought Olive as she let herself be kissed, discreetly, on the cheek.
‘I’m sorry,’ Maddy whispered in her ear.
Course you are, Olive thought. You’re not a bad person. You’re just … you.
Maddy took hold of Olive’s hands. Regardless of who might be watching, Olive let her. ‘I want to make you a promise, Olive, and in return I need you to make me one. If you can’t, I understand, but it’s going to be a deal-breaker.’
Rain poured down. Olive felt it trickling past her collar and down her neck, could see droplets bouncing off Maddy’s hood. She said, ‘I’m not following.’
‘Me first.’ Maddy’s hands were wet and cold. ‘When we’re together – properly together, I mean, not just seeing each other occasionally like we do now – I’ll do everything I can to be the person you deserve. I’ll try, so hard, to be what you believe me to be. I’ll change, Olive. I’ll be better.’
Olive couldn’t keep track of the conflicting emotions flooding through her. Joy, because Maddy wasn’t dumping her; bewilderment, because what on earth was she talking about, Maddy was easily the most wonderful human ever; beneath it all, a deep, inexplicable fear. She was about to learn something that could tip her world upside down.
‘What am I promising?’ she asked.
‘That you’ll forgive me,’ Maddy replied.
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The cottage at Whitley Bay lay nestled beneath an overhang of cliff a half-mile north of the edge of town. It had one neighbour, a twin dwelling, the two houses forming a short, stubby, weather-beaten terrace. The sea was out of sight behind a series of hedges as Garry pulled over, but he could hear the grumble of waves breaking on a long, flat shore and the scream of sea birds that had been woken by the storm. When he cranked the window a couple of inches, he could smell the pungent, rotting, muddy aroma of a river that drained at low tide and he had a moment – not the first – of wishing the two of them safely back in the Premier Inn.
Lexy’s phone pinged, startling him. She’d called the station on the way over, requesting that Olive’s gym bag be collected, searched and signed into evidence. She was expecting a call as soon as it was known what the bag contained.
She shook her head. ‘My dad,’ she said, as she declined the call. He knew practically nothing about Lexy, Garry realised, and yet in a short time she’d learned so much about him. The detective versus the traffic copper; it was never going to be a fair contest.
It was impossible to tell, in the dark, whether the cliff had a natural hollow or had been carved out at some point, for quarrying or surface mining. Either way, it curved round the two small houses like an overfed snake. The windows were small, with storm shutters, the front doors narrow, the roof low-pitched slate. The interiors would get very little natural light; it was not a place Garry would have expected an artist to live.
A Nissan Leaf was parked outside cottage number one. Samantha Elliott’s home, number two, showed no lights behind the windows and none of the curtains were drawn.
‘I really thought we were going to find Olive here.’ Lexy sounded dispirited. ‘I thought we had it.’
‘Doesn’t look like Elliott’s here either. You stay in the car. I’ll have a look around.’
‘Garry.’ Lexy sounded weary. ‘I’m your boss, not your elderly mother, and I don’t need looking after.’
Without another word, she left the car. Garry followed and opened the boot to find his torch. Lexy had already turned on her phone light, but the weak beam didn’t go very far.
‘Sorry,’ she said, when he caught up. ‘I know I owe you big time. But you have to let me do my job.’
‘Don’t let my mum hear you call her elderly or you can wave goodbye to Christmas dinner.’
Lexy used the cast-iron knocker to announce their presence and the two of them listened hard. No sound other than the relentless breaking of waves a short distance away and the howling of wind around the clifftop.
Garry stepped back and looked the cottage up and down; he’d put money on it being empty.
‘I’ll have a look round the back,’ he said. ‘Unless you’d prefer to, Sarge.’
‘Go ahead. I’ll try next door.’
They separated, and Garry made his way round the side of the building. A sharp knocking sound made him jump, until he realised it would be Lexy, trying to alert the people in the adjacent cottage. Coming upon a tall garden fence with an unlocked gate, he wedged it open because it never hurt to have a good escape route. He wasn’t an imaginative bloke, probably why he’d never made detective, but he knew he didn’t like this place.
Once through the gate, he shone the torch around an outdoor space of around fifteen metres square. Someone had made an effort to plant tubs, but they’d chosen poorly. Terracotta cracked in the frost, and these hadn’t been watered in months. A couple of wooden garden chairs and a small table lay close to the house, all gleaming with moss. In the bottom left corner of the garden was a shed, bigger than his own on the allotment.
The sound of voices drifted to him on the wind – Lexy talking to the neighbours – and knowing there was life close by gave him courage he hadn’t known he needed until that moment. Something was drawing him to the shed. It was padlocked shut, but the catch was thin. He looked around, spotted a metal hand fork abandoned on the ground and used one of the tines to break the catch. Bracing himself, he pulled open the shed door.
Canvases in various sizes leaned against the wall space, while the floor was a messy array of old paint tins, buckets, glass jars. An artist’s easel was folded in one corner. Garry took a step inside, feeling something brittle crunch beneath his feet. Shards of glass in multiple colours lay on the floor as though someone had thrown something down in temper and hadn’t bothered clearing up. The space had a smell of old paint and turpentine.
Curious to see Maddy’s work, Garry wandered to the closest stack of canvases and pulled one apart. A portrait of a man in seventeenth-century dress sitting on a high-backed wing chair staring wistfully at the painter. Beneath his chin, he cradled a violin, his left hand clenched around the strings. His robes were a rich deep blue and the feathered cap on his head bright gold. The background was dark, the light falling on the man’s flesh and the gold of his cap in the style of the old masters.
A hand fell on Garry’s shoulder and he let the painting clunk back against the wall.
‘Woah!’ Lexy took a step back. ‘Jumpy much?’
‘Sorry.’ Garry’s nerve endings were tingling. ‘This place gives me the creeps.’
‘It’s not a nice suburban bungalow, that’s for sure. Is that one of Maddy’s?’
She studied the painting for several seconds as Garry held both it and the light.
‘Not what I expected,’ she said. ‘Seems too traditional. A bit lame.’
‘Look closer,’ Garry told her.
She squatted down and peered. ‘He’s got tattoos,’ she said after a moment. ‘On his knuckles. Very modern-looking ones.’
It had been the tattoos Garry had noticed first. Simple, perfect line drawings: a flower, a ship, a palm tree, two crossed arrows.
‘Look at the violin,’ he told her, watching her face soften into a smile.
‘Art is … What does it say?’ Her finger reached out, not quite tracing the graffiti on the shiny wooden surface of the violin.
‘Art is anything you can get away with,’ Garry replied. ‘Andy Warhol quote.’
Lexy led the way back outside. ‘Young couple live next door,’ she said. ‘They think Elliott’s away, but that’s nothing unusual because it happens a lot. They can’t tell me anything about Maddy because they moved in since she vanished. I showed them a picture of Olive, but they don’t remember ever seeing her.’
At the rear wall of the house, Garry shone the torch into the larger of two windows and could see a range cooker, tiled worktops, a shelf holding saucepans.
‘Gone but not forgotten.’ Lexy nudged Garry’s arm. He followed her line of sight and saw the row of fruit and vegetables hanging in the window where they’d catch what little light the rear garden saw. All perfect, all fashioned in glass.
‘We need to get inside,’ he said.
‘Can’t be done.’
Garry stepped sideways to the smaller window. ‘Come and look at this, Sarge.’ It was opaque glass, about five feet off the ground. ‘Look at that paintwork. Does that look to you like the window might have been forced?’
‘You think someone broke in?’ Using her sleeve to shield her hand, Lexy tried to open the window. It didn’t budge.
‘It’s been closed again from the inside,’ Garry said. ‘Which means whoever did it either left through the front door or is still in there. We need to get inside.’
Even he knew forced entry to a private dwelling was legally permitted if there was genuine reason to believe someone inside was in danger.
‘I already broke into the shed,’ he admitted.
Lexy looked like she was thinking about it. ‘How much damage will there be?’
‘Better round the front,’ he told her. ‘Got any gloves with you?’
As he led the way, Garry pulled his wallet from his pocket and found his Tesco Clubcard. He’d already spotted that the cottage had both a deadlock and a Yale lock. If he was right, the deadlock wouldn’t be engaged.
He was. It took him less than ten seconds to slide the card between door and frame to push back the lock mechanism.
As he opened the front door, he said, ‘Our intruder tried to cover his or her tracks. Secured the bathroom window, then left via the front. Without the keys, though, he couldn’t properly lock the front door.’
Lexy said, ‘I don’t know whether to be impressed or alarmed.’
‘When you’ve attended as many burglaries as I have, you pick up a few tips.’ Pulling on the disposable gloves Lexy handed him, he switched on the overhead light.
The front door opened directly into a sitting room. As wind rushed in behind them, a small cloud of ash rose from the empty hearth and hung in the air. Lexy closed the door. The cottage was chilly, as though the heating hadn’t come on for some time.
The sitting room contained two armchairs, a small sofa, bookcase, TV, a few occasional tables and some lamps; nothing out of the ordinary and certainly no obvious signs of a break-in. No sense of a third person in the house. All the same, he told himself to stay on his guard.
‘I’m going upstairs,’ Lexy announced.
Garry opened his mouth and caught himself in time. She was his boss, not his mum. And, as he was learning, she got grouchy when she was tired.
‘Watch yourself,’ he couldn’t help but say as she reached the bottom step. ‘Don’t turn your back on any cupboard doors.’
Conscious of Lexy’s footsteps above, Garry checked the ground floor to find signs of Maddy everywhere. In the bathroom hung a picture of bathers in the style of a Monet painting, but they frolicked in the lily-strewn lake wearing modern goggles and wetsuits. Decorative glass panels hung in each window. Most of all, though, she smiled out at him from numerous photographs scattered around the sitting room. On the mantlepiece above the fireplace one in particular took pride of place: Maddy, on the beach, wearing the same blue wellington boots they’d seen at Hartlepool marina and standing next to a tall girl with short dark hair wearing an oversized tweed jacket.
Garry felt a moment of deep sadness for a woman he’d never met; the boot being pulled from the mud at Hartlepool probably meant Maddy was dead.
Then he saw what was staring him in the face.
‘Garry, can you come up?’ Lexy called.
He made his way up the narrow, low-ceilinged staircase. A hemp rope had been strewn against one wall to act as a handrail.
‘In here.’
Lexy was in a compact home office, tidy apart from the waste bin that had been upturned, spilling its contents, mainly paper, over the carpet. On one wall was a large cork board covered in pinned papers, cards and photographs. Pictures of Maddy featured most of all.
‘What’s up, boss?’ he asked.
A narrowing of her eyes showed she’d registered the dig. ‘Learned a couple of things about our friend Ms Elliott.’ She stepped aside to let him see the desk. ‘Bit of an amateur spy.’
Stacked on the large ink blotter in front of the desktop computer were several books on forensic computer science, including one titled Uncovering Your Device’s Secrets. Garry nudged one aside to see three words, handwritten, on the blotting paper beneath: Judges, Logs, Proudest.
‘And there’s this.’ Lexy held up a sheet of paper covered in tiny type. ‘Instructions for a covert video recording device. The box was in the bin. I can’t find the device itself.’
Garry’s foot caught against the upturned bin. ‘Did you do that?’ He nodded at the mess on the floor.
‘No, I did not. That’s how I found it. So, who was she spying on?’
‘Got another question for you. Come back downstairs.’
In the living room, Garry led Lexy to the photograph of Maddy and a tall woman on the beach.
‘Look at that coat,’ he said, indicating the tweed jacket the other woman was wearing. ‘Does that look to you like the coat worn by whoever followed Olive out of the hotel in Hexham?’
Lexy nodded slowly. ‘That’s definitely Samantha Elliott,’ she said. ‘There was a photograph of her and Maddy in the bedroom. Much more intimate than this one.’
‘So, Olive left the hotel in Hexham with Elliott,’ Garry said. ‘Wherever she is now, Olive is with this woman.’
Now, what in the world would bring those two together?
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November, three years previously
Olive had never known such pain. Each morning when she woke, it hit her anew, a fierce ache in her chest that seemed to get bigger and heavier as the day went on. It was pain that pulled her down, dulled her thoughts and robbed her strength. She was barely functioning at work, on the verge of being dangerous around sick patients, and all she wanted to do when she got home was drink wine and then sleep.
Maddy had gone. Maddy was ghosting her.
It made no sense. Their meeting in the park, when they’d exchanged promises in the rain, had felt spiritual, almost a marriage of sorts. Pushing down all her misgivings, Olive had promised to forgive Maddy – with no clue what she’d be forgiving her for – because she knew she’d forgive Maddy anything.
And one day, she vowed (but only to herself), she’d make Maddy tell her everything. Whatever she’d done, or been forced to do, or was about to do, she hated herself for it. Olive would forgive Maddy and help her heal.
But now she’d vanished.
Olive had been to the workshop twice to find it locked up and dark. The second time, she’d knocked on a few neighbouring units, but no one had seen Maddy for some time or knew how to contact her. One man, whose overalls were covered in fine sawdust, told her she was the second person in as many days to come looking for Maddy, the other a tall, dark-haired woman who’d barely been able to contain her fury.
‘Are you Olive?’ the man had asked, wiping dust from his spectacles.
Heart beating faster, Olive had replied that, yes, she was indeed called Olive. ‘Why?’ she’d asked when the man seemed at a loss as to how to continue.
He’d made an uncomfortable face. ‘This other woman asked me about an Olive,’ he’d admitted. ‘Did I know you? Did I have any idea where you live? Did Maddy come here with any other women? I told her no, obviously, because I’ve never met you before and Maddy was always on her own, from what I saw.’
‘Did she leave any contact details?’ Olive had asked, nervously. The woman sounded like Sam, although Maddy had never really told her anything about the woman she’d married. Sam wasn’t someone she could approach, but contact details might at least let her know where Maddy had lived.
‘She didn’t,’ the man had replied. ‘And, to be honest, I wouldn’t hand them over if she had. I really didn’t like the way she was asking about you.’
Three weeks went by. Olive called and texted Maddy repeatedly, although she wasn’t supposed to, and each went unanswered. She’d suspected that Maddy used some sort of secret phone to contact her – what were they called, burner phones? – and now she’d thrown it away because it had served its purpose. To Maddy, Olive had been a fling after all, nothing more than a pleasant interlude.
And yet Sam was looking for her too; nothing made any sense.
Three long weeks. Olive lost first her appetite and then weight; it was all she could do to keep herself clean and properly dressed. Her colleagues noticed and her superior officer asked if there was anything she needed to talk about.
She stopped visiting her parents because she knew she wouldn’t be able to hide the dreadful state she’d let herself get into. In her free time, she drove along the north-east coast searching for the cottage Maddy shared with Sam, but with so little to go on, and never any sign of Maddy’s car, it was hopeless. She started combing art galleries, sales and exhibitions in the north, looking for places where Maddy might be exhibiting, and knew she’d turned into a stalker. She didn’t care.
At the end of the third week, annoyed with herself for not having thought of it before, she tried a Google search and saw the Missing notice. Produced officially by the Northumbria Police, the online poster showed a recent picture, one Olive recognised immediately, because she remembered Maddy buying the dark red sweater with the dangly beads. She was described as an artist from Whitley Bay who’d last been seen on the first of November, days after she and Olive had been together.
Olive’s first thought was relief: there was an explanation after all, followed by an emotion she knew to be joy. Maddy hadn’t abandoned her, hadn’t been lying to her, she loved her after all. Then, bitterly ashamed of her selfishness, she went to the police.
‘Just a friend, you say?’ The detective working on Maddy’s case gave Olive a long, piercing look. ‘And did she give you any clue at all that she was planning to leave, that she wasn’t happy? Any problems she mentioned?’
Olive hesitated. She wanted to find Maddy, of course she did, it was the most important thing, but these were not ideal circumstances in which her own secret life could be revealed to the world.
‘She told me she wanted to leave Sam, her wife, but that it was complicated. She wouldn’t say too much, just that she needed money to get away. I offered to help, but she said it wouldn’t be enough.’
‘Would you say she was afraid of Sam?’ The detective glanced down. ‘Samantha Elliott, is that right?’
‘Yes, that’s it. I asked her that. She wouldn’t really talk about it. She said she had a plan, that I had to be patient.’
Maddy had said a lot more than that, but Olive wasn’t about to say anything that would land her in trouble, if and when she showed up.
She had to show up.
The detective’s head bounced, as though it made sense, of sorts.
Olive said, ‘Do you think Sam might have hurt her?’
The detective made a dismissive gesture. ‘Nothing at this stage to suggest any harm has come to Miss Black. What we do know is that her car, that Miss Elliott paid the lease on, was left at Chester-le-Street railway station in the long-term car park. While Miss Elliott was in Scotland.’
Olive felt the fear shifting again. If Sam hadn’t hurt Maddy, then who had? Maybe she wasn’t hurt at all. Maybe she’d just … gone.
‘What are you doing to find her?’ she asked. ‘Have you spoken to her family? Her other friends? Where does Sam think she’s gone?’
‘Of course. All that’s routine. And Miss Black will stay on the missing list until she makes herself known to us again.’
Olive stared at him. ‘That’s it?’
The detective leaned back in his chair. ‘As I say, we’ve no reason to believe any harm has come to Miss Black. If you and she are good friends, I’m sure she’ll be in touch soon.’
‘And what if she isn’t?’
‘Without evidence of a crime, there’s not a lot we can do.’ The detective got to his feet. ‘Sometimes, Olive, people don’t want to be found.’
Knowing her time was up, Olive picked up her bag and stood.
His hand on the door, the detective turned back. He said, ‘Did Maddy ever talk to you about Michael Anderson?’
It took several seconds for Olive to place the name.
‘The MP for Cleveland?’ Curious, after seeing his picture in Maddy’s studio, she’d done a brief Google search. ‘Not really. I know he’d commissioned a glass piece from her. I don’t know whether she finished it.’
‘Maddy had some strong political leanings, according to Miss Elliott. She was one of the Labour Party activists in Cleveland.’
‘That’s true.’
‘Miss Elliott seemed to think Maddy and Michael Anderson were close.’ He paused. ‘Maybe a bit too close?’
‘Michael Anderson?’ Olive shook her head. ‘That’s impossible. Maddy is gay. She’d never be involved with a man. Besides, she and …’ On the verge of tears, she took a second. ‘It’s impossible,’ she finished.
Impossible, and yet Sam had been so convinced she’d beaten Maddy up because of it.
The detective gave a kind smile that somehow made Olive feel worse. No, not kind, pitying.
‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but Maddy’s partner, Sam, did mention an Olive when we talked to her. Something she’d heard from a mutual friend. She had no details. I’m guessing that was you.’
That made it twice Olive had been given evidence that Sam was on her trail.
‘It could have been,’ she admitted. ‘But I never met Sam. I don’t want to cause any trouble. I just want to find Maddy.’
The detective gestured that Olive should precede him out. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, Olive, four months isn’t a lot of time to get to know someone,’ he said. ‘Maybe chalk this one down to experience?’
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Still in the cottage that Samantha Elliott and Maddy had shared, Garry and Lexy sat either side of the empty fireplace.
Lexy spoke first. ‘So, did Olive and Samantha know each other before Thursday? They must have done, or how did Samantha know where Olive would be?’
Garry was thinking back. ‘Olive’s schedule was pinned up in the kitchen at Home Farm,’ he said. ‘The rest of the family could see at a glance where she was.’
So, had a family member tipped Elliott off? Why did he keep coming back to Michael Anderson?
He stood up. ‘I want another look at something.’
Garry ran upstairs, conscious of Lexy following. In the smaller of the two rooms, they stood in front of the noticeboard. One of the numerous photographs, one of the very few that didn’t feature Maddy, had been taken in Hartlepool marina. A sailing yacht took up most of the frame.
‘That’s Anderson’s boat,’ he said. ‘Why would Elliott have this?’
‘Could have been Maddy’s photograph,’ Lexy replied. ‘We know she went to the marina.’
Garry glanced around. ‘So why is it still up in a room that smacks of investigation to me? And look at the water tap on the pontoon. No hose. The hoses were only taken out last October, according to Lord Batshit. I’d say this is Elliott’s picture. And there’s this.’
He pointed out a till receipt for a sailing jacket, dated several weeks before Maddy had disappeared three years earlier. Someone had written on it: Whose credit card?
‘Samantha Elliott fits the description of the woman who went to the marina looking for Maddy,’ Garry said.
‘If it was her, she was told Maddy’s still alive.’ Lexy had been leafing through a bundle of papers pinned together on the board. ‘Craft fairs,’ she said. ‘Dating back three years. And look at this. A list of gay clubs north of Birmingham. Samantha was looking hard for Maddy. It takes some level of intensity to keep looking for someone for three years.’
‘Plus all the deep mining she did into someone’s online history,’ Garry added, his eyes sliding to the desk with its array of books on forensic computer science.
Lexy’s phone started to ring as they reached the bottom of the stairs again. ‘It’s Ben,’ she said, before flicking it to speakerphone.
Ben was the detective constable whom Lexy had asked to collect Olive’s gym bag from the hospital. ‘I’m sending you through some stuff, Lexy,’ he said. ‘Should get it any second.’
‘Tell me what you found,’ Lexy ordered.
‘Well, mostly it was gym gear. T-shirt, trainers, socks, sports bra, that sort of thing. It was what we found in the inside pocket that was interesting.’
‘Consider me interested.’
‘First up, a picture of Olive and some other lass not wearing a lot. Next, a surveillance device for listening into private conversations. Not police standard, the sort you can buy fairly cheap off Amazon. Finally, two USB sticks.’
‘What was she up to?’ Lexy muttered, as Garry remembered the similar surveillance equipment they’d seen upstairs. Two amateur spies? Or working together?
Over the phone, Ben said, ‘Coming over now. Three separate files. You should have them.’
‘Signal’s not great. Wait, here they come. Thanks, Ben. I’ll be in touch.’
As Lexy ended her call and opened the first file, Garry joined her on the sofa and saw an image appear on the screen, a selfie, taken indoors. Olive and the woman he now recognised as Maddy were lying back with their heads on cushions. Their dark hair mingled, Olive’s mascara had smudged, Maddy had a gleam of sweat on her temple. The shot stopped below the collarbone on both women, but neither seemed to be wearing anything, on their upper bodies at least. On Maddy’s left shoulder was a small tattoo of a seashell. On Olive’s right, a puckered scar.
‘Well, I’d say Olive and Maddy knew each other,’ Garry said.
‘Any sign at school Olive swung both ways?’ Lexy asked.
‘At my strict Catholic secondary, not a chance. But stuff her parents said is making sense now. No boyfriends before Michael came along. Very keen to point out, more than once, that Olive’s always been a good girl, never anything untoward. When I asked about friends, several females were mentioned, all of whom weren’t around anymore.’
‘But why marry Michael? And what weird triangle were she, Maddy and Samantha Elliott embroiled in?’
‘Very good questions, boss.’
‘I will slap you, you know. Let’s see what else Ben sent me.’
She clicked on another file, this time the contents of one of the USB sticks. It was a video file and Lexy pressed play. They watched for several seconds.
‘Jeepers,’ Garry said.
Lexy said, ‘Holy shit.’
‘You’re right,’ agreed Garry. ‘Holy shit.’
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March, two years previously
‘Well, it’ll be nice to have you a bit closer.’ Anne Charles hovered in the doorway between bedroom and sitting room, her tone managing to convey that the only thing to be said in favour of Olive’s new flat was its proximity to the family home. ‘We might actually see you from time to time. Especially now you’re out.’
She made it sound like Olive had been released from prison.
Only weeks after meeting Maddy, Olive had submitted her notice to leave the army. The remarkable turn her life had taken since that night in Newcastle had been the push she’d needed to move on and plan a future. Hell, she’d thought at the time, she might even come out properly.
In the normal course of events, twelve months’ notice was required, but Olive had been released early on the grounds of serious and prolonged depression.
She didn’t look up from her unpacking. ‘I’ve been in Newcastle for over a year, Mum. Hardly Afghanistan.’
A second’s pause. ‘Yes, well, it’s not all about distance, is it? Where shall I put these daffs?’
Flower arranging – exactly what she needed right now.
‘Do you actually have a vase?’ Anne went on.
Olive took a moment to glance round at the overcrowded living room. More than a dozen boxes to be unpacked and her mother was still wearing her outdoor coat. ‘Almost certainly,’ she said. ‘Probably at the bottom of one of these boxes.’
Anne sniffed. ‘I thought they might brighten the place up a bit.’
A place that, half an hour ago, Olive’s mother hadn’t so much as seen. Was there ever a more passive-aggressive act than giving improving flowers?
‘And you’re in charge, at this hospital?’ Olive’s dad, at least, was attempting to help, and had unpacked most of the contents of a box marked bedroom onto the living-room carpet.
‘I’m not the ward sister,’ Olive explained. ‘Although I do have equal rank, to borrow an army term. I’m more of a trauma specialist. I’ll be working at all the north-eastern hospitals, hopefully sharing best practice.’
‘Susan Robinson’s eldest works at Middlesbrough, now I come to think of it.’ Anne was still clutching the daffodils. ‘Orthopaedics, I think she said. You’ll remember Martin, Olive, couple of years older than you at school. He’s single, too. We could have them round for lunch one Sunday now you’re home. After church. You will be coming to church, won’t you?’
‘When I’m not working. Careful with that, Dad.’ Olive jumped to her feet to take Maddy’s glass picture from her father’s shaky grasp. She’d wound bubble wrap around it until it was three times its own thickness, but even so. ‘There should be a metal stand in that box. Can you have a look?’
Knowing it would only be minutes before one or other parent followed her, Olive carried the glass into her new bedroom. Hoping they wouldn’t notice, she nudged the door shut with her foot and leaned back against the wall.
Deep breaths, it would pass. She couldn’t cry in front of her parents.
Four months, and she still hadn’t lost hope that Maddy would come back. Every time the phone rang, the first thought in her head – Maddy. An unexpected ring on the doorbell – Maddy? A text message from an unknown number – Maddy?
She unwrapped the olive grove picture and placed it carefully on the window ledge.
Where are you, Maddy? You said you’d always be with me.
‘Righto.’ Her dad was on his feet, surrounded by bedroom clutter, when she went back into the living room. ‘That’s another one done. I think we need to get back if we’re not going to be late for the Con Club, Mother.’
Olive’s mum had found her way into the kitchen, daffodils in hand. ‘Yes, well.’ She looked around, as though a perfect, cut-glass vase might appear if she stood there long enough. ‘If you’re sure you can manage now, love. I’ll leave these here.’ She put the flowers down on the draining board.
‘You might want to put this somewhere.’ Coat on, hat in hand, Olive’s dad held something out to her. ‘Found it in the box. Computer widget of some sort. Might get lost if it’s left lying around.’
He dropped a USB stick into Olive’s hand.
That evening, when she’d finally unpacked the boxes and put most of her stuff away, when her computer was plugged in and working, Olive remembered the USB stick. If it was hers, she had no memory of it. Her dad had found it in a box of bedroom stuff: underwear, cosmetics, sports socks, and she had no idea why she’d have put a USB stick in her underwear drawer. Curious, with nothing much else to do, she plugged it in to her laptop. Seconds later, she knew she’d never seen it before. Maddy had left the stick in Olive’s flat.
Her first thought after watching the contents of the file was that some things had finally started to make sense; her second, that she’d probably spend the rest of the night vomiting.
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It was uncomfortable sitting so close to Lexy; Garry wished he could get up without making it obvious.
‘Lexy,’ he began, knowing he was about to state the obvious. ‘This is porn.’
Not even lesbian porn, which might make some sense, given the selfie they’d just seen. Three people – two women and a bloke – had been involved in this particular home movie. The blonde, her back to the camera, sat astride a naked man, grinding into him. A second woman with long dark hair matched the blonde’s position, only her thighs were either side of the man’s face. The bloke’s right hand curved around the blonde’s ass, his left was holding the other woman, pushing them both, rhythmically, towards him.
‘Shot on the Anderson boat.’ Garry took in the tiny space, the odd, triangular shape of the room.
Lexy said, ‘Could the brunette be Olive?’
‘Really didn’t know her that well.’
Almost as though she’d heard them, the brunette twisted round to face the blonde, giving a sly, split-second glance towards the camera. The blonde bent forward, and as the two women kissed, the man’s face came into view. Still rocking his hips, he watched them.
‘It’s Maddy,’ Garry said. ‘Shell tattoo on left shoulder.’
‘And that’s Michael Anderson,’ Lexy added. ‘Do you think the blonde is Eloise?’
Garry said nothing.
‘Come on, you met her. I didn’t.’
Garry considered the woman’s shape, her muscle tone and skin. Not a teenager, but still young. The hair was the biggest clue: shoulder length, curly and, in the right light, probably the very distinct shade of strawberry-blonde he remembered.
‘Could be. Probably.’
The video lasted three minutes and twenty-six seconds. By the time it finished, they had their answer. The three participants were Michael and Eloise Anderson and Maddy Black and the footage had been shot on the Andersons’ yacht.
As Lexy switched it off, Garry got to his feet. ‘I did not need to see what Anderson looks like when he’s climaxing,’ he said. ‘Right, boss, we’re done here. We drive back to Middlesbrough and on the way, you update the deputy chief. He can assign someone else to take over.’
‘No!’
He was taken aback by the vehemence in Lexy’s voice.
‘I’ve only been here five months, Garry. Think what it will do to my reputation if it gets out that I had to be rescued from a snowdrift and then couldn’t carry on with a live and critical investigation. And you know what they’ll say even when we tell them what we’ve found. How can a three-year-old video of three consenting adults be relevant to Olive’s disappearance two nights ago?’
‘We’ve a very obvious connection in the positive sighting of Samantha Elliott, former partner of Maddy Black, leaving the hotel in Hexham with Olive,’ Garry replied, knowing he was speaking slowly, as though to an idiot, and hoping she wouldn’t yell at him again. ‘We also know that Olive and Maddy knew each other. Possibly very well.’
Lexy was frowning, as though struggling to concentrate, but she was listening.
He said, ‘So, the first thing we do – right now – is find out what car is registered to Samantha Elliott and we get it tracked down. Get Ben on the phone again. No, do it in the car. We need to leave.’
Lexy said, ‘They left Hexham in Olive’s car.’
‘And if I were Samantha, I’d have my own vehicle somewhere close so that we could switch to it. If we trace the car, we find them.’
Lexy stayed where she was on the sofa. ‘But there’s so much I don’t get. If Olive is gay, why marry Michael? And if Michael and Eloise were into kinky sex, why would he allow it to be videoed? He was in parliament for God’s sake.’
‘He didn’t know it was happening. Neither did his wife. Maddy set up that recording, possibly using the surveillance equipment we saw upstairs.’
‘How can you know that?’
Garry sighed. ‘Of the three of them, Maddy was the only one conscious of the camera. She was the only one displaying herself, letting the camera see her at her best angle. She was sucking in her stomach, sticking up her boobs. The other two had no idea they were being filmed.’
Lexy didn’t look convinced.
‘Lexy, I’ve seen some home-made porn in my time, I know what I’m talking about. If you want to judge, fine, but do it in the car on the way back.’
Finally, she got to her feet. ‘Why make the video at all? Blackmail?’
‘Probably. And there’s another question you should be asking.’
‘There is?’
‘What on earth was Olive doing with that USB stick?’
To Garry’s surprise, Lexy sat down again. ‘Hang on, Ben sent over three files. There’s one more.’
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June, two years previously
The day of the Saltburn summer fair dawned cloudless and bright. It wasn’t warm, but sunny enough for a woman wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses to pass unnoticed. Olive paid her entrance fee and made her way down a corridor filled with children’s art towards the main hall.
Stalls selling everything from plants to preserves to pottery lined the big room, while fair-style games like Splat the Rat formed a central aisle. There must have been nearly two hundred people, which meant she would almost certainly not be seen or recognised.
There was a buzz in the room, the excitement of something about to happen. The member of parliament for Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland had taken to the stage, along with a small party of officials in dark suits and matronly dresses. The MP was the tallest of the group, the one who drew the eye, his physical presence apparent, even from the back of the hall. Olive reminded herself that she knew what he looked like when he was having sex.
A portly man in his fifties was hesitantly tapping the microphone, as though trying to wake it from a long slumber and a little afraid it might bite.
Anderson’s wife, Eloise, whose online biography Olive knew by heart, was close to the stage, two skinny girls with fair hair by her side. She wore white jeans and high-heeled, strappy, red sandals, a striped shirt (red and white, of course) and a red box jacket. Her bouncy blonde hair was held back by a pair of designer sunglasses. She was unfairly slim for a woman who’d had two children, impossibly toned for one who worked full time.
It was unreasonable, of course, that Eloise had borne the brunt of her hatred since she’d discovered the video tape, but Olive knew in her heart that Maddy had been going through the motions when she’d had sex with Anderson. Maddy was not into men. Eloise, on the other hand? What woman wouldn’t want Eloise?
Maddy on the tape had kissed Eloise on the lips, had stroked her hair, looked deep into her eyes and smiled her special Maddy smile; she’d done none of those things with Anderson. Maddy had liked Eloise, and Olive could cheerfully kill Eloise for it.
Worse than its contents, though, the video had been recorded in October, several weeks after Olive and Maddy had met. She’d known about Sam, of course, almost from the start, and had told herself she could deal with Sam, because Sam was on her way out. Sam, one day, would be history. But to learn that Maddy was involved with someone else, with two others, one of them a man, had come close to breaking Olive. Had she really known her at all?
I think I have a way out. Can you give me some time?
Was her connection to the Andersons, was the existence of that tape, Maddy’s way out? Maddy must have made the tape herself. A high-profile MP, a family man at that, would never have let himself be filmed having unconventional sex. He hadn’t known about the recording, which probably meant Eloise hadn’t either.
Blackmail. It was the only possible answer. Maddy had been planning to blackmail the Andersons to get the money she needed to leave Sam. That and the sexual relationship that had made the blackmail possible were the dreadful deeds she’d needed forgiveness for. Maddy had been playing a very dangerous game. And something had gone wrong.
The police were here. Startled, feeling guilty in spite of having done nothing – yet – Olive stepped behind a tall man and took another, sidelong look at the uniformed police officer she’d spotted to one side of the stage. He was tall, with broad shoulders and short hair that, years ago, had been ginger. It had darkened since, and the once skinny frame had filled out, but Olive knew him instantly. Garry Mizon, the shy runner, who’d never had the courage to look her in the eyes but who’d once saved an important race for her. His eyes scanned the crowd, returning frequently to check on Anderson, on Eloise and the girls, taking his close-protection duties seriously. She hadn’t known he’d joined the police. It made sense though; he’d always been so determined to do the right thing.
Should she do the right thing now?
So many times since she’d discovered the tape, Olive had been on the brink of taking it to the police, but her one further, tentative conversation with the detective in charge of Maddy’s case had discouraged her. There had been zero developments, he’d told her, and absolutely no evidence of a crime committed. He’d made it clear he had many more important things to deal with.
The video, potentially explosive though it might be, wasn’t evidence of a crime. It wasn’t illegal for three consenting adults to have sex in a private space. Revealing it might ruin Anderson’s new career as an elected member of parliament, but was that enough?
If they’d hurt Maddy, nothing would be enough.
And so Olive had held back, biding her time.
And now fate had thrown her old friend Garry in her way. Garry had liked her, he’d made that obvious, in his shy, unassuming way, and Olive had wished, more than once, that she could tell him it was hopeless, that she was never going to be attracted to him, or to anyone like him. Boys simply didn’t do it for her.
Garry would listen to her. Garry would take her seriously.
Anderson’s short speech came to an end, there was a burst of applause – more genuine than polite, the crowd had liked him – and he was leaving the stage. Olive watched him join his wife, receive her congratulatory peck on the cheek and then the local bigwigs were leading him out to the field at the rear of the building, where more stalls were set out. Garry followed and, after a moment, so did Olive. This was her chance. If she didn’t talk to him today, it might be impossible to track him down again. Uniformed police officers didn’t sit around behind desks waiting for calls from the public, and messages could go so easily astray. If she was going to do it, it had to be today.
Out in the sunlight, the officials had gone some way ahead, but the new first family of Middlesbrough South had become separated. Michael and the girls were heading for the arena where the dog show was about to begin, maybe he was the judge, and Eloise was heading back towards the hall, as though she’d forgotten something. Garry was hovering, his eyes going from husband to wife, as if unsure whom he should follow. And then Eloise stumbled, almost falling over. Her heel had caught in a grate on the edge of the playground.
In an instant, Garry was at her side, his arm around her shoulders. When she’d regained her balance, he helped her slip her foot out of the sandal. Eloise leaned against him, her bare foot held aloft, as he gently wiggled the sandal free. He slipped it back onto her foot in a display reminiscent of the iconic scene from Cinderella. As he got to his feet, he and Eloise exchanged a smile. She was thanking him, he acknowledging it modestly. He watched her walk away, a look on his face that was something close to adoration. His eyes skimmed over Olive and didn’t linger for as much as a second.
Olive turned away too. Garry couldn’t help her. She was on her own.
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Lexy opened the remaining file. ‘It’s audio,’ she said, turning up the volume.
From the laptop came a crackling and then a woman’s voice, sounding broken, exhausted. ‘I need to talk to you.’
A second woman replied. ‘It’s very late. And you must be tired. Can I give you something to help you sleep?’
‘Olive, you have to listen to me. Michael likes you.’
‘Olive,’ Lexy mouthed as she and Garry made eye contact.
‘No,’ Olive on the recording said. ‘He’s grateful to the nurse who’s taking care of his wife. We see it a lot here. We know it doesn’t mean anything.’
Lexy stopped the recording. ‘Is the other woman Eloise?’ she asked Garry. ‘Could this have been while she was in hospital?’
‘Let me hear some more.’
Lexy pressed the go button.
‘Trust me, it means something,’ the woman who might or might not have been Eloise said. ‘Once he gets going, he’s relentless. He’ll sweep you up. You won’t be able to help it.’
Garry nodded; he’d recognised Eloise’s voice.
Olive said, ‘I can take care of myself.’
‘You need to know what he’s capable of. You need to know what you’re dealing with.’
‘Eloise, you’re exhausting yourself. You have to take it easy.’
When she spoke again, Eloise sounded agitated. ‘No, you need to listen.’
‘OK.’ Olive remained calm. ‘I’ll listen.’
The sound of footsteps and that of a door being closed, then metal scraping, as though someone – Olive – was drawing up a chair. Garry closed his eyes and pictured her, in nurse’s uniform, her hair tied back, tired at the end of the day, sitting next to Eloise’s bed and leaning in.
Silence. Then more movement in the hospital room and the sound of water being poured. Eloise coughed and cleared her throat.
‘It started when he came out of the army,’ she said. ‘I think there must have been – let’s say shenanigans before that – but nothing I knew about, until he left the forces.’
Olive on the recording said, ‘What started, exactly?’
More coughing and then Eloise said, ‘No, I’m OK, thanks.’
The sound of a glass landing on a hard surface.
‘Michael wanted – no, he needed, it was like a compulsion – high-risk sex.’
Garry’s eyes almost flickered open; he took a breath and kept them closed.
Several seconds went by before Olive spoke again. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’
‘I don’t mean doing it without a condom. I’m talking seriously risky, multiple partners, indiscreet locations. It was like the greater the risk of being caught, the more he craved it.’
‘I don’t … Eloise, he’s an MP. A public figure.’
Unable to resist any longer, Garry opened his eyes and looked at Lexy. She’d been watching him, but her face gave nothing away.
‘Exactly,’ Eloise said. ‘He knew it would all be over for him if he was found out. That was the point.’
‘And you knew about this?’
Eloise didn’t reply.
‘You were involved, weren’t you?’ Olive said.
‘I didn’t think I had a choice. At least he could rely on my discretion. And I was frightened of losing him. I think, as time went on, I came to hate him for what he put me through, but in the beginning, I did it for love. We tolerate so much for love, don’t you think?’
A beat, then Olive said, ‘Yes, we do.’
‘It was only ever threesomes. Me, Michael and another woman. I refused to have anything to do with another man, and I don’t think he was really into that anyway. We’d meet in hotel rooms, in our London flat, even his office in London.’
‘That sounds reckless.’
‘It was.’
Another pause, then, ‘Who were these women? Strangers you picked up in bars?’
‘No, that wouldn’t have been nearly dangerous enough. These were women with as much to lose as us. Senior civil servants, always married, other members of parliament. You’d be surprised how well I know the current work and pensions secretary.’
‘You’re kidding me?’
‘Do I look like I’m joking?’
‘I’m sorry. It’s just … well, it’s a shock. And these women, they went along with it?’
‘Not really.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I think he coerced them to.’
‘How?’
‘I think they thought they were entering into a conventional affair. Still risky, of course, but nothing like what it eventually became. Michael could be so charming, and you’ve seen how good-looking he is. Not many women can resist him. And he had a knack of finding the ones who weren’t happy, who were looking for something more. So, there’d be a passionate affair for a few weeks. I could always sense the excitement in him. He was like a kid the night before Christmas. And then one night, he’d invite her round to the flat and I’d be there. He’d get her drunk, or give her coke, whatever it took. Some didn’t need any inducement at all. Others couldn’t believe what they’d done when they sobered up. And it was never Michael who cleaned up the vomit.’
Eloise’s voice on the tape was failing. She coughed, then came the sound of swallowing. After nearly a minute, she said, ‘If the woman was into it, into me, into the sex, he’d quickly get bored and move on. It was the reluctant ones that kept him interested for months at a time. After they’d done it once, he could bully them into carrying on. It was as much about power as anything else.’
Another pause, and then Eloise said, ‘I’ve shocked you. He doesn’t look the type, does he?’
‘No, he doesn’t,’ Olive replied. ‘And I appreciate you wanting to warn me. Thank you. But, really, I think you’ve got it wrong. Michael hasn’t eyes for anyone but you right now.’
Eloise’s voice hardened. ‘Allow me to know him better than you do. And if it was just sex, I wouldn’t care. You’re a grown woman, you look as though you can take care of yourself. But that isn’t everything. Not the worst of it by a long shot.’
‘It isn’t?’
‘I always knew it would go wrong one day. He’d walk into a honey trap or someone would set him up, or he’d target the wrong woman. And that’s exactly what he did. The wrong woman.’
More sounds that could have been drinking; some gentle murmurs from Olive. Then she said, ‘Who was the wrong woman?’
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Silence. Garry and Lexy waited until the sound of the silence changed, going from a low-pitched humming of a running tape to dead air. Lexy fixed her attention on the laptop, pressing keys, the frown on her face deepening. After nearly a minute, she said, ‘End of the file.’
‘Did the tape run out?’
‘Either that or the crucial bit has been deliberately cut off.’ Lexy got to her feet and closed the laptop. ‘The key thing is, if Eloise revealed a dark secret on her deathbed, Olive heard it.’
‘We have to get going,’ Garry said.
‘We do,’ she agreed.
The parking area at the front of Samantha Elliott’s cottage was tight. In spite of his urge to be back on the road, Garry reversed slowly, his car alarm kicking in immediately. He glanced in the rear-view mirror. Nothing behind for at least four feet. He inched back. The alarm screamed.
‘Won’t be a sec,’ he said, before getting out and striding to the back of the car.
Inches away was a low, dark-stone wall, almost invisible at night and too low to be seen from the mirror. He thought for a moment, then lifted the tailgate and found his torch again. A few seconds later, he called to Lexy to join him.
‘I know who broke in here.’ He shone the beam on the traces of paintwork, the gouges in the stone. ‘Tango red metallic,’ he went on. ‘The colour of Anderson’s shiny new Audi. I should have told you earlier, he was out on Friday night, from around seven till two in the morning. He told his family he was driving round Olive’s friends. Looks like he wasn’t. He came here.’
Lexi said, ‘Which means he knows about Samantha.’
‘Which means there’s quite a lot he hasn’t told us,’ Garry replied.
‘I’ll get people out.’ Lexy glanced back towards the cottage. ‘That place needs to be properly searched. If we can tie that paint to Anderson’s vehicle, we’ve got more evidence against him. And I’ll make sure the boss knows Elliott is now a person of some interest. He can get someone out to Home Farm, see if anyone there admits to knowing her.’
‘We may be running out of time,’ Garry said, when they were back in the car. ‘Gwen told me he’d gone out again, without telling anyone where he was going. And if he’s been here, he might have found something Samantha left behind. He might know where they are.’
The results of the ANPR search into Samantha Elliott’s car came in as Garry and Lexy were approaching the A1.
‘That vehicle was spotted twice on the afternoon of the seventeenth of December,’ they were told. ‘First time at 1520 hours heading north-west on the A696 at Kirkharle.’
The seventeenth of December was the day Olive had disappeared from the Hexham hotel. Killing his speed – the weather had, predictably, worsened as they’d driven inland – Garry scrolled up through the car’s navigation system. The A696 was the obvious road to take out of the Newcastle area if you were heading north, rather than due west. And 1520 hours wasn’t much time before Samantha had met Olive in Hexham, which meant she probably hadn’t driven much further than Kirkharle.
‘Next and last sighting is on the A68, heading south, just short of the intersection with the A696. This was at 1618 hours.’
Garry pulled onto the A1.
‘Nothing else?’ Lexy asked.
‘Nothing at all. That car’s either parked up somewhere or it’s been on minor roads with no cameras the last two days.’
Thanking the officer, Lexy ended the call. ‘Does it help?’ she asked Garry.
‘Helps a lot.’ Glancing back – nothing behind – he scrolled west on the satnav system and zoomed in. ‘There’s another camera on the A68 about seven miles south of the one that picked Elliott’s car up, so we know she left the road before that point. For what it’s worth, we already know neither camera caught Olive’s car on Thursday night.’
As Lexy looked like she was struggling to keep up, Garry reminded himself that not everyone had his encyclopaedic knowledge of traffic cameras.
‘Elliott made a point of finding out where the cameras are so she could avoid them,’ he went on. ‘She probably didn’t think it was necessary earlier on Thursday evening because once she left the A68 she figured we’d have no chance of tracking her down.’
‘She was right, wasn’t she?’
‘Not necessarily.’ Garry checked all around before turning his attention back to the satnav. The A1 was quiet, and had been gritted, but very little of the tarmac surface could be seen through the snow now. ‘There are two roads heading west off the A68 between those two cameras and they both lead to a village called Bellingham.’ He tapped the screen. ‘You’ll see it if you zoom in. I reckon that’s where Elliott was heading on Thursday, which means both women could well be there now. If we’re going to follow them, I’ll have to take the A69 and it’s coming up soon. Your call.’
For a moment, Lexy said nothing, then asked, ‘What if she went east?’
‘Why?’ The question made no sense to Garry. ‘To go from the A696 to the A68 meant she was heading west. Why would she turn back and go east?’
Lexy said nothing.
‘Think about it,’ Garry urged. ‘We know she and Olive went north from Hexham, but not on any of the A roads. Bellingham is north-west of Hexham.’
‘I guess.’
‘So, are we going home or to Bellingham?’
Still, she looked unsure. ‘What do we do if we get there? Drive round all night in the hope we spot her car?’
‘Look in my bag,’ Garry said. ‘Last night, I printed off a list of rental cottages and Airbnb places in the area. I meant to phone them all. It’s possible they’re both at one of those with a Bellingham postcode. If they made it that far.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Nothing. It means nothing. It’s the best plan we have. Am I going up there or not?’
Lexy nodded. In the nick of time, Garry turned off west.
‘OK, so we’re down to five possibles,’ she said forty minutes later. ‘A couple in Bellingham village centre, but I discounted those. If Olive’s an unwilling travelling companion, Elliott won’t want her within screaming distance.’
Garry simply nodded to show he understood. The snowfall was heavy again and the wipers were struggling to keep the windscreen clear. On top of that, the roads were worsening as they travelled north and the drive needed his full concentration.
Still, they’d made it to only four miles from Bellingham and in normal conditions they would cross the remaining distance in minutes. These were not normal conditions. Snowdrifts on both sides of the road had turned it into a narrow white halfpipe, and even keeping to what he judged was the exact centre, his tyres lost purchase every couple of minutes. If he had to stop and dig himself out of drifts, it could take as much as another hour to get to Bellingham. If they made it at all.
The few rental cottages Lexy had managed to contact had told her they didn’t hire out in the winter months. Several hadn’t answered the phone and despite the very official-sounding messages she’d left, none had got back to her.
As Garry felt the car tyres slipping, he turned the wheel a fraction and they righted themselves. His heart was beating the way it normally only did when he was running, and he could feel sweat forming between his shoulder blades.
‘There’s also a couple of caravan parks,’ Lexy said, as her hand slipped down to grasp the door handle – a sure sign of nervousness in a passenger. ‘They must be possible, don’t you think?’
The first of these was coming up on their right. With enough officers, the small village of Bellingham could be searched thoroughly in a few hours, but Garry doubted the local constabulary would send its staff out here for nothing more than his hunch.
He drove on past. Caravan parks were possible, but rental cottages more likely. Stick to plan A. They were on the outskirts of the village now and buried vehicles or equally hazardous obstacles had become a real threat. As they reached the first junction, they saw another vehicle approaching. When it swerved towards them and he narrowly avoided colliding with it, he knew he needed a break.
‘I’m pulling over,’ he said, spotting a P for parking sign a little way ahead. ‘We can look at the list. Try to work out the most likely. A lot of these will be on single-track roads. We might not get up them, even in this.’ He patted the dashboard. ‘Even with me at the wheel.’
He cut a wide curve through the snow into the car park. The snow was even deeper than it had been on the road, but at least the chance of hitting something had lessened. Only one other vehicle was in the small space.
‘OK, so most of them are on this map.’ Lexy’s laptop was balanced on her knee. ‘I suggest we go to the nearest first. I mean, with no better––’
‘Lexy,’ he said.
‘… information to go on, there’s no point making it hard for ourselves. So, Waterfall Lodge. If you turn round, you can head left, then take the next left.’
‘Lexy,’ he said. ‘There’s no point. They didn’t make it to the rental cottage.’
‘What are you talking about?’
He nodded towards the only other car in the car park. A black Mitsubishi Warrior.
‘Is that … ?’ Lexy’s eyes had opened wide as dinner plates.
‘Yep.’
Samantha Elliott’s car was parked not fifteen metres away from them.
‘So …’
‘If they’d made it to Bellingham, to whichever cottage Elliott rented, she’d have collected her car by now.’
Lexy looked mystified. ‘I don’t see.’
‘She was covering her tracks, remember? On Thursday night, she’d have got a cab to pick her up from somewhere in the village and take her to Hexham, probably one with a dodgy record that wouldn’t want anything to do with the police. She’d planned to get back to the cottage in Olive’s car, but then collect her own so it wouldn’t be out in the open too long. Which means the rental is probably the closest one to this point.’
‘Waterfall Lodge. We can be there in seconds. We can probably walk.’
‘They didn’t make it. The car’s still here.’
Lexy fell quiet and he let her catch up. ‘So where are they?’
Garry started the engine again and turned the car.
‘They left the road,’ he said, as he pulled out of the car park. ‘It’s been playing on my mind since I rescued some folk early Friday morning on the way up to Hexham. Long story. Thursday was a bad night to be out. Plummeting temperatures and fresh snow on top of wet roads. Two days later, we’ve still got abandoned vehicles all over the north-east and, somewhere, Olive’s car is one of them.’
‘So, where are we going?’
‘To find them. Eyes peeled, boss.’
‘What are we looking for, exactly?’ Lexy asked, as they left the village of Bellingham behind and entered the white-speckled darkness once more, this time heading south, along the road – assuming he was right – that Olive and Samantha must have been taking to reach the village. ‘Tracks?’
‘Long since covered,’ Garry said.
Lexy was frowning. ‘A crashed vehicle would have been spotted. We can’t be the first people to drive this road since Thursday night.’
‘We’re not.’ Garry had already seen evidence of that: several recent tyre tracks that hadn’t yet been covered by fresh snowfall, plus older ones on the grass verges. ‘So we probably won’t see the car. That means we’re looking for damage. Broken hedges most likely.’
When Bellingham was a half-mile behind them and even the lights at the edge of the village could no longer be seen, Lexy said, ‘If they’re still in the car, will they be alive?’
It was a question Garry had asked himself more than once.
‘They won’t be in a good way,’ he said. ‘Think of the state you were in. You’d only been waiting a couple of hours.’
Her voice dropped. ‘They’re dead, aren’t they?’
Garry wished she wouldn’t. If they were on the brink of finding two corpses, there was no point anticipating the horror. He knew from bitter experience it didn’t help.
At a mile out of Bellingham, they’d seen nothing but snow, rapidly disappearing car tracks and a seemingly endless night landscape.
Garry said, ‘If it was a bad crash, they could have been killed on impact. If they were able to leave the car, they could have made it to shelter. We won’t know till we find it.’
By the time they were almost two miles out, Garry was starting to question the wisdom of driving much further. He’d cut his speed to 15 miles per hour, but it still felt recklessly fast. They were approaching a small stone bridge that crossed the upper reaches of the Tyne. It was steep and narrow, covered in a thick layer of snow. Garry put his foot down and reminded himself that, occasionally, good driving was about courage. The car reached the incline and the wheels struggled to maintain their grip.
‘Garry, stop.’
Bad idea. If he braked now, they’d slide off in a direction he wouldn’t be able to control. He carried on, only lifting his foot off the gas when they were on the other side and heading back down.
Lexy had twisted round in her seat. ‘The fence was broken. On the right-hand side. I’m not kidding, Garry, I saw it.’
He eased off the accelerator, switched on his hazard lights and steered to the side of the road. He’d seen nothing, but a nervous pulse in his head was telling him that Lexy wasn’t wrong.
Unsurprisingly, Lexy insisted on accompanying him. On foot, they re-crossed the bridge and sank knee-deep in snow as they left the road. Garry took Lexy’s hand and she didn’t object.
She was right. A whole section of fence had been obliterated. They found it, its outline still visible beneath a covering of snow, some five metres from where it had once stood.
‘You OK?’ he asked, and saw her nod out of the corner of his eye.
The land ahead, gleaming a pale, silver-grey in the moonlight, was sloping moorland. Garry caught glimpses of bilberry and broom peeking through the snow and knew they’d have to watch where they stepped. There’d be deeply embedded boulders that could easily turn an ankle, not to mention brambles, criss-crossing the land like snares.
A sparse copse of trees – Scots pine – lay ahead. There was no way a plummeting car could have travelled far through it.
There were no tyre tracks for them to follow. A few animal prints, the marks left behind by bird feet, but nothing to indicate they were on the right track. All they could do was follow the likely trajectory of a car that had skidded off the road.
Beyond the pines lay a line of shorter, denser trees. Willow meant the river was close. A plummeting car couldn’t have crossed a river, even one as narrow as the Tyne at this point.
Garry ran his eyes along the treeline, taking in the drifted snow, the old, gnarled trunks, the curve of the landscape.
‘I can see something,’ he said.
The underside of the crashed car, only partially covered in snow, was about twenty metres away. The vehicle had almost upturned.
‘Me too.’ Lexy’s voice was devoid of emotion. ‘Is it Olive’s car?’
‘It’s a silver Audi A3,’ he replied. ‘Yeah, I’d call it in.’
He walked ahead as Lexy called the station at Middlesbrough. Northumbria would attend, but the vanishing of Olive Anderson was a Cleveland case. It would be Garry and Lexy’s senior officers who let Michael Anderson know that his wife’s car had been found.
In a few more seconds, he’d know what else they’d be telling the MP.
Garry was ten metres away when he realised the full extent of the Audi’s predicament. The Tyne had carved a gully over the years and old willow trees, once standing proudly along its bank, were clinging now to the gully’s sides. One of them had halted the car’s trajectory. A metre or two to either side and the car would have gone over the edge, to the almost certain death of the women inside.
They were probably dead anyway.
‘Olive?’ he called. ‘Olive Anderson? Samantha Elliott? Can anyone hear me?’
A rustle of birds fleeing treetops; the whisper of snow falling from branches overhead; the distant bark of a fox. Nothing else.
None of the car’s windows were visible yet; he’d have to get right up to it to see inside. He told himself he’d seen many victims of road traffic accidents in his time, that these two would be nothing he hadn’t dealt with before. He wondered who would tell George and Anne Charles that their beloved daughter had died.
‘Stay behind me, please,’ he said to Lexy, as he heard her footsteps catching up. ‘We don’t know exactly what the land does here.’
He would, he decided. They deserved to hear it from a friend.
To his surprise, Lexy didn’t argue; she’d probably never seen a dead body before. Garry felt a moment of regret that, for ever afterwards, she would associate the experience with him.
Five metres away. He was tall enough to see the right side-panel of the car now as it lay facing the night sky. He could see evidence of the brutal beating it had taken on its short, last journey from the road. His torch beam picked out a dark smear on the pale silver paintwork and he knew it to be blood.
Three metres. Two. He was almost close enough to touch the car, but the ground was falling away steeply and he didn’t want to topple onto the vehicle. Grateful for his height, he shone the torch beam into the car’s interior.
It was empty.
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Two hours earlier
With a last painful heave, Olive pulled the stranger onto the stable ground at the gully’s edge. The old willow tree, that had held the car in its grip for two long days, had proven strong enough to allow them to scramble to safety.
Their situation remained serious. They were still very cold, in deep snow, some way from the road, and both were injured. The other woman had taken a serious blow to her head and been unconscious for long hours. Internal damage, working its silent destruction on her brain was a distinct possibility. Olive herself had almost certainly broken several ribs – breathing still hurt like the devil – and her ankle could barely support her weight. She knew, too, that they were both well beyond the first stages of hypothermia. Shivering had long since stopped and the temptation to curl up in the snow and sleep was dangerously strong. On top of that, it had been dark for several hours; temperatures would be falling again.
The stranger was still panting with the effort of climbing from the car. ‘I thought you were Maddy. When I saw you just now, I thought you were her.’
‘I know,’ Olive said. ‘We did look a bit alike. People used to take us for sisters. You’re Sam, aren’t you? I should have guessed.’
Olive had never once asked to see a picture of the woman who shared Maddy’s life, the woman Maddy had married; she’d never wanted to think of her as a real person. She waited for the hatred she’d felt for so long to wash over her, the way it did every time she thought about the woman. Sam Elliott had abused and coerced Maddy, long before she’d blackmailed and abducted Olive herself, frightening and hurting her in the process.
It would be the easiest thing in the world now, to leave her here. Of the two of them, Sam was easily in the worse state; left alone, she wouldn’t be able to move far from the car. No one would blame Olive for walking away.
Turning to grab Olive’s hand, Sam looked into her eyes. ‘Do you know where she is? All I want to do is find her. I’m sorry about what I did to you, but I know your husband knows where she is, I know he helped her get away from me, and I’m sure she had her reasons, but …’
In the other woman’s face, Olive saw a reflection of the misery she’d felt herself for so long. Sam had loved Maddy too.
No. Sam had hurt Maddy, beaten her up when she suspected her of seeing someone else. Remembering Maddy’s swollen, bleeding face, Olive’s heart hardened. Nothing she’d ever done would be easier than walking away and leaving this bitch to die.
Except, she needed her. It was as simple as that.
‘We have to get moving.’ Struggling to her feet, she stretched a hand down to help Sam up. ‘Can you make it to the road?’
In response, Sam sighed and seemed to sink into herself.
‘Stand up.’ Olive tugged on the other woman’s arm, sending daggers of pain into her own chest. ‘Sam, you have to get up. We’ll die if we stay here.’
Sam didn’t move. She didn’t look capable of moving. Olive glanced back at the car. Both bags, with phones, were in the boot, and it might be possible to retrieve them. There might be some charge left.
Sam said, ‘I only want to talk to her.’
It wasn’t worth the risk. If Olive went back to the car, if she put any weight on it again, it could topple. And besides, her phone never lasted more than a few hours without charging.
‘Get to your feet.’ She nudged Sam with her foot. ‘I know what happened to Maddy. I’ll tell you when we’re moving.’
The promise of information seemed to work, and Sam allowed herself to be pulled upright. Olive wrapped an arm around her waist and began the first difficult steps in what she thought was the direction of the road.
‘It took me years to find you,’ Sam gasped, when they’d travelled a few metres. ‘Back when she vanished, a couple of her friends mentioned an Olive.’ She broke off to catch her breath. The colour in her face was fading again to a sickly grey.
‘Keep going,’ Olive dragged her onwards.
‘All they knew was you were a nurse,’ Sam went on after a few seconds. ‘I tried every hospital in the north-east, but none of them would tell me anything.’
Olive’s uninjured foot sank into knee-deep snow, throwing both women off balance, and they tumbled over. Getting up again was harder the second time.
‘When Michael Anderson married a woman called Olive, I knew it couldn’t be coincidence,’ Sam said, when they’d regained a slow but steady walking rhythm. ‘I knew the two of you had to be working together. I knew you’d lead me to her.’
Above and ahead, Olive could see the fence that lined the road, the missing section her car had ploughed through. Not far now.
‘He’ll be looking for us,’ Sam said. Olive was surprised she still had the energy to talk. Simply putting one foot in front of the other was all she could manage. Then she realised what the other woman had said.
‘Who’ll be looking for us?’
‘Your husband. Anderson.’
Olive stopped moving. ‘Why?’
‘I sent him a text while you were checking out of the hotel. I attached a picture of you. He knows you left with me.’
Olive made herself resume walking, dragging Sam along with her. ‘What did you say to him?’
‘Something like, Tell me what you did with my wife and I may let you have yours back. What will he have done, do you think?’
‘Keep moving.’
So, Michael had known, almost before she and Sam left the hotel. Nearly two days had passed. Had he done nothing?
The ground immediately below the road fell away steeply, and by the time the two women had clambered up it, both were close to exhaustion. Sam sank to her knees.
‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Please. All I want is to know she’s OK.’
Olive crouched down beside her, knowing that part of her would take a twisted pleasure in what she was about to say. Sam deserved to feel pain.
‘Maddy is dead.’ No point sugar-coating it.
The woman recoiled. ‘She can’t be. The man at the marina, he said he’d seen her. I showed him her picture. He said he’d seen her on the Andersons’ boat, only weeks ago.’
‘That’s impossible. If you mean the lock-keeper, he probably thought you were asking about me. She is dead. The Andersons killed her.’
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The first vehicle to reach the scene was driven by a traffic officer from Northumbria who told them more cars and recovery vehicles were on their way, the incident taking priority over all other abandoned cars in the area. While the bloke went down to inspect the scene for himself, Garry took a walk, his eyes on the ground. Lexy, to his relief, was back in his car with the heater on.
The snowfall had slackened over the past hour, but the wind had picked up, blowing drifts across the open stretches of countryside. There were no obvious footprints that he could see, either at the roadside or anywhere near the crashed Audi. Samantha and Olive had left the car hours, maybe even days, ago. They could be anywhere.
Knowing he was probably clutching at straws, he opened an app on his phone, one he’d barely used before. He typed three words into the search bar: Judges, Logs, Proudest.
His phone was ringing. It was Ben, back at the station.
‘Garry, I can’t get hold of Lexy, can you pass on a message?’
Garry agreed that he could.
‘We’ve had someone send that picture of Samantha Elliott to various of Michael Anderson’s contacts. His constituency agent recognised her. Apparently, she came to the office a couple of times after her wife or girlfriend went missing. Seemed to think Anderson had something to do with it. She described her as rude, even aggressive, and she had to threaten her with the police to get her to leave.’
‘Garry!’
Lexy was heading his way; thanking Ben, he hung up.
‘We can’t find Anderson,’ she said, as she drew closer. ‘He’s not answering his phone and Gwen says she hasn’t heard from him in hours.’
‘You need to get back in the car.’ As he filled her in with what Ben had said, he took her arm and walked her back up the road.
‘Could they be lost?’ Lexy was looking back down the moorland slope towards the wrecked vehicle. ‘Got disorientated and gave up?’
‘Possible,’ Garry said, as he caught sight of flashing lights in the near distance; the recovery vehicles were close. ‘You good to head out?’ he asked as they reached the car.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Where we should have gone when you suggested it. Waterfall Lodge.’
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Thursday 13 December, two years previously. Eloise’s last night
Olive held Eloise’s head cradled in one hand; in the other, she held a glass of water to the dying woman’s lips. ‘Take it easy,’ she murmured, although she wanted nothing more than to scream. ‘Take your time.’
Eloise indicated that she’d had enough and Olive let her head fall gently back to the pillow. She put the glass on the bedside cabinet and took her seat again. She made herself wait several seconds before asking, ‘Who was the wrong woman?’
Eloise gave a soft, croaking laugh. ‘God, if it had only been one. But trust Michael, he went for two wrong women, pretty much at the same time. The first was a woman called Tina Tricks.’
As Eloise took a moment to catch her breath, Olive frowned. This wasn’t what she’d expected.
‘You’ve probably never heard of her, although she’s notorious in certain circles,’ Eloise went on after several seconds. ‘She’s the wife of a local gangster. The very people Michael vowed to bring down when he was elected. I told you he couldn’t resist danger.’
‘So, this woman, Tina, she was involved in these … these threesomes?’
‘Not for long. Her husband found out. I wouldn’t be surprised if he planned it all along, used his wife as a sort of honey trap.’
Another pause while Eloise grimaced in pain.
‘The upshot was that Michael agreed to back off on local organised crime. And I had to drop a money-laundering case that was on the brink of trial. My professional reputation never recovered from that. Just one of many things I hope he rots in hell for.’
So, Michael Anderson was embroiled with gangsters. Olive could use that, she knew. But it wasn’t enough. ‘You said two wrong women?’
Eloise made eye contact briefly and said, ‘Have you heard of Maddy Black?’
Olive’s heart was beating fast now. ‘I don’t think so. Who was she?’
‘She was an activist when Michael was running for election. She was young and very pretty. Dark-haired, dark eyes, curvy figure. Not like me at all, which made her perfect. Michael liked a contrast in bed, you see.’
Olive had a sudden flashback to Maddy in bed: her baby-soft skin, her energy and playfulness. She felt both hands gripping into fists.
‘I told him it was stupid, that she was totally unsuitable,’ Eloise went on. ‘She had no social standing to speak of. She wasn’t even happily married. I think she was looking for a way out.’
Yes, a way out; to be with Olive.
‘But she agreed?’ Olive asked.
‘She had an agenda of her own, as we soon found out. She agreed. So, we met. A few times. And, well, I’m sure you can imagine.’
Olive swallowed down her fury. If she let her true feeling show now, Eloise would clam up. She said, ‘Where did you meet?’
‘The constituency office a couple of times. Mostly on the boat.’
‘The one you keep at Hartlepool marina?’
Eloise gave an almost imperceptible nod of the head. ‘That one. We’d all three take time off work and meet there. Sometimes we’d take the boat out and pick up a buoy somewhere, although Michael was never so keen on that. It was the risk of being seen that turned him on.’
‘Actually, I think I’m remembering a Maddy Black,’ Olive said slowly. ‘At least I think that was the woman’s name. Didn’t she disappear a couple of years ago? She was never actually declared dead, though. Her body was never found.’
‘She is dead,’ Eloise said. ‘He made sure of it.’
Olive’s hands gripped into fists. ‘What are you telling me?’
‘She got too clingy, always wanting to know when she and Michael would be able to meet up again. She started calling him at his London office, and at home. She’d turn up at the house too. Michael told her it had to end and she wouldn’t accept it. Imagine the worst, most painful break-up and then multiply it to the power of ten. That’s what she was like. Then she turned nasty, threatening to go to the papers, demanding money from us. There didn’t seem any way out.’
Olive felt her head swimming. Eloise made it sound as though Maddy had been obsessed with Anderson. How did that fit with how troubled she’d been in their last days together?
‘And coming right after the business with Tina Tricks, I think Michael was pretty close to the edge.’
Olive told herself she could process all this later. For now, she had to let Eloise talk.
‘So, what happened?’
‘We asked her to join us on the boat one afternoon. We told her it would be to talk things through. I think Michael hinted he and I were planning to separate. He wanted to make sure she’d come. So, I picked her up at the railway station and drove her to the marina, where we met Michael. And then we went out.’
‘Out?’
‘Out of the harbour. Only the weather was shocking. Force-six winds, gusting seven, and very big seas. And that on top of a strong spring tide. There’s no way we should have gone out, but Michael said we wanted to test our new storm spinnaker and Maddy wasn’t experienced enough to question it.’
Silence.
Olive said, ‘Was there an accident?’
‘There was a very nasty spinnaker broach.’
‘What’s that?’
‘We launched the spinnaker. That’s the big colourful sail at the front of the boat. I was on the helm, Michael and Maddy had gone up to the bow deck to launch the sail. It went up, the wind caught it and we broached.’
‘And that means?’
‘The boat tipped. About ninety degrees, so that almost the entire starboard deck was under water. I managed to cling on to the helm, but both Michael and Maddy were flung sideways. Michael caught hold of the genoa shroud, but Maddy went over.’
Olive told herself she couldn’t scream, not now. ‘That’s dreadful. But it was an accident.’
Eloise sighed. ‘It was a carefully staged accident. Michael knew what would happen if he launched the spinnaker in those conditions.’
Olive told herself to keep going, ask the necessary questions. ‘But he could have been killed himself. All of you could have been.’
‘Not really. Because Michael and I were harnessed on, attached to the boat at all times. We might have broken some limbs, maybe even knocked ourselves out if we were really unlucky, but we were prepared for it. Maddy wasn’t.’
She would only get one shot at this. Keep going. ‘Why wasn’t Maddy harnessed?’
‘She thought she was. But when she and Michael moved up to the bow, he clipped her onto the wire guard rail. You never do that, they’re not strong enough. It gave way the second she fell, as he knew it would. He staged her death.’
Olive took a deep breath and willed her voice to remain steady. ‘Did you know he was going to do it?’
‘He didn’t tell me. Not in so many words, but I knew he was planning something.’
‘She’d have been wearing a life jacket though?’
‘She was. And we saw her, for a few seconds, once the boat righted itself and we managed to pull ourselves together. She drifted away very quickly of course, but she was still conscious. I heard her shouting.’
Olive tried to swallow. ‘You could have saved her.’
‘Probably. Not necessarily, because pulling people out of heavy seas isn’t as easy as you might think. The point is, we didn’t try. And there were no other boats around. We were a long way out by this time. She really didn’t have a chance.’
‘And you said nothing about it? You didn’t report it?’
‘No one knew she’d come out with us that day. Michael chose a time when the marina would be quiet. I’d picked her up, so her car wasn’t there. There’s no CCTV footage on the pontoon where our boat is kept. No one connected us with her disappearance.’
Olive got to her feet. ‘Eloise, I’m going to call the police. You need to tell them what you’ve just told me.’
Eloise’s eyes opened wide. ‘The police? No, I’m not shopping him to the police. This was about warning you. Because I like you.’
Olive told herself to stay calm. She couldn’t start shouting at a patient, no matter what the provocation. ‘You have to talk to the police,’ she said. ‘He committed murder. You’re a – what do they call it? – an accessory to murder. You can’t die with that on your conscience.’
Eloise’s voice hardened. ‘What I can’t do is deprive my daughters of both their parents. What I can’t do is force them to grow up knowing their mum and dad were sexual deviants, because that’s how the world will see it, and that they killed a woman to protect themselves.’ She shook her head, and her eyes were implacable. ‘Sorry, Olive, but you can’t contact the police. If you do, I’ll tell them you made it up. And then I’ll complain to the hospital authorities that you’ve been flirting inappropriately with my husband while I’ve lay here dying. He’ll back me up. He likes you, but self-preservation comes before everything with Michael.’
Olive took a step away. ‘I think you’re every bit as bad as he is.’
The woman actually scoffed. ‘Yeah, well, I’m a little past caring what anyone thinks of me. You’re right. I am tired. I’d like to sleep now.’
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Garry was explaining to Lexy how the phone app what3words worked, and how the three, supposedly random words he’d seen written on Samantha Elliott’s blotting pad: Judges, Logs, Proudest, led to Waterfall Lodge, when the deputy chief constable phoned.
‘Mind your language,’ she muttered to Garry.
‘Well done, Lexy, bloody good work.’ Their superior’s voice seemed unnaturally loud over the speakerphone.
Garry swerved to avoid a drift and turned left onto the main road through the village. Christmas lights in rainbow colours danced on the blanket of white; in other circumstances, it might have looked cheerful.
‘Garry’s doing, sir,’ Lexy replied. ‘He figured out that Mrs Anderson and her companion must have driven to Bellingham. He spotted Samantha Elliott’s car in the village and guessed they’d crashed. He knew the exact road they must have been travelling on.’ She glanced across at Garry and winked. ‘Mind you, I’m the one who saw the broken fence, so I don’t want him getting all the credit.’
A second of silence, then the deputy chief coughed. ‘Naturally, well done to you too, Garry. Don’t suppose there’s any update on the two women themselves, is there? That would be a good night’s work. Might even make up for––’
‘For being a complete twat, sir?’ Garry asked and saw Lexy’s eyes widen.
‘Aye, well, we don’t want to dwell too much on that. I mean, what kind of idiot keeps her mum’s ashes in a teddy?’ The sound of a laugh down the phone. ‘The chief will be using it in his after-dinner speeches this time next year.’
Fair play, it was kind of funny.
‘And I’ve some news that might cheer you up, Gazza, knowing your well-voiced suspicions of our honourable member of parliament.’
‘What’s that, sir?’
‘Well, I read Detective Sergeant Thomas’s report setting out your various reasons for suspecting Anderson of being involved in his wife’s disappearance and I figured you had a point. So, I authorised a search of his property out at Guisborough. What is it called, Home Farm? No trace of Olive Anderson, but guess what we found tucked away at the back of the hayloft?’
As Lexy pulled a haven’t a clue face, Garry remembered his one and only visit to the Home Farm hayloft, the warm gleam of sunshine on what he’d assumed was nothing but hay.
‘Would it be several million pounds of gold bullion, sir?’
The deputy chief gave a soft laugh. ‘Not as daft as you look, are you? So, we’ll be asking a few questions of Mr Anderson when we catch up with him, along the lines of exactly what consideration induced him to accept and store stolen property.’
‘Any sign of the necklace, sir?’
‘Not so far, but we’ll keep looking.’
He’d been right about Anderson; the knowledge would be some consolation in time, Garry knew. For now, they still had to find Olive.
‘Sir, is there any chance of getting a helicopter out?’ Lexy asked, letting him know she was on the same wavelength. ‘Now we know roughly where the two women must be, an aerial search has to be the best way of finding them.’
‘Working on it. And the dog unit should be up there in an hour or so. Bloody shite weather doesn’t help. What are the two of you up to now? Are you heading back?’
‘We thought we’d have a drive around the village, sir,’ Lexy said quickly. ‘You never know what we might spot.’
‘Good thinking. Keep me posted. Oh, before I go, the cyber team got back to us. Seems no one told them to stand down the investigation on Friday and they gave it priority, seeing as how an honourable member was involved. You’ll have to talk to them for the details, but they managed to dig up the abuse Olive Anderson was getting on social media. She’d deleted it, but as we know, nothing vanishes completely.’
‘Does it tell us anything?’ Lexy asked.
The boss was quiet for a moment. ‘Happen it does. She was getting a lot of flack from someone who thought she didn’t measure up to the first Mrs Anderson. Some quite nasty stuff. Not threatening as such, but not pleasant either.’
Garry spotted a relatively clear space at the side of the road and pulled over. He didn’t want to arrive at Waterfall Lodge while the deputy chief was on the phone.
‘Any idea who sent it?’ Lexy asked. ‘I know the social media companies aren’t always quick to co-operate with police information requests.’
‘They’re not, and it would have taken some time normally, but this person wasn’t all that sophisticated. She set up a few fake Facebook accounts but didn’t think to use a different contact telephone number in each one. And the number she used was traceable.’
She? Garry mouthed, as Lexy said, ‘Anyone we know?’
‘Turns out it was Gwendoline Warner, Anderson’s mother-in-law.’
Garry whistled under his breath.
‘I called her myself about it,’ the deputy chief went on. ‘She came clean, said she’d been very hurt when Michael married again so quickly and had struggled to have Olive in the house where her daughter grew up. She insists she brought it all to a halt when she learned Olive suspected the girls of doing it.’
Lexy pulled a face at Garry.
‘She seems to regret it now,’ the deputy chief continued. ‘Still going to be some difficult conversations in that household if Olive ever does come back.’
‘Any evidence of online contact between Olive and Samantha Elliott, sir?’ Garry asked.
‘Glad you asked, Garry, because it looks like she was at it as well. Elliott, I mean now. We think she was behind another set of fake accounts that were subtler but more threatening in nature. Stuff like … Hang on a minute.’ There was the sound of shuffling papers, then, ‘Here we are. I see you, Olive, sent late at night. And shall I come to the window?’
‘And these came from Samantha?’ Lexy asked.
‘We think so. She was a bit more sophisticated than Gwendoline, but she used her own phone for the first set of posts – maybe she actually was outside the family home like she was claiming to be – and that we can trace without Facebook’s involvement.’
‘We really need to find Samantha and Olive,’ Lexy said.
‘We do that. Right, keep me posted,’ the deputy chief said, before the line went dead.
‘I was talking to you then,’ Lexy said to Garry.
‘I know.’ He started the engine. They were minutes from Waterfall Lodge.
The car didn’t move. The wheels spun, gaining no traction at all. Son of a gun, had he actually parked on ice? He increased the revs. Nothing. He tried reverse. The car jerked back. And tipped. Lexy gasped as the two of them fell back against their seats.
They, too, were stuck.
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The sound was disorientating at first, like traffic, constant, fast-moving, and dangerously close. It took several minutes before Olive’s overtired brain made the connection. Waterfall Lodge. It was water she could hear, a torrent of it, plunging from a great height.
The cottage was a mass of dark stone against the grey landscape, on the outskirts of the village of Bellingham. It wasn’t large. At a guess, a couple of rooms downstairs, a couple more on the first floor.
Olive was exhausted, trembling with hunger and in pain; worse, she was dangerously cold. Even so, she was still the stronger of the two women.
The moon, not far off full, had risen, turning the endless moorland around them into a dirty-grey, formless landscape. There could have been mountains ahead, a vast, fertile valley, even a village or small town, and she could see none of it. It was as though the snow had become acid, leaching everything away, creating a vast, white void that would creep ever closer, until only she remained.
She was fading again, sinking into the detached, half-asleep, hallucinatory world that was hypothermia. She had to pull herself together, focus on what was close: the cottage they’d reached, the woman at her side, and what the hell she was going to do now. Pushing open the gate, she led the way into the snow-covered garden, half dragging Sam along with her.
It had been a long, difficult walk from the crash site to the cottage Sam had rented; there had been times when Olive hadn’t been sure they’d make it, but the necessity of keeping moving had helped maintain both their body temperatures. And learning the shocking truth about Maddy had seemed to give Sam the will she needed to keep going. She’d even talked a little on the endless trudge through the snow, about how she’d spent the first few months after Maddy vanished trying to track her down, visiting craft fairs and glass artists all over the UK and continental Europe, checking out gay clubs and lesbian dating sites. After nearly a year of fruitless searching, she’d taught herself how to deep-search computers, unearthing photographs of Maddy and Olive together, along with the sex tape that Maddy had hidden a copy of in Olive’s underwear drawer.
She and Sam staggered towards the front door. Beneath the white blanket that covered the garden, she could see the outline of children’s play equipment and a wooden picnic table.
‘Sam,’ she said, as the other woman leaned on the cottage’s front door to open it. ‘When were you last here?’
Fresh footprints marred the otherwise pristine white garden path.
Sam didn’t reply immediately. For some time now, her reactions had been dull, her speech slurred. ‘Thursday,’ she said at last. ‘When I picked up the keys. Why?’
‘Has there been any post?’
It was a stupid question. Someone – male judging by the size of their feet – had walked up to the cottage door in the last day or so and then continued round the back. Postmen didn’t do that.
Sam went inside. Pushing her misgivings aside, Olive followed.
The cottage felt cold. A gust must have followed them in because Olive felt freezing air against her face, bringing a smell with it, one familiar and disturbing at the same time. She thought she should know that smell, that it was important to know it, and that if she stood still for a few seconds longer, breathing in deeply, then she would.
Ahead of her, Sam stumbled against the wall.
‘We need to get the heat on.’ Olive steered the other woman across a yellow-painted sitting room with cosy, padded sofas and a brightly coloured tapestry rug. Exposed oak beams criss-crossed the ceiling, creating an elaborate structure above their heads. A fire, ready to be lit, sat in the open hearth.
The odd smell had gone.
The sound of the waterfall seemed to have increased, as though the walls of the cottage were amplifying it. Olive felt a shudder wracking her body and somewhere, at the back of her mind, lurked the thought that it might not have been entirely caused by the cold. Sam had picked her torture chamber well: freezing, a deafening background noise, miles from anywhere, and the easiest thing in the world to string someone up around those exposed beams.
Enough. A lot had changed since Thursday night.
Getting warm was the first priority, then any rudimentary medical attention she could offer Sam. After that, food and – who knew what would happen then? This woman might seem harmless right now, but she’d abducted and blackmailed her, had been aggressive, unpredictable and physically violent.
She might be about to make a deal with the devil.
And then there was Michael to factor in. He knew she and Sam were together. Michael had had a two-day head start. He wouldn’t have been idle.
Olive caught a hint of the smell again. There was smoke in it, which meant it must be coming down the chimney. It was unnerving all the same.
She glanced around. A pleasant enough room, tastefully decorated, with windows on two facing walls; the sort of room that would photograph well and appeal to middle-class families wanting a break in the national park.
An open-plan staircase led up from the living room. Olive saw three more doors. Behind one, only partly closed, she could make out the kitchen and she steered Sam into it. In different circumstances, it would have been a cheerful room, all pine wood and soft, sage-green paintwork. It was bitterly cold.
‘Sam, where’s the boiler?’
Sam looked as though she didn’t know what a boiler was, but Olive spotted a radiator beneath the window. Warm. The heating was on, which meant the cold had to be down to her damp clothes. Spotting the kettle, she filled it and switched it on.
Sam had slipped onto one of the kitchen chairs, her head on the pine tabletop.
‘Sam, you can’t go to sleep, it’s dangerous.’
Dangerous, but so tempting, especially when even walking around felt like wading through syrup.
In the living room, Olive found a couple of sofa throws that she draped around Sam. They wouldn’t be enough. Dry clothes, a warm drink, paracetamol, if she could find any, and then – a plan? If only she could stop shaking.
A sudden sound cutting through the drone of the waterfall made her jump and, for a split second, she thought she saw movement in the corner of the window.
The window had a roller blind. Unable to help herself, Olive closed it, hoping that shutting out the vast empty darkness might make her feel less … afraid.
As the kettle came to the boil, she found tea, sugar and milk. When she’d made tea for both of them, she put the mug in front of Sam and wrapped her ice-cold hands around it.
‘Drink,’ she ordered. Sam really needed medical attention, but they had no car, even if Olive were fit to drive, and the chances of getting an ambulance out were slim. She’d seen no sign of a landline phone in the cottage and both of their mobiles had been left behind in the car.
Sam said, ‘What are we going to do?’
So now they were ‘we’.
‘Do you have any clothes here?’ Olive asked. ‘We both need to change. Right now.’
No response.
‘Sam, this is important. Do you have any clothes?’
‘Upstairs. There’s a bag.’
Not sure she could climb stairs, Olive swallowed some of the milk straight from the carton. It was painfully cold, but food of any sort would help. On the third step up, another scent crept into her nostrils: old leather, the smell of the tack room at Home Farm. The cottage smelled of smoke and old leather, which shouldn’t be strange at all, and yet …
The upper floor felt even chillier than the downstairs had, the sound of the waterfall louder. A small, square landing held three doors. Olive pushed the closest, felt for the light switch, and found herself in the master bedroom, overlooking the front of the house. Another door led to what she guessed would be the en suite. Sam’s overnight bag sat on top of the double bed. Olive unzipped and upended it.
The bed looked so inviting.
Forcing herself to keep moving, she separated out a spare pair of jeans, T-shirt, sweater and underwear to take downstairs. She pulled off her own sodden clothes and pulled on a pair of thin, jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved T that she guessed Sam used as pyjamas. Dry clothes helped. Behind the door hung two thick towelling robes. Olive put one on, found a hand towel in the en suite and wrapped it around her neck.
On the way down, she caught yet another scent – black pepper – and her sense of unease increased. Faster than was wise, given how shaky she still was, she ran down the stairs and back to the kitchen. Sam had roused herself a little, had drunk half the tea and was cradling it against her chest like a hot-water bottle.
When Sam was dressed again, when fresh tea had been made, and when cheese, ham and bread were on the table, Olive sat. Sam had asked a good question. What were they going to do?
‘What do we have against Michael?’ she said. ‘Do we have enough to go to the police?’
Sam stared at a torn-off piece of bread in her hand.
‘Come on, Sam. You’re the reason we’re here right now. You forced my arm. What do we have?’
‘I kidnapped you,’ Sam replied, still unable to look her in the eyes. ‘I blackmailed you.’
‘Concentrate. What do we have on Michael?’
Calling him her husband felt like the last thing Olive could do right now.
‘I found a video,’ Sam said. ‘On Maddy’s hard drive. It took me ages, she hid it well, but I researched how to do it. She was having sex with Michael Anderson and his first wife. But––’
‘I’ve got that too,’ Olive interrupted. ‘She hid a USB stick in my flat.’
Sam flinched. ‘I found photographs of you and Maddy together,’ she said. ‘When you married Anderson, I felt sure you were involved.’
‘I wasn’t. I knew nothing about what happened to Maddy at first. Her disappearance nearly broke me.’
Sam’s cold blue eyes narrowed. ‘When did you know?’
Olive reminded herself that this woman had loved Maddy too, possibly too much, and that she’d only just learned of Maddy’s death.
‘For certain, only the night Eloise died,’ Olive replied. ‘So, I’ve known for two years. When I found that video, I knew her disappearance had to be something to do with the Andersons, but that was all. I knew it wasn’t proof of anything.’
‘She was my wife,’ Sam said, and now there was an accusation in her eyes. ‘She was cheating on me with you and with them. Was she using all of us?’
No, Olive would not let herself think that.
‘Stay focused,’ she said. ‘We’ve got Eloise’s confession. Only part of it recorded, and not the crucial part, but I’ll go into a witness stand. I wrote down everything I could remember.’
Sam blinked at her. ‘They’ll ask why you married him.’
‘I know. I won’t look good, but that doesn’t matter as long as they believe me.’
‘Why did you?’
It was a very good question, one Olive wasn’t sure she could properly answer, even now.
‘I never planned to,’ she said. ‘At first, I didn’t think I could let him touch me. I’d never been with a man before. But he really seemed to like me. I thought, by getting closer to him, by spending time with him, I could find something – anything – that I could take to the police.’
And, also, there’d been something in the sense of having her worst enemy in her power that had been strangely seductive. She’d married Michael Anderson to hurt him.
Sam said, ‘I found some emails on Maddy’s hard drive too.’
‘What do they say?’
Sam shook her head. ‘I don’t think they’ll help much. In one, she says half a million pounds will be enough for her to start the new life she’s always dreamed of, but she was careful. She didn’t put anything in writing that could be used against her. There was also a reference, in the last one, to a station car park. The one where Maddy’s car was found.’
‘These things will add up,’ Olive said.
‘And they’re not emails to the Andersons – at least they don’t appear to be. They’re to a Gmail account that means nothing to me.’
‘If it was one of the Andersons’ accounts, the police can trace it back to them.’
‘That’s what I figured.’ Sam lifted her mug and froze. ‘What? What is it?’
Once again, Olive had seen movement in the glass of the window. Except the blind was closed. What she’d seen had been a reflection. Something behind her, in the house.
‘Olive, what’s wrong?’
Olive turned round slowly. ‘Sam,’ she said. ‘Are you up to checking the house with me?’
Sam frowned. ‘What do you mean? Check it for what?’
Olive said, ‘I think there’s someone here.’
Sam gave a half-smile. ‘That’s not possible.’
Olive felt fury creeping up on her again; this woman had no idea what they were dealing with. ‘Michael knows where you live,’ she said. ‘Maddy’s last address is still on file at his constituency office. I found it myself a couple of months ago. If you still live there, he could have been in your house. Did you leave anything behind to point the way here?’
Sam started to shake her head, slowly. ‘I booked this place online,’ she said. ‘Unless he can access my computer.’ Her eyes narrowed: she’d thought of something. ‘There’s no postcode here, so I looked up what3words. I may have written them on the desk blotter. But he’d have had to break in.’
Olive got slowly to her feet. ‘The house is too cold,’ she said. ‘It smelled odd when we first came in. There were footprints outside in the snow. And I’ve seen something. Twice. Ground floor first. Did you bring any sort of weapon with you?’
She knew the answer even as she asked. There’d been no weapon in the bag upstairs.
A puzzled frown on her face, Sam pushed herself upright and crossed the room. She opened a drawer and pulled out a kitchen knife, its blade close to ten inches long. She handed a second one, slightly smaller, to Olive. The look on her face, though, suggested she wasn’t taking it seriously. She didn’t know Michael the way Olive knew him.
‘I’ll do downstairs, you do up,’ Sam said. ‘Come on, let’s get it over with.’
Knife in hand, Olive climbed the stairs. The master bedroom was as she’d left it. Her clothes – jeans, shirt, underwear – still on the floor by the bed. Nowhere in the en suite that anyone could hide. The bedroom had a large double wardrobe built into the eaves. Stooping down, Olive checked beneath the bed. Nothing. Getting up, she reached out and pulled open the wardrobe doors. Empty, apart from spare pillows and blankets on a top shelf. Nothing else. She turned away, almost tripping over the pile of clothes on the floor.
Not as she’d left them; her sweater was missing.
‘Sam,’ she called, shocked at how weak her voice sounded. ‘Be careful.’
No reply.
The door to the second bedroom was ajar. Olive was sure it had been closed when she’d last been up here. She pushed at it, nervously, as though frightened it might explode. Trembling, she felt for the light switch.
The room was icy cold. The window directly facing her was open. Its glass had been broken.
Two single beds, another built-in wardrobe, another en suite bathroom. By the time Olive had checked them all, the knife in her hand was slick with sweat and her headache was throbbing in time with the beating of her heart.
From downstairs came a crashing sound, as though Sam had fallen, or dropped something.
‘You OK?’ Olive called.
No reply.
The smell was back as Olive made her way down the stairs. Old leather, smoke and black pepper. Once already in the last few days, she’d smelled something incongruous, something that should have warned her that all was not as it should be. Twice, she’d ignored what her senses were telling her. She would pay for that now.
Her sweater was the first thing she noticed, draped over the back of one of the sofas; the second was the stock of a rifle that had been propped against the sofa back. It was a weapon she’d seen before in her husband’s gun cupboard. A Remington 223.
Then she saw Sam.
She was standing on a wooden chair in the centre of the room. A rope, one Olive thought she recognised from the tack room at home, was strung around her neck in a noose, the other end tied around one of the low-hanging ceiling beams. As Olive opened her mouth to scream, a boot-clad foot kicked the chair from underneath Sam. She dropped.
‘Hello, darling,’ said Michael, as he stepped into view. ‘I’ve been worried about you.’
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Garry and Lexy continued on foot, making slow, tiring progress along the lane. After five minutes, his phone rang.
‘Gwen Warner.’ He held it up so Lexy could see the caller ID.
‘Go on,’ she said. ‘She may have something useful.’
‘Mrs Warner.’ He could make out a building on the horizon, maybe a quarter-mile away. ‘I’ve not got long, I’m afraid.’
‘I imagine you’ve heard from your deputy chief constable, PC Mizon?’
She’d called him Garry last time they’d spoken.
‘About the Facebook messaging? Not really important right now, Mrs Warner. Not while there’s a chance we’ll find Olive alive.’
‘There’s something else. One of your colleagues sent an image through. It’s the woman you think Olive might have left the hotel with.’
She was talking about the picture of Samantha Elliott that Ben was circulating around Anderson’s contacts.
‘I never knew her name, but she came to the farm a couple of weeks ago,’ Gwen continued. ‘She came into the shop, asking about Olive. Claimed to be an old friend, but there was something about her that felt off.’
‘What did Olive say when you told her?’
‘I didn’t.’
‘Come again?’
‘I didn’t tell her. I’m not proud of it, but I guess I resented being used as a sort of secretarial service by the woman who’d taken my daughter’s place. Besides, I told you, there was something not right about the woman.’
‘OK, I’ll make sure that’s passed on. Thanks, Mrs Warner.’
‘Wait, there’s something else. She came into the kitchen. She asked if I could give her a glass of water and, well, I asked her in. There were people in the yard, it didn’t seem like too much of a risk. Anyway, I caught her looking at the noticeboard, the one where we list all our memos and stuff.’
And Olive’s schedule. So, that’s how she’d known where Olive would be on Thursday night.
At his side, Lexy stumbled. She really wasn’t dressed for trudging through snow in these temperatures. If anything happened to her now, it would be his fault.
‘Thanks for that, Mrs Warner,’ he said, taking hold of Lexy’s arm and tucking it through his. She didn’t argue, and they carried on towards Waterfall Lodge.
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Sam wasn’t dead, not yet anyway, her neck hadn’t broken. Instead, she was choking, her eyes bulging, face reddening. Her hands clutched at the rope around her neck and her legs swung as though she was trying to walk.
‘What the hell are you doing? Michael, get her down.’
Olive darted forward. If she could take Sam’s weight, it would lessen the lethal choking hold the rope had around her neck. In the nick of time, she saw the cast-iron doorstop in Michael’s hand. He raised his arm, as though ready to swing.
He said, ‘Was it ever real?’
How long did Sam have? A minute? Two?
‘Michael, she’s going to die.’
How long did she have? This man had killed before. Olive glanced at the door. As though reading her thoughts, he stepped closer. She’d never make it out of the house, and even if she did, the house was a mile from the village.
‘Was it, Olive? You and me, was it ever real?’
Sam was swinging, her frantic movements giving her propulsion.
‘You were enough for me. The only woman who was. I could almost laugh.’ He smiled, instead. ‘I’d like to have seen you and Maddy together, though.’
Rage flooded through her. ‘You killed Maddy.’
He gave a small start back. Not the reaction she expected. Not guilt, on his face, more puzzlement?
‘Eloise told me everything, she told me how you staged the accident.’
Michael’s eyes narrowed. ‘Sounds like she spun you a line, Olive. My lovely late wife was entirely responsible for Maddy’s accident. She unpicked the stitching on her harness so it would break when it came under pressure. She killed Maddy, not me.’
Olive stared at him, unable to take it in. Could it possibly be …
‘And then she threw the boat keys overboard so there was no chance of getting Maddy back without the engine. The two of us barely made it back to the marina under sail, in that weather.’
‘Liar.’
‘Look who’s talking.’
Sam’s frantic movements had slowed. She was twitching now, the fight seeping out of her. Olive switched her attention to the dying woman.
‘Cut her down, please. We can talk then.’
He didn’t move.
‘Michael, please. If what you’ve just told me is true, there’s no need for this. We can sort this out.’
He shook his head. ‘I’m still an accessory to murder, still going down for a long time. I’ll make it quick, Olive. Believe it or not, I don’t want you to suffer. I can’t shoot you, I’m afraid.’ He glanced back, as though to make sure the rifle was where he’d left it. ‘The police would be able to trace the gun. So, I’ll have to whack you over the head.’ He glanced down at the doorstop in his hand. ‘This thing weighs a ton. The first blow should knock you out, if you don’t fight me.’
Knowing there was nothing behind her but the corner of the room, Olive backed away.
‘I have to do it now, my love. I can’t have the pathologist spotting that bitch died first. It’s a murder suicide, you see. She killed you, then hung herself.’
Sam had fallen limp.
‘Please don’t.’ Hating herself for begging, Olive knew she’d do anything to stay alive a few minutes longer. ‘There’s something I need to tell you.’ There was nothing. She was clutching at straws.
He raised the heavy iron weapon. It was directly above her. Olive sank to the floor, huddled into the corner of the room, knowing it wouldn’t help. When she heard the crash, she thought it must be the sound of her own brain exploding.
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Garry kicked in the door of Waterfall Lodge. It wasn’t the first time he’d broken down a door, but never with so much pent-up emotion behind the action. He caught it in his hand to stop it swinging back and a shadow dancing on the right-hand wall caught his eye: movement in the room to his left.
He didn’t break stride.
He saw the woman hanging by the neck from a ceiling beam as he reached the door of the large, yellow sitting room. As he ran towards her, a whimpering sound and a rush of movement caught his attention and he glanced round to see Michael Anderson charging him, holding something that looked solid and very heavy.
Anderson’s arm swung.
Garry jumped aside, avoiding being hit by a hair’s width, and the break in momentum caught Anderson off balance. Garry grabbed him by the collar of his jacket with his left hand and swung with his right fist. It made a satisfying contact with Anderson’s jaw and it hurt like the devil. Anderson stumbled and fell out of Garry’s grasp. He hit the wall and went down.
‘Oh my God.’ Lexy rushed past Garry as he caught sight of Olive huddled in the corner. She looked up and made eye contact.
‘You good?’ he said, thinking his hand might be broken.
Olive didn’t reply, but she was alive; the woman hanging from the rafters might not be. He turned to help Lexy.
The sergeant had upended a wooden chair and was standing on it. One arm was holding up the suspended woman – Samantha Elliott, he saw now – her other hand trying, and failing, to loosen the knotted rope around the other woman’s neck. From his jacket pocket, Garry pulled out the knife he always carried – for foraging decorative branches he might stumble across – and handed it up. At the same time, he lifted the unconscious woman to take the weight off the rope.
‘Garry, he’s got a––’
Olive’s voice. Before Garry could react, Samantha fell into his arms, almost sending him flying. Up on the chair, Lexy overbalanced and fell, landing inelegantly on one of the sofas. Glancing back, Garry saw that Michael Anderson was no longer slumped against the wall. Then a searing pain hit his chest. Suddenly, his body was on fire and all breath had fled from his lungs. He felt the weight of Samantha pulling him forwards and the two of them collapsed together. He stared at the intricately patterned rug and saw bright red liquid pooling beneath him. He’d been shot.
How was this possible? Just when he was on the brink of being happy.
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It had taken several seconds for Olive to recognise the plain-clothes police officer who’d burst into the room. Garry. Her old friend Garry. A detective now, most likely, because he wasn’t in uniform, but still tough as old boots, still coming to her rescue. She saw him hit Michael full in the face – were police officers supposed to do that? – and Michael fall out of sight.
A woman, tall with short blonde hair, was trying to help Sam, but it might be too late. She was no longer moving. Olive saw Garry kick the doorstop away from Michael and then turn to help the two women. Garry produced a knife. The blonde woman, standing on the chair now, began slicing through the rope. It took long seconds, but Garry had gathered Sam into his arms. The rope fell apart. Sam fell, so did the blonde woman.
And Michael got to his feet.
Olive watched her husband pick up the rifle and raise it to his shoulder. He was an excellent shot. He wouldn’t miss, not at this range.
‘Garry, he’s got a––’
With Sam still in his arms, Garry stumbled. The gun went off. Garry jerked and fell forwards.
It hadn’t been a clean shot. Olive had seen what guns did to living flesh. If Garry hadn’t fallen at the critical moment, his chest might have burst apart.
Michael took a step closer to Garry and pointed the gun down towards the prone man. Olive realised that she was on her feet, the cast-iron doorstop in her hand. It really was very heavy. As Michael’s finger twitched on the trigger, she swung the doorstop up and around, bringing it down hard against her husband’s head.
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Three months later
The fifteenth of March dawned bright and clear, albeit with a nip in the air and a dusting of frost on the ground. As he ate a solitary breakfast in his small, neat kitchen, Garry wondered if his injured shoulder might, finally, be up to some serious digging.
He hadn’t been to the allotment since his visit with Lexy and he was surprised, maybe a bit miffed, that it had thrived without him. The narcissi were glorious: a great swathe of yellow and white running the full circumference of the patch. They weren’t great for arrangements, but his mum did love her daffs. He’d gather her a car boot full before he left.
The hyacinths were good too. Breathing in their sweet, bluebell scent, he unlocked the shed and found the tools he’d need. He was turning over the ground beside the late hellebores when he spotted the tall woman in the pink coat heading his way down the allotment path.
Leaning on his spade, he watched her approach, glad that he hadn’t yet broken into his flask of coffee. He made it from scratch now, even grinding beans himself. It gave him palpitations, but, somehow, he couldn’t bring himself to go back to instant.
Lexy had come from work. That was a smart trouser suit she was wearing beneath her coat, and her shoes had heels. Her lipstick and fingernails matched her coat and he could see the blue of her eyes even from this distance. She was stunning. How had he not seen that before?
‘If you can wield a spade in frozen ground, you can come back to work, slacker,’ she called, when she was still several metres away.
‘Back on Monday,’ he replied, although he suspected she already knew that.
‘So, what’s new?’ he asked when they were sitting on the bench. She hadn’t remarked on the coffee. She was drinking it without complaint though, so he supposed that was progress.
‘Anderson trial set for next February,’ she said. ‘You’ll be needed, so don’t book any skiing holidays.’
Michael Anderson had been charged with two counts of murder: of Madeleine Black and Eloise Warner, and a further three counts of attempted murder: of Olive Anderson, Samantha Elliott and Garry Mizon. On top of the charges for receiving stolen goods, of course.
‘CPS still think the murder charges unlikely to stick?’ Garry asked.
‘We all do,’ Lexy replied. ‘The judge will throw them out. Apart from Olive’s testimony – and she’s not the most reliable witness – there’s very little evidence against him with regard to Maddy. And we don’t know for certain that Eloise was even murdered, let alone who was responsible.’
‘He killed them both,’ Garry said. ‘You won’t convince me otherwise.’
For a moment, he thought Lexy was about to take his hand, but she only tapped her fingers lightly against his knuckles for a second or two. It was something, though. Yeah, definitely something.
‘Be grateful the three attempted charges are a slam dunk,’ she said. ‘And as one of the victims was an officer of the law – that’s you by the way – he’s going down for a good twenty years.’
As she spoke, Garry felt a familiar twinge in his right shoulder. He’d lost a lot of blood the night Anderson shot him, in spite of Lexy’s attempts to stem the flow with every towel she’d found in Waterfall Lodge. Although police back-up had arrived quickly, it had taken nearly an hour for the ambulance to make it through the snow. As she’d confided to his parents, but only once he was out of danger, Lexy honestly hadn’t thought he’d make it.
Of course, he’d made it. He was tougher than he looked and he looked hard as nails. That said, he’d spent three weeks in hospital and a further two torturous weeks at his parents’ home while his mum fussed around him like a mother hen with only one chick left from a nestful. Even now she called round most days to make sure he was eating properly, that he was taking his pain relief, that he wasn’t overdoing it. His last day of sick leave could not have come round sooner.
He asked, ‘What will happen to his two daughters?’
‘Their grandmother is still young enough to take care of them till they’re adults,’ Lexy said. ‘They have money in trust from their mother’s life insurance. They’ll be OK.’
‘Still tough.’
‘Yeah. In other news, who do you think was accompanying Olive when she came in to make a statement last week?’
‘I’m guessing not her parents.’
‘Sam Elliott.’
‘You’re kidding.’
Lexy was smiling. ‘Saw them pull into the car park together with my own eyes.’
Garry thought for a second, then said, ‘Those two? Surely not?’
‘There’s nowt so queer as folk, Garry.’
‘You’ve been in the north-east too long.’
Should he have said that? Did it sound as though he wanted her to leave?
While he was still thinking about it, she said, ‘So, are you finally over your crush on Olive?’
He turned to face her. ‘Who said I had a crush on Olive?’
She made a come off it face. ‘I’m a detective.’
‘Rub it in, why don’t you.’
She laughed, then seemed to make a decision. ‘Have you thought of being tested for dyslexia?’
It took him a moment to process. ‘What?’
‘I think you’re dyslexic,’ she went on. ‘You’ve got classic symptoms. Your spelling’s all over the place, you have poor self-esteem, and you like to focus on one job at a time. That’s why you keep failing your exams. If you got a diagnosis, allowances could be made. If you want to try again, that is.’
Well, that was a thought.
‘So, do you?’
He wasn’t sure. ‘I might take early retirement,’ he said. ‘Open that shop I’ve always thought about.’
Lexy leaned back on the bench and cradled her mug between both hands. ‘Anything to do with flowers?’
The hyacinths really were spectacular. He could sell them at £2 a stem, maybe more. Next year, he’d try growing pink ones. ‘Maybe,’ he said.
‘Have you told your mum?’
‘Brought her here a week ago. She said she’s known for years. She and Dad come out here from time to time to see what I’ve got growing. She says she knew I’d tell her when the time was right.’
‘Oh Garry.’ Lexy let her head drop against his shoulder for a second. When she lifted it, the place where her head had rested felt cold.
‘Lexy,’ he said. ‘Do you fancy having a drink sometime? Just as friends, you know?’
As Garry held his breath, Lexy was silent and very still for a second. Then she said, ‘No.’
Blimey. Even for her, that seemed brutal. ‘No?’ he repeated.
She seemed determined not to look at him now. ‘I have enough friends, Garry. I’m not looking for another one.’
His heart was suddenly beating very fast. ‘Lexy,’ he said. ‘Will you have dinner with me tonight? As a prelude to a possible romantic relationship?’
Still, Lexy didn’t turn her head, but he saw the side of her face crease into a sudden grin. She said, ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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Thirteen months later
It was a vile day, even for early spring in the north-east. March winds had lingered long after their time was up and April showers had come with a vengeance. The sea was a churning mass of iron-grey capped with dirty white froth. Gulls screamed angrily overhead and the river nearby stank of things long dead. The tide was high, but on its way out. It was a spring tide, so would go out fast and far. They’d planned it that way.
Sam was waiting by the water’s edge, staring out at where the horizon would be, if it could be seen through the lowering clouds and relentless rain. She was dressed as she had been the night she and Olive had met.
The beach was pebbled, hard to walk on. Sam turned as Olive drew close and her eyes dropped to the wreath.
‘Nice,’ she said.
The wreath was way beyond nice, it was spectacular. Olive had asked for red roses, but Garry – he owned a florist shop now, who’d have believed it? – had persuaded her the effect of nothing but one colour of roses would be too harsh. He’d mixed in peach rosebuds and a tiny, daisy-like flower in the same shade, some red and orange tulips and dried orange slices. He’d even, with a stroke of genius, found some tiny glass strawberries and strewn them around the circle. It would float, he’d told her, until the oasis holding it together became sodden and then it would sink to the ocean floor. He hadn’t let her pay for it.
Maddy would have adored it.
‘So, what happened?’ Sam asked, with the air of someone dreading the answer to her own question.
She was talking about Michael’s sentencing. ‘You haven’t seen the news?’
‘I can’t,’ Sam replied, shaking her head. ‘I don’t want to see him, not ever again.’
‘Twenty-two years for three attempted murders,’ Olive told her. ‘He’ll serve at least half that. Probably more. He got time for the stolen goods too, but that will run concurrently.’
‘It’s not enough,’ Sam said.
As anticipated, the two murder charges hadn’t got past the judge.
‘I did think she might have drowned,’ Sam said. ‘When I learned she’d been sailing with the Andersons. But her body didn’t wash up. I thought all bodies washed up.’
‘No,’ Olive replied, staring out at the iron-grey sea. ‘It’s all about the rate of decomposition. Putrefaction produces gases that swell the body like a balloon. So, it floats. But that happens best in warm, shallow water. Someone drowning in cold, deep water might never come to the surface. And Maddy died at the beginning of November.’
‘You mean she was murdered at the beginning of November.’ Sam sighed. ‘Come on then, let’s get this over with.’
Without asking, she took the wreath from Olive and hurled it out to sea. It went further than Olive would have been able to throw it, to be fair. For a minute or two, they thought the waves might bring it back in, but then the withdrawing tide caught hold and it began to slip away. To Olive, it felt like saying goodbye all over again. Not that she’d really had a chance the first time.
‘You still planning to move abroad?’ Sam asked.
She was. Somewhere no one had heard of Michael Anderson and his exploits, where Olive herself wasn’t infamous, where a well-qualified nurse was rare enough to be welcomed, whatever her background.
‘I may take some time off first,’ she told Sam. ‘A year, maybe more. I’m not sure I’m in the right frame of mind to care for others right now.’
‘That must have been a good divorce pay-out?’
‘In a way.’
Olive thought for a moment, then unzipped the top of her jacket and pulled the sweater away from her neck, allowing the other woman to see what was strung around her neck. Sam’s eyes widened.
‘It’s called the Ring of Blood and Tears,’ Olive said. ‘I found it in the loft one day, when I was looking for stuff that might incriminate Michael. I hid it on the boat, wrapped up in a plastic bag in the bilges. I only just managed to retrieve it before the police got round to searching.’
‘Ring of Blood and Tears,’ Sam repeated. ‘How appropriate.’
‘I’ll split it,’ Olive offered. ‘Once I’ve found a buyer.’
Sam gave a cold, bitter laugh. ‘Thanks, but I’m good. Tell me, are your parents talking to you yet?’
It was Olive’s turn to sigh. ‘I’m not sure they’ll ever come to terms with it. They genuinely believe homosexuality is a sin. You can’t change the mindset of a lifetime.’
‘Guess not.’ Sam was silent for a few seconds as she looked out to sea. The wreath was a dot in the distance. ‘So, where do you think she is?’
‘Maddy? I think she doesn’t exist anymore, not in the flesh anyway. She’s become one with the sea.’
It was a nice thought, and better than the reality. Scavengers would have eaten Maddy’s flesh very quickly, her bones subsequently scattered by the movements of the water. There had been times, the last few months, when Olive wished she knew less about biology.
Sam said, ‘I should hate you.’
‘Feel free. I hated you for a long time. Until I hated Michael more.’
‘Fair enough. Tell me something – who do you believe? Michael or Eloise? Who really caused Maddy to go overboard that day?’
‘I don’t think it matters. I hold them both equally responsible.’ Olive took a step closer to Sam. ‘Are you going to be OK?’
Sam shook her head. ‘Maddy didn’t get justice. I’ll never come to terms with that. The Andersons killed her and they got away with it.’
‘Prison isn’t a walk in the park, you know.’
‘I know. And I know Eloise died, but it’s not enough. Your evidence was discounted. She got away with it.’
Olive took a deep breath and said, ‘No, she didn’t.’
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Friday 14 December, three years previously
At two minutes past midnight, Olive pushed the soundless trolley into Eloise’s room. No one saw her do it. The late medication round was over and several of the nurses had gone on break. Those still on duty were at the far side of the ward dealing with an elderly woman who’d tumbled out of bed.
She drew the window blind, locked the door, and pulled on disposable gloves.
Eloise lay supine, arms at her sides, perfectly still. For a moment, Olive thought she might be too late. She stepped closer and held her breath until she saw the faint rise and fall of the other woman’s chest. Eloise was asleep.
The burning rage in Olive’s head that had started when the dying woman had admitted to the heartless murder of Maddy had gone, and in its place was fury, glacier-cold and harder than diamonds. The monster on the bed actually felt better now, maybe close to being at peace. She’d confessed her sins and thought she could sink painlessly into oblivion sometime over the next few days with a clear conscience. Well, it wasn’t going to happen. Olive was no priest and she sure as hell wasn’t giving absolution.
The fact that the monster was dying anyway made no difference. This passing was not about to be eased. Quite the opposite.
Olive had thought everything through. If anyone questioned the locked room, she would say she’d needed to give the patient an intimate wash. She’d even brought in washing materials and soiled disposable pants retrieved from the sluice room, just in case.
Moving soundlessly around, she found the patient alarm and moved it well out of Eloise’s reach. There would be no summoning of help. She also checked the blind on the external window was closed tight. Then, she made her way round the bed, tucking the blankets and sheet beneath the mattress, as far as she could push them. When she’d finished, Eloise was as tightly pinned to her bed as if she’d been tied with rope. A fit, healthy person would be able to free herself in minutes; it was possible someone as weak as Eloise would fight her way out eventually, but it would take time.
Time she wouldn’t have.
Back at the trolley, Olive lifted an upturned steel dish and took up the syringe beneath it. Filled with concentrated liquid potassium bought from a garden centre (it made a very good plant food), in someone as weak as Eloise it would cause acute abdominal pain more or less instantly and a severe, agonising heart attack quickly afterwards. She lifted Eloise’s left hand in her own.
‘Wake up, bitch.’
No response.
Olive leaned closer and slapped the other woman hard across the face. Eloise’s eyes darted open.
‘You’re going to die tonight,’ she told her patient. ‘Very painfully. I only wish I could make it slowly too.’
Fixing the end of the syringe into the canula on Eloise’s hand, Olive held the barrel between her first and second fingers and placed her thumb on the plunger flange.
‘What … ?’ Eloise’s voice was little more than a croak. ‘What are you doing?’
Then she pulled back with a strength that took Olive by surprise. In response, Olive tightened her grip on the other woman’s wrist to the point where she knew she was inflicting pain.
‘If they do a post-mortem, they’ll be looking for who did this,’ she went on. ‘I’m going to make sure they find this very syringe, and the rest of the bottle of potassium, somewhere on your husband’s person or property. He likes me, you said so yourself. He and I will be seeing a lot of each other in the coming months. Along with the recording I made of your confession earlier, it will be more than enough. He’ll go to prison, and your daughters will be infamous. Maybe I can get their grandmother out of the picture too, see if I can get them sent off to a children’s home.’
There was little chance of that, she knew. Olive wasn’t even sure how she’d plant the syringe on Michael, but for now it didn’t matter. This was about torturing Eloise.
‘This is for Maddy,’ Olive said, as she slowly depressed the plunger.



Acknowledgements
Heartfelt thanks to the usual team: Anne Marie, Rosie and Jessica; Sam, Sophie and Leodora; Lucy, Alex, Ellen and Paul. I couldn’t do it without you.
Thanks also to Gareth, for some useful, if rather twisted ideas, and to Andrew, for keeping me company on my many trips to the north.



Credits
Sharon Bolton and Orion Fiction would like to thank everyone at Orion who worked on the publication of The Fake Wife in the UK.
Editorial
Sam Eades
Leodora Darlington
Sahil Javed
Copyeditors
Sophie Wilson
Francine Brody
Proofreader
Jade Craddock
Audio
Paul Stark
Jake Alderson
Contracts
Dan Herron
Ellie Bowker
Alyx Hurst
Editorial Management
Charlie Panayiotou
Jane Hughes
Bartley Shaw
Finance
Jasdip Nandra
Nick Gibson
Sue Baker
Marketing
Lucy Cameron
Production
Ruth Sharvell
Sales
Jen Wilson
Esther Waters
Victoria Laws
Toluwalope Ayo-Ajala
Rachael Hum
Ellie Kyrke-Smith
Sinead White
Georgina Cutler
Publicity
Ellen Turner
Operations
Jo Jacobs
Dan Stevens



If you enjoyed The Fake Wife, don’t miss the mesmerising and highly anticipated new thriller from Sharon Bolton …

The Neighbour’s Secret

A new job. A new home. A new start

It’s all Anna wants.

But in a closed rural community, strange traditions and a suspicion of outsiders mean everything is not as it seems.

Three teenage girls have vanished at the annual Gathering as they reach their sixteenth birthday.
No one seems to be investigating.
And a fourth girl begs Anna for help, fearing that she will be next to disappear.

Everyone has secrets.
Anna is watching everyone.
But who is watching Anna?
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Had Anna Brown been a more convincing liar, I might have lost interest in her immediately. But lies are so intriguing, aren’t they? Why people tell them, how little they think through the consequences, how desperate they become when in danger of being found out. To my mind, lies are second only to secrets, and those I find deeply exciting. A short while after learning that Anna Brown was a liar, I discovered she was hiding a secret. After that, there was no way I was going to leave her alone.

You might say secrets are my thing.

I first came across her in mid-October, on a day that was crisp and bright, with a downy layer of mist over much of the ground as the sun came up. The trees were still full, and not all of the leaves had turned, but they’d become brittle and when the wind blew, they made the sound that always reminds me of a damp fire crackling.

I’d arrived home the night before in the dark and was keen to see how the garden had coped during my ten-day absence. What should have been a minor operation had turned complicated with an ensuing infection and I came home from hospital weaker than I’d gone in. I’d still woken early though; I like to think of myself as being the first person in the village to rise. It feels a little like stealing a march on the enemy.

Most of the late roses had faded. I deadheaded where I could reach and rewound a loose strand of honeysuckle. I pulled up the odd weed and was grinding my foot on a snail when I heard voices in the lane outside.

‘I must have missed the rain.’

It was Gardner, my next-door neighbour. He is a big, loud-voiced man in his early forties with an estranged wife and a couple of ill-mannered sons with whom he is fortunate not to live. They visit occasionally – the children not the wife – and the noise becomes unbearable. I have seven confiscated footballs that have landed on my side of the fence. I deny all knowledge of them, of course; Gardner would insist on having them returned, in spite of the damage they’ve done to my plants.

Gardner is the sort of man who doesn’t read a book from one year to the next but has an opinion on everything. I’ve never seen him take a walk, but he rises early for the gym most mornings. He receives regular deliveries of protein formula, a powder that dissolves in milk and aids muscle development, a substance I associate with sickly children and the elderly rather than a man in his prime. I know this because I often take delivery of his parcels when he is out at work.

So, it was definitely Gardner in the lane outside. Needless to say, I had no idea what he was talking about; it hadn’t rained in days. A quick glance at the ground could have told him that.

‘Excuse me?’ The woman replying was as mystified as I, albeit politer than I might have been.

‘Your hair’s wet. Has it been raining?’

‘I swim.’

I’ve witnessed Gardner’s interactions with women many times and they never seem to improve. I was on the verge on returning indoors when the woman spoke again.

‘The lake,’ she said. ‘Top of the lane and through the woods.’

Gardner had obviously asked her where she swam; a smarter man would have worked it out for himself. There is a lane that runs from the back of our small terrace of houses for a quarter mile, ending at a style. From there a fifteen-minute walk along a public footpath leads to the lake. I say lake, but compared to the splendours of Bassenthwaite, Derwent Water and Thirlmere, our nearest sizable bodies of water, it’s little more than a large pond. I’d never known anyone swim in it before, but each to their own.

‘Is that safe?’ Gardner was asking.

‘Safe in what way?’

I was warming to the woman. She wasn’t simpering the way so many women did when talking to Gardner. Her voice was factual, challenging.

‘Well, you know. It’s deep.’

‘You can drown in two feet of water. Depth is irrelevant.’

‘It’s not exactly clean.’

‘It’s a lake. It won’t be chlorinated.’

I found myself smiling.

‘I bet it’s cold.’

‘Well, there I can’t argue. Excuse me, I must-’

‘I’m Hugh. Hugh Gardner.’

A short pause. Then, ‘Anna Brown,’ she said, and that’s when I changed my mind and walked right up to the back gate. Some time ago I’d replaced the gravel with flagged stones and so made no sound as I approached to within a couple of feet of where the couple was standing. There is a crack in the wooden panelling and through it I had a rear view of Gardner. He was wearing jeans and a dark jacket, the clothes he always wears to work. He changes into his uniform when he gets there.

I couldn’t see the woman but something about the way she’d given her name had intrigued me. She’d called it out like a declaration, a challenge, almost as though she wasn’t expecting to be believed. Her accent too was a surprise, although obviously I’d noticed this at the start. She was from the south, home counties, at a guess.

‘The new baker?’ Gardner isn’t a man to take a hint. ‘I’ve been meaning to pop in but I’ve been on nights. Settling in alright? We’re neighbours, by the way. Next door but one. I’m on the other side of-’

‘Nice to meet you, Mr Gardner. Have a good day.’

I caught a glimpse of a slight figure with damp dark hair moving quickly out of sight. Gardner watched her go, only getting into his vehicle, a ridiculously over-powered American style truck, when she’d turned the corner. He drove off and I went back indoors.

I had no idea how I’d missed all the signs of occupancy in the house to my left. It had been late when I’d got home and I’d been tired after hours of waiting for prescriptions to be ready and doctors to sign release papers. Even so. Our small terrace of three cottages was once one much bigger house and the dividing walls are plasterboard. Gardner could knock them down with one swing of his fireman’s axe were he so minded. The result is that I can hear almost everything that goes on in both houses. I know what TV programmes Gardner watches, the video games he plays and the music he listens to. I know that he breaks wind several times before he gets out of bed in the morning and that he sings in the shower but never out of it. During sexual intercourse he can maintain an erection for between fifteen and twenty-seven minutes and while he claims to his mates to be a Labour supporter, he isn’t.

The house on my other side, though, the bakery, had been empty for a year. I’d grown used to the silence, had noticed nothing unusual last night, but now, knowing it was occupied again, it seemed bursting with sound. I heard clattering in the kitchen and an oven being turned on. A tap ran. She dropped something and muttered, ‘damn it’. She was working in a hurry. Then light footsteps ran upstairs and the shower sounded. Knowing she was out of the way I went out of the front door and, in the early morning light, took in the transformation next door.

The dull brown panelling, the fake mullioned windows, the dusty plastic loaves and cakes and the red gingham cloths had vanished and in their place was a huge, but simple dove-grey fascia reading The Bread Basket. The new glass in the window was festooned with white bunting and an almost invisible plastic shelving system stood ready for the day’s produce. I squeezed past a cast iron table and chairs and through the window saw oak shelves and drawers stretching to the ceiling, Perspex display counters, more tables and chairs, dressers, a flagged stone floor. There was a coffee machine, stacks of bottle-green crockery and gleaming silverware.

What I could see, though, was nothing compared to what I could smell. An absolute symphony of scents. The base notes were yeasty from the loaves still proving, but swaying above them, like instruments rising and falling as the music unfolded, were the richness of warm pain au raison, a bittersweet whiff of melting chocolate, and the caraway seed scent of rye bread. There was sugar in the air too, fine as talcum powder, floating like the hint of a snowstorm and making my nostrils itch.

So many different scents, making me feel warm and cosy, as though I were a child again, but living in the sort of Enid-Blyton-infused world I read about, rather than the Mother’s Pride reality. At the same time, an inexplicable sadness was washing over me, as though The Bread Basket smell was there to torment, hint at pleasures that could never be mine.

‘Good morning.’

I started. She’d taken me by surprise. I, who pride myself on knowing when my neighbours use the lavatory in the night, simply hadn’t heard Anna Brown open the front door to the bakery and join me on the pavement. I realised I’d closed my eyes.

‘Not open yet, I’m afraid,’ she went on. ‘Not till seven thirty.’

‘No matter.’ I couldn’t meet her eyes. I felt almost as though she’d caught me helping myself to the croissants she’d placed in the window. She’d arranged them perfectly on the rectangular plate and they lay with military precision, golden as the sunrise, curling in on themselves like peeled prawns.

‘I’m Anna,’ she said. ‘I expect you’re my next-door neighbour.’

I dragged my eyes away from the croissants and looked at her carefully. Her hands were covered in flour, so she didn’t hold one out to me and I certainly didn’t offer one either. I don’t like touching people’s hands even when they seem clean. Her apron was dirty too, smeared in flour and grease and what looked like apricot jam. Her eyes were a tiny bit bloodshot and I wondered if it was caused by immersion in lake water.

This time, I admit, I wouldn’t have caught the lie. This time, she’d prepared herself. Her voice was low and steady, and she had no problem making eye contact. I’d have put her age at late thirties. Her shoulder-length hair was the darkest that brown can be before it becomes black. Her skin was clear but starting to line around her eyes and along her brow. She was less attractive than I was expecting, given Gardner’s simpering; in fact, I thought her rather plain, her eyes a little too small and dark, her face rather long. But then I remembered the stream of female visitors I’ve had to suffer over the years and that Gardner is easily pleased.

I introduced myself and made some comment about the changes she’d made to the bakery. It was politely enough meant, but she seemed a little put out.

‘People seem to like the pavement tables,’ she said.

‘We’ll see how popular they are next month,’ I said. ‘When the winds get up.’

I was trying to be helpful; being from the south, she wouldn’t know quite how vicious our Cumbrian winters can be. There are days in January when snow seems to pour down from nearby Tamland Fell like an avalanche, smothering the village in hours, keeping all but the hardiest indoors. November gales could knock the frail from their feet. The idea of creating a café society here was almost funny.

‘There are some tables inside as well,’ she said. ‘And in the courtyard at the back. It’s more sheltered there.’

Courtyard? I didn’t mean to scoff, but really? She had a back yard, all three of us did. I’d transformed mine through hard work and a not-inconsiderable investment, into a modest but thriving garden. Last time I’d looked into the bakery’s back yard, it had been a mess of bins and rubbish left over by the last occupant. I realised then, that I hadn’t looked out of the rear window that morning. The hospital stay had affected me more than I’d realised.

‘I open at half seven,’ she was saying, although she’d told me that already. ‘Come and have breakfast. On me.’

‘I’m diabetic,’ I told her, and after wishing her a good morning – I’m never rude – I went inside.

I couldn’t settle though. The milk I’d bought on my way home last night seemed to cling to my tongue and the Weetabix lay heavy in my stomach, as though I’d forced it down dry. It could have been my imagination – I’d closed all the windows – but the baking smells were stealing into my house. The Today programme – I listen through headphones out of consideration to my neighbours – was dull and uninteresting. I have no interest in whether police in inner cities carry tazors, and the rising and falling of the pound doesn’t affect me.

I was still sure that Anna Brown was hiding something. She’d collected herself by the time she spoke to me, but Gardner had caught her unawares. I wanted to do the same. So, as the seven thirty news came on I switched off the radio and found my jacket. Naturally, I locked my front door. There is a lot of nonsense talked about rural communities being safe but while it’s hard to imagine a community more rural I’ve seen nothing particularly trustworthy in the people I live among.

Strangers and visitors see the pretty houses, the grandeur of the surrounding hills and assume they’ve wandered into some sort of bucolic idyll, one with a powerful sense of community in which everyone looks out for each other. They couldn’t be more wrong.

I’ve wondered, sometimes, if it’s the combination of isolation, inclement weather and relative poverty that engenders a meanness of spirit among the local population. Petty crime seems to go hand in hand with high levels of unemployment and when everyday life is a struggle, it’s hard to show much interest in the wellbeing of one’s neighbours.

Or maybe they just don’t like me.

The bakery door still displayed its ‘closed’ sign. Ms Brown must have seen me through the glass of the front door though because she opened it after only a couple of seconds. She’d changed her apron and washed her hands.

‘Hello again,’ she said. ‘Welcome. Come in.’

I followed her inside, braced against the smell, telling myself it was only chemistry. I would not be so easily seduced a second time.

‘I don’t recall your name,’ I said. I remembered her name perfectly, of course, but I wanted to hear her say it again.

‘Anna Brown,’ she muttered, and I felt a warm glow of triumph. Her eyes had dropped, her cheeks reddened. She didn’t like having to repeat her falsehood but falsehood it was. Anna Brown was not her real name.

‘Where are you from, Anna?’ I used her Christian name deliberately, to make clear our differing social status. Earlier, I’d only told her my family name, implying that she should address me formally.

‘South.’ She retreated behind the counter where I noticed loaves were already lined up neatly, each labelled with a little black card with gold lettering: Sourdough, Wholemeal, Farmhouse, Spinach & Cheese Ciabatta, Sweet Potato & Beetroot Focaccia. I’d never heard of most of the bread I could see in front of me.

‘Have a seat,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit chilly in the courtyard still. The sun doesn’t reach it till mid-morning.’

There were two tables tucked away in a corner of the shop. I had to hand it to her - she’d managed the space very well.

‘Where in the South?’ I pulled out a chair - wood, painted turquoise, with a padded cushion on the seat - and sat.

Her head twitched to the right. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Oven timer. With you in a sec.’ She vanished.

I’d heard no timer and I have ears like a bat. I made a mental note to check her left hand when she returned. The indentation of a recently removed wedding ring might suggest she was fleeing from a relationship gone wrong.

She returned a few seconds later, bringing nothing with her.

‘Did you leave a similar business behind?,’ I paused for effect. ‘In the South?’

‘No.’ She faked industry by rearranging an already perfectly stacked row of loaves. ‘This is a new venture.’

‘What brought you to St Abel’s Chapel?’

She looked up, a fraction too quickly. ‘A vacant shop. Now, what can I get you? Tea, coffee, hot chocolate? Maybe not chocolate, if you’re diabetic. How about coffee and a buttered tea cake? There’s a sprinkling of sugar on those, that’s all, and a tablespoon of raisins. That should be OK, shouldn’t it?’

‘I’ve had breakfast. Just tea, please. Indian. Loose. And I like to add my own milk.’

Her smile froze for a split second. ‘Coming up.’

She turned her back on me as she worked, giving me time to take in the Welsh dresser with its row of homemade jams, chutneys and pickles, and its huge plates of scones: one sweet, one savoury. There was a chilled cabinet selling smoked salmon, cured ham and clotted cream. Directly in front of me on the counter, almost like a challenge, was a plate of pork pies, their crenelated crusts gleaming with animal fat.

I was beginning to feel uncomfortable again. Something about the sheer bounty of the shop seemed to be lessening me. It was as though the loaves of sourdough, the croissants, the pork pies and the tea cakes were in league with their baker against me. Everything about the bakery yelled professionalism, competence, and yet there was a flaw here. An illusion. All was not as it seemed.

‘You must buy a lot of stock in,’ I said. ‘You can’t produce all of this yourself.’ I nearly added, ‘especially when you’ve been swimming,’ but stopped myself. Gardner had accused me of spying on him more than once. It was only a matter of time before he bad-mouthed me to our new neighbour and I’d be an idiot to play into his hands.

‘I get up at four,’ she replied, without turning around. ‘I leave everything ready to start proving or baking the night before. And some things, the pies and the heavier cakes, will last a few days.’

I’d already seen a large decorative cake on the counter, protected by a huge Perspex dome. It was a garish affair, covered in black icing, featuring orange pumpkins and cartoon ghosts. Happy Halloween read the legend around the base, and a small handwritten note to one side informed customers that Halloween orders were being taken.

‘Is it me, or does the village seem busy today?’ she said, as she poured boiling water. ‘I must have counted twenty vehicles going through already.’

I checked the date on my wristwatch. ‘Sounds about right,’ I replied. ‘By midday you’ll struggle to cross the high street.’

She turned around then, her dark eyebrows almost meeting. ‘Where are they going? There’s nothing up that road. Well, not that I know of.’

‘But then you haven’t lived here long.’

She said nothing else, but her mouth had tightened when she approached again, this time carrying a tray that seemed ridiculously overladen given that I was only expecting tea. She put it down, a little more firmly that she needed to, but then curiosity got the better of her.

‘Is there a hotel up there? A conference centre? A lot of the traffic seemed to be delivery vans.’

She removed a teapot, teacup and saucer, spoon, milk jug, sugar basin and a small side plate. I looked up sharply, saw the challenge in her eyes.

‘It’s a sausage roll.’ She gave me a tight-lipped smile. ‘My own recipe. Just a taste.’

It was small and perfectly formed, golden as a honeycomb, pastry flakes looking ready to fly away like thistledown at any moment. The sausage gleamed at me from both ends, pink and slightly obscene. I felt my stomach turn over.

‘Don’t mind my curiosity,’ she said. ‘I’m a businesswoman. If there’s a big hotel up there, it could be very good for me.’

‘It’s a church,’ I told her. ‘Perhaps they’ll need communion bread.’

I was teasing. I knew she’d be overrun with church-related orders before the day was out. The people who would arrive in the village over the next couple of weeks weren’t known for self-denial. Practically on cue, the doorbell sounded, and Anna didn’t manage to hide her look of relief. I took advantage of her back being turned to bite into the sausage roll, taking around half of it into my mouth. The pastry burst apart on my tongue. The sausage was warm, peppery, with a hint of something I couldn’t quite place, herbal, but with a heat in it. It was gone before I knew it and I found myself trembling. The slick, salty grease of sausage still coated the inside of my mouth and I drank down scalding tea to get rid of it.

The newcomers were church people. They are easy to distinguish from the random tourists who wander through the village from time to time. The church people dress for an outing, for one thing. Their annual gathering is a big deal for them. Tourists are usually in hiking or cycling clothes.

These three, all women, were no exception. Two were in very smart clothes, given how early in the day it was. High heels, sheer tights, fitted jackets and understated make-up. Perfect hair. They were the sort of women who followed Coco Chanel’s fashion trick of putting on their jewellery and then taking one piece off. The younger of the three wore over-sized jeans and a college sweatshirt. She had her hands thrust deep into her jeans pockets.

‘Oh my,’ the oldest said. ‘Isn’t this heaven?’

‘Very nice,’ replied the next in line, age wise. The youngest, I’d noticed, was little more than a child. ‘A big improvement. Oh, look, Mum. Gluten free. What a relief. Good morning, you must be Anna.’

‘Oh, that smell,’ the older one said before Anna could speak.

‘I love what you’ve done to the place,’ said the younger, although she’d said much the same thing already.

They carried on like this for a while, ignoring me, so I got up and put the plate with the half-eaten sausage roll on the counter. I didn’t trust myself not to finish it if it remained on the table. Momentarily distracted from the group fawning over her interior décor, Anna raised her eyebrows.

‘Too rich,’ I said.

Her face twitched, then she turned her back on me.

‘We hear you’re the woman for us,’ the younger one said. ‘We need a cake.’

‘I’m the woman for you,’ Anna agreed, and I could see in a mirror on the wall opposite the counter that she was smiling, a much wider, brighter smile than any she’d bestowed on me. It quite transformed her face. ‘What sort of cake?’ she added.

‘A cake among other things,’ the older one interrupted. ‘But we’ll start with the cake. Only, it must be a really beautiful cake.’

This was getting tiresome. I was Anna’s first customer of the day and her next door neighbour to boot and yet she was practically ignoring me. The newcomers hadn’t so much as registered my existence. I might not have been in the shop at all.

‘Wedding? Christening?’ Anna said.

The child was pushed forward. She seemed incapable of looking at anything but the floor and I’d yet to properly see her face. Also, she appeared to be shaking, as though holding back some powerful emotion.

‘A birthday cake, for darling Constance. My goodness, I have no idea where the time goes.’

I’d decided they were three generations of the same family. Daughter, mother, grandmother. Now that I’d reached that conclusion, I could see the family resemblance. All were of a similar height and build, although the girl was slightly taller and quite a bit thinner than the others. All were fair haired and fair skinned, the older two with slightly hooked noses, wide mouths and a lot of very white teeth.

I knew, before she opened her mouth, that the girl would be wearing braces. It was the sort of family that set great store by perfect teeth.

‘Sixteenth birthday,’ the mother clarified. ‘We need it in nine days. Does that give you enough time?’

‘Of course,’ Anna replied. ‘Let’s look at designs, shall we? Unless you have something specific in mind. Constance, is it? Very nice to meet you.’

I was getting up. I was going to make some remark about the tea being cold, although it wasn’t. It was actually very good tea. And then something stopped me in my tracks. The girl, Constance, soon to be sixteen years old, had looked up at last.

She was, quite literally, petrified; frozen on the spot, her eyes were fixed and unblinking. And blood was dripping onto the floor, on either side of her feet.

The cuffs of the girl’s sweatshirt were wet – it was a deep maroon, almost black in colour, or I’d have noticed earlier – and there were damp patches on her jeans, to either side of her hips.

This young girl had slit her wrists and might be about to bleed out in the new bakery.

I settled myself back down and poured another cup.


If you enjoyed The Fake Wife, don’t miss Sharon Bolton’s Richard & Judy bestseller The Split
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SHE’LL NEVER STOP RUNNING.
BUT HE’LL NEVER STOP LOOKING.

A year ago, Felicity Lloyd fled England to South Georgia, one of the most remote islands in the world, escaping her past and the man she once loved. Can she keep running her whole life?

Freddie Lloyd has served time for murder – and now he wants her back. Wherever she is, he won’t stop until he finds her. Will he be able to track her to the ends of the earth?

TOGETHER THEY’LL FIND THEMSELVES TRAPPED ON
THE ICE AND IN DANGER. WHO WILL SURVIVE?


Don’t miss Sharon Bolton’s gripping thriller about privilege, power and revenge, The Pact
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THEY MADE A PROMISE, HER LIFE FOR THEIRS.
NOW IT IS PAYBACK TIME.

A golden summer, and six talented teenagers are looking forward to the brightest of futures – until a daredevil game goes horribly wrong, leaving three strangers dead.

Eighteen-year-old Megan takes the blame for the crime, leaving her friends to get on with their lives. In return, they each agree to a ‘favour’, payable on her release from prison.

Twenty years later Megan is free.
It is payback time.
And her friends start disappearing, one by one …
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‘You'll never guess where this book is going’

SHARON BOLTON

‘Totally gripping, with characters who draw you in’ JP DELANEY

YOU'RE NOT WHO YOU SAY YOU ARE.
BUT NEITHER IS SHE.
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NOW, IT'S PAYBACK TIME.

SHARON BOLTON

“Utterly
compulsive'
Uil Mansell
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