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In memory of my mum, Christine




One


‘With no time to think, all she could do was fight or die.’






Lying still on his bed, he felt a drop of rainwater land on his cheek. He turned his head and let the water roll across his face onto his dry lips, before carefully capturing the moisture with his tongue. Above him, torrential rain continued to bounce off the rotting skylight window. Dark clouds rolled across the night sky, and he caught a brief glimpse of the moon. He closed his eyes and imagined himself racing through the stars, before setting foot on the moon’s rocky surface.

Through the break in the clouds, the moonlight illuminated his bare room. She’d told him he was lucky to have the big room at the top of the house, especially as he had it all to himself. He didn’t feel lucky. Stacked in the corner of the room were three boxes, each one filled with old clothes. The clothes smelled like vinegar. She’d promised him she’d take them to a charity shop when she had time, but she didn’t know when that would be. He found it hard to believe the room had ever been a bedroom before. She’d told him he had so much space to play in, he could build himself a den. He couldn’t. He had nothing to build a den with. Didn’t she understand?

Under his duvet, the skin on his legs itched. He pushed off the cover, feeling its cardboard newness, straight out of the packet. He sat on the side of his bed and scratched his legs, before pulling on his joggers over his pyjama shorts. The wooden floor was hard beneath his feet. She’d told him she’d bought an animal-patterned rug to cover the bare boards – did she think he was five years old, not nearly ten? – but the rug was still to appear. She had given him some old slippers of his dad’s to wear until it did arrive, but they were far too big for him. He’d never worn slippers and he would never wear these. And he’d never call the man Dad.

He reached across and picked up his football clock; a present from his grandad as he’d hugged him goodbye. Looking at the clock, he felt tears creep into his eyes. Then, angrily, he threw the clock onto his bed. He didn’t want anyone thinking he was a cry-baby. All he’d brought with him was his clock, a carrier bag filled with clothes, his small photograph album and his secret notebook, with his name spelled out in capital letters across the front cover. Hidden under his bed, he’d only take his notebook out when he felt very sad. It was where he wrote about all the places he’d visited with his grandad. He never wanted to forget them.

He stood at the bedroom door and edged it open. From the ground floor, he could hear voices rising through the house. Leaning forward, he could see a light reflecting off the hallway mirror on the floor below. The steps down were steep, and he had to grip the banister to steady himself. When she’d first shown him his room, he’d told her he didn’t like stairs. Stairs made him feel dizzy. She had told him he’d soon get used to them and smiled. He’d known her smile wasn’t a real one. He never looked at people’s smiles, only their eyes. Each time he’d met her, her eyes had never smiled at him.

The door to their bedroom was open. He’d never seen cushions on a bed. Running his fingers over them, he felt their velvet softness. Beneath the window, perched on the corner of a dressing table, was a small silver box; dried flowers pressed inside its glass lid. He opened the box and picked up two gold chains. He wound them slowly around his fingers, letting them fall across the back of his hand. He looked back inside the box and carefully lifted out a gold ring with a green stone. He held it up against his eye, twisting his head until the moonlight, creeping through a chink in the curtains, shone brightly through the stone. When he pressed his eyes closed, he could still see the bright green light swirling around inside his head.

Behind him, in the hallway, he thought he heard a noise. He turned quickly but there was nobody there. Perhaps it was the voices still talking downstairs. He put the ring back inside the box before laying the chains on top, just as he’d found them. He closed the lid, gently resting his fingers on the flowers trapped inside the glass.

Standing on the landing, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the bright light. The small bedroom next to theirs belonged to his brother. The corner of the room was dark, but he could just make out his brother sleeping in his bed, curled up beneath his Spider-Man duvet. The room smelled freshly painted and on the floor was a huge Spider-Man rug. That rug had arrived on time, he thought. It did look quite cool, but only for a little kid. Spread across it was a racing-car track and some toy cars. Stuff for children, he thought. He didn’t need toys.

He went back onto the landing and sat down at the top of the stairs. Looking through the banister, he could see the living-room door. It was closed but he could hear them both speaking, as well as two other voices he didn’t recognise. Again, he thought he heard a noise and turned towards the far end of the corridor. That was where their boy slept, but his door remained firmly shut. He leaned forward to try and hear what they were saying downstairs. They were laughing but he didn’t know why. He rested his head against the banister and closed his eyes. For a moment, he imagined himself back with his grandad. First, on a windy day, flying his bright red kite, and then eating toast by the fire and watching Mr Bean on television. He wondered what his grandad was doing now, but when he felt his tears rising again, he stopped. He listened instead to the voices coming from downstairs, until he heard a rattle on the living-room door.

When he opened his eyes, hers were staring straight back at him.




THURSDAY




CHAPTER 1

I push a gift-wrapped bottle of Talisker single malt whisky into my backpack, exit the off-licence and step onto St Marnham village high street. Outside, evening shoppers mingle with a steady stream of London commuters wearily heading for home. At the end of the high street is Freda’s fish and chip bar, and I manoeuvre past a long queue that snakes away from the shop. Empty chip boxes scatter down a dimly lit side street, which separates the shop from the back entrance to one of St Marnham’s many riverside pubs. I catch a glimpse of two men failing to conceal themselves behind an industrial bin. Both probably in their thirties, they’re hastily snorting cocaine off an empty fish wrapper. St Marnham and my neighbouring hometown of Haddley are no exception to the drug culture now seemingly a casual part of daily life.

Heading out of the centre of the village, the high street turns onto Terrace Road, which runs adjacent to the River Thames. It begins to spit with rain, and I fasten my jacket before pushing my hands deep inside my pockets. I cross through the congested traffic, dodging a speeding Deliveroo driver, before dropping down onto the river path. Beneath the railway bridge, it is suddenly silent until a train rattles overhead and into St Marnham station. Ahead of me, seeking shelter beneath the Victorian structure, is a homeless man making his cardboard bed for the night. From behind, I hear footsteps approaching, at first walking quickly but then sprinting past me towards the homeless man. The two men from the back of the chip shop shout at the man before grabbing the paper cup he has positioned on the ground in front of him. Robbing him of what little he has, the two men scream with laughter before disappearing into the night. I walk towards the homeless man, but he only shrugs wearily. I feel in my pocket for a ten-pound note and push it into his hand.

Only once the path has followed the bend in the river do I emerge at the far end of the village, where streetlights return. With the rain becoming heavy, I’m delighted to see Mailer’s restaurant brightly illuminated before me. Standing on the banks of the river and housed in a converted stone warehouse, Mailer’s has become something of a local institution. Owned by East Mailer and his partner Will Andrews, over the last decade the restaurant has garnered outstanding reviews both locally and now nationally. Last Christmas, East published his first cookbook and made his debut appearance on the BBC’s Saturday Kitchen. His inventive recipes, combined with his maverick character, mean he is slowly moving from local celebrity to national recognition.

I turn up the side of the warehouse and enter the paved courtyard at the front of the building. Cars enter and exit through a giant stone arch and even on a wet February night, floodlights fill the space with a bright warming light. I shelter briefly beneath a winding, first-floor canopy. Looking at my phone, I see a message from my boss, Madeline Wilson, telling me she is two minutes away. She’s one of the highest profile and most influential figures in British media, and I’ve worked with her for almost ten years. For the first five, I worked as a reporter at the national newspaper where she served as editor; in the five years since, as an investigative reporter at the UK’s leading online news site, which she runs. Every day I’ve worked with her, I’ve learned something new. She is both creative and inventive, and always brutally honest. While at times this means she runs our news site with what might feel impossibly high expectations, she refuses to ever compromise on the accuracy of what she publishes. Throughout her career she has campaigned for fairness and justice, and she expects the very same from all her team. Truth sits at the heart of every story she tells, a commitment she inherited from her father, Sam.

Sam is an old-school newspaper man, owner and editor of the Richmond Times, where, like Madeline, I began my career. He took me under his wing after the death of my mother, now almost eleven years ago. Having had no real relationship with my own dad since I was three years old, Sam has become something of a fatherly figure in my life.

‘Ben,’ calls Madeline, stepping out of her car. I greet her with a brief hug before immediately her phone starts to ring. She glances at the screen before dismissing the call. ‘Timewasters,’ she says to me, before ducking her head back inside her car to retrieve a large parcel from the rear seat. ‘Dennis, I’ll message you when I’m ready,’ she tells her driver. ‘It’ll probably be sometime around eleven.’ He nods in agreement before Madeline and I walk towards the restaurant’s entrance.

‘No Sam?’ I ask.

‘I offered to stop by and pick him up, but he was determined to make his own way here.’

‘Still obstinately independent,’ I reply, opening the door for Madeline.

‘He’s coming on the bloody bus. I told him I’d pay for a cab, but, oh no. You know Sam, he always knows best.’ I smile and can’t help thinking how much of Sam’s stubbornness his daughter has inherited. ‘Seventy-four,’ she continues, ‘and he’s still editing the paper every single week. I’ve no idea how he does it or how he makes it pay.’ I raise my eyebrows and Madeline keeps talking. ‘I offered to arrange for a deputy editor to work with him, paid for out of my own bloody money. Do you know what he said?’

‘No?’

‘Told me he wasn’t a charity case. I never said he was, but I can see it’s getting harder and harder for him, and he refuses to slow down. Who’s still buying ad space in local newspapers? Any offer of help he rejects out of hand, and not just at the paper. I said I’d arrange a cleaner for him at home, just a couple of mornings a week, but he doesn’t want anybody coming into his flat and meddling with his things. One day he really will give himself a heart attack.’ Madeline smiles as we both remember her night-time race to the hospital last autumn after her dad suffered a suspected heart attack. Fortunately, Sam’s heart attack turned out to be nothing worse than too much cheese and far too much vintage port.

Madeline’s phone rings again.

‘I don’t know how people get my bloody number,’ she says, again dismissing the call. ‘I’ll kill Carolyn if she’s given it out to some random claiming to have a world exclusive.’ Working as Madeline’s assistant is a position that requires a large degree of patience. She moves forward and gives her name to the maître d’ for our reservation but before he can show us to our table, East Mailer steps out of the open kitchen.

‘Madeline!’ he calls, approaching with his arms open wide. At six foot seven, his long black hair gripped back in a tight ponytail and held in place by an oversized bright red chef’s bandana, he is not a figure easily missed. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were in tonight? I would have prepared you something special,’ he says, cheerfully reprimanding her, as diners from across the restaurant turn to observe their host.

Madeline greets East with an air kiss before wrapping her arm tightly around his waist. ‘Everything’s always special here,’ she replies, laughing. Madeline and East formed an unbreakable friendship in their final years of school and have remained close ever since. ‘We’re here to celebrate Sam’s birthday, if he ever turns up,’ she tells him as he walks us to a table with spectacular river views. ‘A low-key celebration this year,’ she says, ‘but don’t forget, Sam doesn’t need an excuse to enjoy a second helping of your fish pie.’

‘Leave it with me,’ he replies. He raises his hand towards the barman working in the crowded cocktail bar. ‘Champagne on the house. My gift to the birthday boy,’ he continues, spotting Sam, who has arrived at the restaurant and is being welcomed by the maître d’. East greets Sam by placing a giant hand on his shoulder, almost tucking him under his arm. ‘Mr Hardy, I hear we’re celebrating.’

‘I’m not here to be made a fuss of,’ replies Sam, as he lifts his hands in mock protest.

Our waiter pours three glasses of champagne before stepping away. ‘Join us for a glass,’ says Madeline to East.

‘I wish I could, but I’m running the kitchen tonight.’

Sam’s eyes light up and he looks towards East. ‘Fish pie?’

‘Already on it,’ he replies, before squeezing Madeline’s hand. ‘Can I grab you for five minutes later, if you can slip away?’ he says, dropping his voice. ‘I could do with a quiet word.’

‘Everything okay?’ she asks.

‘Absolutely. Enjoy your dinner,’ he replies, before disappearing back to the kitchen.

‘Apologies if I’m late,’ says Sam, downing half a glass of champagne before he even sits down. Connie popped round for a late lunch and the time got away from us.’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve spoilt your appetite?’

Sam shakes his head and smiles. ‘Maddy, I’m ravenous. I haven’t eaten a thing since breakfast.’ He continues drinking his champagne. ‘When I say Connie popped round for a late lunch—’

Madeline holds up her hands. ‘Dad, we know exactly what you mean, and we don’t need any more details.’ She turns to me and shakes her head.

‘I thought Mrs Wasnesky was your special friend in your block of flats?’ I ask.

Sam grins. ‘She is but she’s visiting her mother in Poland, back tomorrow night.’

‘Her mother?’ asks Madeline. ‘What age is Mrs Wasnesky?’

‘Same age as me, a sprightly seventy-four. Her mother was a hundred and one last week. They make them tough in Warsaw.’ He shows us a picture of Mrs Wasnesky’s mother celebrating her birthday with a shot of vodka. ‘I was invited to join them, but Poland in February is too much even for me.’ Sam reaches into the ice bucket and refills his glass.

Madeline smiles before bending down beside her chair. ‘Happy birthday, Dad,’ she says, passing Sam the parcel she brought from her car.

‘What have we here?’ he replies, stretching across the table for what looks like a large picture frame. While Sam tears into the expensive wrapping paper, a group of four women sat at the cocktail bar capture my attention. As they rapidly make their way through a stream of gin martinis, I’m sure I hear one of them mention my name. Madeline briefly catches my eye but says nothing.

Sam rips away the last shred of paper and rests the frame on the table in front of him. The frame hides his face from Madeline, but I can see him bring his hand to his cheek.

‘It’s your very first—’ says Madeline.

‘I know what it is,’ he replies, wiping his eyes. ‘My very first page-one story, September the twenty-eighth, 1973. I never thought I’d see it again.’ Sam passes me the framed edition of the Richmond Times from over fifty years ago, before getting to his feet and hugging his daughter. ‘Where on earth did you find it?’

‘You might not believe me, but I do have the odd contact,’ she says, her arms wrapped around her father.

‘I’ve every edition since October ’73 … ’

‘Stored in your bloody garage,’ adds Madeline, laughing.

‘But I lost this one when I first moved in with your mother. She was always tidying up, throwing important things away.’

‘I’m sure she misses you too,’ says Madeline, blowing her dad a kiss as he resumes his seat at the table. I’ve never met Madeline’s mother, her parents already being long divorced when I first knew her, but she has hinted that their relationship was a feisty one.

I turn again as from behind me I hear a screech of laughter. This time I’m certain one of the women has called my name.

‘Ignore them,’ says Madeline, overhearing the same comment. She reaches across the table. ‘They’re not worth it, Ben.’
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