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CHAPTER ONE


Avalon

FRIDAY

OXLYNCH STANDISH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Money tempted her sorry ass back to England, but it was the demons that sealed the deal. The chance to confront and conquer them, to stand her ground, look them square in the eye, and say, “Think you have a hold over me? Screw you.”

That was the thing about demons, they only lived in the mind, and Avalon’s was her turf alone. She seized the opportunity for an English job the way she’d seize a rapist by the balls, given half a chance. Besides, this was a cottage in the West Country, not the counties around London; nothing could scare her here.

Avalon sat on the sagging corduroy sofa, laptop at the ready, and tore into a slice of cherry madeira. Mildewed curtains thinned the sun. Though it was high summer, the fire was lit, and the log burner’s loamy scent mingled with the blossom of fabric detergent; Avalon’s first task when she’d checked in that morning—self check-in, obvio—was laundry. She never trusted the bedding would be clean, and the thought of someone else’s dead skin on the sheets made her retch. Not that she’d be the one to lie in them, but still, the least she could do was provide clean linen.

The cake on the kitchen counter, like the fresh laundry, wasn’t meant for her, but she needed something for the adrenaline to chew. A medical case lay on the rug’s brown stain near Avalon’s trainered feet. Hair clippers charged in the downstairs bedroom beside the dark walnut bed.

Earlier, she’d walked through dusty, hedge-banked lanes to an honesty stall by a dairy farm gate and bought milk, eggs, the cake, and fresh yogurt. The latter was vital; people didn’t pay enough attention to their microbiome, and when stress hit hard, which it was about to do for Avalon’s incoming guest, you needed your gut onside. She might be a thief, but she liked to think she wasn’t a total asshole; the food would be a small mercy.

By now, Avalon’s jaw had set like a triggered fox trap; she hadn’t spoken to another person in days, but the lack of company wasn’t the sole cause of tension. In the last hour before the final transfer, the temptation to back out came a-knocking. Like always, it was the moment her conscience spoke, and her heart almost listened, the time that slip-ups could occur, despite months of meticulous prep. So shut up, heart, Avalon thought, brain’s in charge.

She threw another log into the burner—anesthetic chilled the bones—and stepped back as smoke escaped like gray specters, smoggy and sour. A brass-framed mirror hung above the fireplace, black spotted and filmed with dust, and Avalon looked herself in the eye, pleased she could still do so. Sweat filmed her pale skin and stuck the indigo T-shirt to her ribs and taut biceps. Perspiration caught in the stubble on her shorn scalp. She wondered how much of it was due to the room’s high heat, how much to anticipation, and how much to the fact that she was here, more than a decade after vowing she’d never return. Irrelevant, she thought. It was midafternoon, time to get a move on.

Right on cue, a background app pinged and Avalon woke the laptop; it showed a map, and a small red circle moving through the city. The circle tracked Primrose Melody Meath (née Copson), who had just left the top-floor office of her capital management firm in Bristol, where today she’d bought tobacco shares on behalf of a Brazilian millionaire. Prim would go home, collect a suitcase, say goodbye to her spoiled househusband, and drive thirty miles to what she thought would be a well-earned break at a yoga sanctuary.

It was not a yoga sanctuary.

Avalon checked the accounts. Her hands were hot, her neck hot, and the cake churned in her guts. This was it. Nearly over. Tomorrow she’d be back in Geneva, laundering Prim’s money instead of bedsheets, her conscience a ghost in the rearview. A pulse beat heavy in her throat.

One final transaction waited to be made, and then Avalon would rinse the last account. She had taken the details from email exchanges that spanned the last five years, and Avalon had calculated the sum, adjusted for inflation. As the money shot through the ether and landed in the bank account of the secure care home, she reminded herself not to give a fig what happened to Prim’s father, how well he was looked after, what medications he was given, whether his nurses were kind or cruel. Enough money had been sent to ensure his last years would be comfortable, despite his daughter’s depleted wealth.

Avalon did not do this because she was good.

She knew well the soul in the mirror—unlikeable, unlovable, intolerable—a life sentence away from a saint. Should she ever end up in court, the care home fee would land well with judge and jury. It wasn’t altruism; it was self-interest. She wondered whether that old man would ever see Prim again, if he’d recognize her if he did, knew he probably wouldn’t—she caught the thought and crushed it. One person mattered in her life—one person—and it wasn’t some cardigan-wearing pop with Alzheimer’s.

Hold your nerve, she thought.

The red dot reached the Meaths’ home. Avalon pictured Prim walk into that large, airy house, pictured her kiss her handsome husband, gather her bags, say goodbye.

The red dot didn’t move at first; Avalon hadn’t expected it to.

For half an hour it lingered, and Avalon used every second wisely—she drained the checking account, savings accounts, investment funds, the refinanced mortgage Avalon had taken out in Prim’s name, and split the money between three different accounts in the Middle East. Communication from Prim’s banks had been diverted; the confirmation emails, texts, and alerts came through to Avalon’s phone, and she apologized to her gut for its leaden twist. It had become a familiar sensation.

Hold.

Your.

Nerve.

Then the red dot moved, faster than it had done all day; out of the house, it raced through the streets, traveled so fast Avalon thought Prim—that steady Eddie, who hadn’t a single point on her license—must have been speeding.

She’d reach the cottage in less than an hour.

Perhaps that robot finally felt something—excitement, anticipation, joy, who knows? Avalon didn’t waste time contemplating. She switched tabs, made the final move, read the confirmation, deleted the email trail. She pushed the laptop away, stood up, and again feared she might be sick.

Damn that cherry cake.

Thirty minutes to go.

Avalon had picked her target carefully, always did; she’d have no regrets come morning. Phony directions would lead Prim to this cottage, to Avalon and her sedatives, her case of dermal fillers, her hair clippers.

Twenty minutes.

In a moment, she would fill a syringe and wait by the window until Prim’s car approached. She would open the cottage door, the needle concealed, and pretend to be the tired cottage owner, well used to people getting lost on their way to the new yoga place. When she leaned on the car to give fresh directions—can’t trust satnav—she would stab Prim’s neck.

The red dot was ten minutes away.

She would change every feature on Prim’s face, shave her head, make anyone who encountered her doubt her identity; the time it would take for Prim to prove who she was, and that her funds had been drained, was all the time Avalon needed to get away. She had done it before, and she would do it again.

Five minutes.

The plan was cruel. Avalon knew it.

Three minutes.

Remember why you’re doing this. Remember who you are.

In the mirror she held her own green gaze, the reflection made hazy by the log burner’s heat.

Ninety seconds.

“My name is Avalon Dale,” she said, to the only person who had ever looked out for her. “And I’m a fucking survivor.”

Outside, a car turned in to the drive.






CHAPTER TWO


Prim

FRIDAY

THE M5, NORTHBOUND, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Primrose Melody Meath (née Copson) sits in her car on the motorway north of Bristol. The enormity of what she has done has yet to sink in, a half-forgotten dream, and she wonders if this is what it feels like to have a breakdown.

It’s gone five o’clock; the lanes are sluggish with traffic. In the next car, a man taps his fingers to the rhythm of a song. He wears a black T-shirt, has a bald pate. A gold band encircles his ring finger, and she wonders if he cheats on his spouse. Does he live in a four-story town house, paid for by his partner’s career? Does he play video games and pretend to be a sculptor while his other half kills themselves working? The man’s finger-tap beat matches the music on Prim’s radio.

It isn’t the memory of Prim’s husband that hits home, or the echo of his pitiful excuses and arguments, or how, when she held aloft his mobile and dealt that final, unequivocal blow, his face crumpled and he sagged. Instead, she thinks how this time last week, she was still at work. How every day this week, last week, the months and years before that, she had still been at work. She leaves home at six each morning, is never home before eight each night. She’ll never work late again.

This last thought fractures her breath, turns it ragged. She wipes her dry eyes with hands that don’t shake. She says to herself, I left him, I just left him, as though the words might elicit the appropriate reaction. Prim isn’t the sort of person who does this. She doesn’t know what the appropriate reaction is. She’ll have to go back at some point, deal with the situation like a grown-up. But not yet.

The guy in the next car speeds up his drumming. A man on the radio sings his American song. Life isn’t for living a lie, he preaches. It’s time to do or—

She snaps the radio off.

The next exit is hers. It will lead her through flat villages of pale stone and thatch, and on toward the small, exclusive yoga sanctuary where she will stay until Monday. It’s been booked for weeks, paid for, she can’t let it go to waste, and there’s a comfort in the necessity of going, a course of action that made sense despite the chaos. I booked something; therefore I will go because it is expected. It’s both rational and irrational. It will give her space to think, to plan. It will give her a place to hide and pretend that nothing is wrong. Afterward, she can return home and deal with Ruben.

She drives through a bleak town populated with redbrick houses and car forecourts. Men in tracksuits walk thickset dogs. As quickly as it arrives the town is left in her rearview mirror, and the satnav leads her down narrow lanes edged with high hedges and woodland. A country pub offers to feed kids for free if you come in and order a pie.

Prim doesn’t have children, thank God; no innocent will be caught in the imminent cross fire. I just left him. Obviously, she won’t tell anyone at the sanctuary. She will pretend that everything is normal; one last weekend where she can be a happily married and successful woman, living the dream her hard work has afforded.

She turns her phone off.

And she remembers the text she’d read on his phone, and pulls onto the shoulder because she thinks she’s going to be sick and doesn’t want to throw up on the leather. She opens the car door, swivels her legs out, hangs her head between her knees and smells the mud and horse dung of country roads. The text message scrolls behind her closed lids, explicit and raw as a wound. She thinks, I left him, I just left him, and I’m going to have to go back and sort this out, and I can’t go back, I can’t look at him.

The sun is high and the air hot; Prim wants to be sick but it won’t come. She sits with her head between her knees, the ends of her thick dark hair in the dirt and the look on her husband’s face in her mind. She had booked this break to de-stress, recoup. It had been Ruben’s idea. She thought he was being kind. Ruben had booked a trip of his own to coincide, apparently with friends, but really, really he had planned to go away with—

Prim doesn’t know the other woman’s name.

A muddy 4x4 stops, its dusty window rolls down.

“All right, love?” says a round-faced, soft-looking woman with a mass of dark gray hair. A fat black dog sits on the passenger seat.

Prim sniffs and sits upright, feels the blood drain fast from her head. “Oh God, I’m so sorry,” she says, and her cheeks ache when she smiles. “I’m fine, absolutely fine, just taking a rest stop. But thank you for asking, very kind of you.”

“You look ill; sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine, really, thank you so much, sorry to worry you.”

“Right you are,” the woman says and drives off. Prim wilts. She has the urge to run into the road, wave the woman down and ask her how this could possibly have happened. How could her life have taken this turn, when she has worked so hard?

How are you? I’m fine.

How are things? They’re fine.

What would happen, Prim wonders, if she said something else? If she said, “My husband has been having sex with another woman.” What if she had said, “I just left him in the house and I don’t know what to do.” Or, “I have no one I can talk to about this. What should I do? Please tell me what to do.”

What if she had looked into the stranger’s kind eyes and said, “I’m tired. I’m tired. I’m so, so tired”?

How absurd.

The light is still strong. Sun breaks through the leaves and washes the woodland on either side of the road in a pale lemony green. The color reminds Prim of bile, but she refuses to commit to that thought. She sniffs again, but her nose is clear. She wipes her eyes, still dry. The light reminds me of citrus fruit, she tells herself firmly and turns the key in the ignition. It reminds me of Spain and cheerfulness, and everything is going to be all right.

She will come out on the other side of this. She tries not to think about Ruben, or how long the journey will be to get to that distant other side.

Only a short drive remains to the sanctuary. That was part of its appeal—its refusal to label itself a retreat; it set itself up as somewhere to heal rather than hide. It felt less like running away.

Is that what she’s doing?

The directions are dreadful, and the satnav not much help. She sees the signs for the village, knows it’s only a half mile outside it, takes what she thinks is the right road and sees a cottage up ahead. Not the right road, then; according to the website, the sanctuary is a purpose-built eco-building set into the side of the hill. The cottage is small. Whitewashed render flakes from its walls and only half of its windows have shutters. Dense smoke snakes from the chimney. Who lights a fire in June?

A person with their hands in the pockets of a too-big dark green coat comes out of the door and walks toward Prim’s car, as if making their way to the village.

“So sorry to bother you,” Prim calls, “I’m looking for—”

“The yoga place?” the person replies, gruff and low as a fairy-tale troll, and they come closer to the car. They have little hair, as though it has recently been shaved and has started to regrow. “Everyone always makes the same mistake. You’re looking for direction.”

What an odd way to phrase it, thinks Prim, but before she can say as much, the other person shoots out a hand and skewers Prim’s neck with a needle.






CHAPTER THREE


Avalon

FRIDAY

CLIFTON WOOD, BRISTOL

By the time Avalon finished her work, it was late. Stars shone large in the endless ink sky; the full moon was white. Country-fresh air deep-filled her lungs; a welcome relief from the pungency of burned hair, antiseptic, and urine. Dense smoke rose from the chimney and dragged its withered form east; Avalon had stoked the fire and refilled the log basket, left extra blankets at the side of the bed. Prim wouldn’t be cold.

She locked the cottage and posted the metal key through the letter box so Prim could let herself out come sunrise, then unlocked the car with Prim’s phone. The car in the drive was flashier than Avalon liked, but she wouldn’t be in it for long. She wore surgical gloves and covered her head in a skullcap to minimize trace evidence. Cops could be damn fastidious. The radio scanner was a good example—up until recently, Avalon hacked the frequency herself; hell, there was even an iPhone app. That was before they started encrypting the network. These days she used a cloned police device, and even then it was only for use in dire emergencies; as soon as the network detected the breach it killed the cloned scanner remotely.

But for now, at least, the police weren’t worth her worry.

The adrenaline had abated, replaced with something close to seasickness, and Avalon told herself it was her stomach and not her conscience. She shoved the memory of Prim’s inert body into a mental lockbox and reminded herself that this woman invested millions in tobacco, and that stuff actively killed people. Avalon shook away the sight of Prim’s thick dark hair as it fell from her scalp and told herself that Prim tied up money for oligarchs and no one liked an oligarch. And when the image of a needle piercing soft cream skin attempted to flash before Avalon’s eyes she thought, instead, of how unjust it was to spend your life making millionaires richer when kids languished in care homes, or slept on the streets, or were lured into gangs with the promise of food and acceptance, only to be coerced and raped.

Not that any of those applied to Avalon. No sirree, not her.

She drove away and wished she’d had something else to eat; kefir and berries, kimchi and cheese, she’d even take some sauerkraut. Maybe she could make a snack at Prim’s place. Could even have a nap. No reason why not; Prim wouldn’t wake until morning and her husband, Ruben, was out of town till Monday, ostensibly with friends but really with a twenty-year-old dancer called Abigail. Avalon could have some food, grab a few hours’ kip, head to the airport, and be back in Geneva before anyone was aware of the sting.

The headlights caught a doe’s bright eyes; the deer turned and bounded through a gap in the hedge. No other cars drove on the narrow back lanes. By the time she reached the woods and maneuvered into the thin mud track, Avalon had decided to raid the Meaths’ fridge for cheese and onion relish, or chili jam if Prim had it. She seemed like the sort who had chili jam in the fridge, sourdough in the bread bin, a pantry full of organic lentils, rose harissa, capers, brandied figs, and chocolate dark as sin. Avalon had tracked Prim well, and knew she favored delis and Waitrose—at least, that’s where Ruben shopped while Prim worked her seventy-hour week. Knew too that, once a month, Prim slunk into a fast-food place in the fag ends of the city, bought enough fried chicken and fries for four people, and ate the lot in her car where no one would see; it doesn’t count if you don’t get caught.

She’ll not do that for a while, Avalon thought. This might even give Prim the wake-up she needed, give her a chance to change her life and do something meaningful.

The mud track ran half a mile into private woods, where no walkers were allowed, no tourists, no dogs, and branches hung heavy overhead. A sign, bright yellow and black, showed a rifle’s silhouette, and a handwritten notice warned poachers they’d be shot. But it was June, not game season, and the Audi only needed to stay hidden for a few days. Avalon parked alongside the white Fiesta she’d bought for cash the day before and transferred her bags from one vehicle to the other. It wasn’t the best time of year for it, but she found enough fallen twigs and mulchy leaves to camouflage Prim’s car and drove away in the hatchback.

By the time she was over the bridge and into the city, Avalon had decided on a three-cheese toastie: cheddar, Gouda, and a blue. And if a bottle of wine stood open, she’d have half a glass of that too. She’d nap in one of the spare rooms, shower in the guest en suite, spray the bathroom in bleach, take the bedsheets with her. They wouldn’t know she’d been in the house until Monday, and by then she’d be a ghost.

A row of terraced town houses, clad in the middle-class armor of pale Georgian stone and guarded by EVs, lined Prim’s street. Someone had left the basement light on; either that dishrag Ruben had forgotten to switch it off or he wanted to deter burglars, who knew? Avalon parked opposite, where a cast-iron fence penned in a residents-only garden—no ball games, no dogs—and doorbell CCTV couldn’t reach.

The evening street was empty. The neighbors had all pulled their curtains. No witnesses lurked in the park. Even so, Avalon crossed the street with her head high; confidence was crucial. She unlocked Prim’s house with Prim’s keys, as though both were her own, wiped her trainers on the mat, closed the door.

Prim’s perfume haunted the hallway, so too the spice of Ruben’s cologne, and beneath it the subtle tones of expensive room fragrance. The forgotten light’s light traveled up the basement stairs. A box of cleaning sprays and cloths sat on the console—Ruben must have forgotten to clear them away. A polished wood floor ran toward the kitchen, where potted palms stood sentry in an archway entrance, the fridge just in sight behind the green fronds. But thoughts of food, sleep, showers fled like convicts. They always did at this point. In and out, thought Avalon. Get what you need and go. Grab a bite at the airport.

She’d start with the study.

Somewhere outside, a person coughed, and Avalon looked over her shoulder. She pulled her sleeves further down her wrists, tucked her chin into the collar of her coat, and headed for the stairs. In and out. First, find the study, wipe their computers of all saved passwords, banking apps, account numbers. Next, get their passports, utility bills, driving licenses, tax receipts—any paperwork that can be used to back up ID—and bag it. Not because she needs it, but because without it the couple can’t prove who they are, and if they can’t prove who they are it’ll take longer to prove they’ve been hit. Every second was gold.

The stairway carpet muffled each tread, but still she tiptoed. The town house had four stories; the bedrooms were on the second floor, the study and an art studio up top. The house felt overly warm and inhabited. Photographs of Prim and Ruben lined the stairwell; he was tall, muscular, handsome in a purposeful way. She was slim, her looks plainer, a faint trace of acne visible on her cheeks. Stress lingered in her tense neck, tight jaw, uncomfortable gaze. Here they were on an exotic island. Then on another exotic island, this time with black sand. Here they were skiing. And here they were, yet again, on another bloody island. She saw Prim traipse up and down these stairs, pictured her long dark hair streaming behind her, her skin untampered with. Imagined Ruben calling up—Where shall we go this year, darling, the Seychelles or Aruba?

Another cough.

Avalon stopped dead on the second floor. Did the noise come from inside or out?

Carefully, Avalon pressed her ear to the bedroom door, listened and listened and caught silence. She was being paranoid.

But better paranoid than slack.

In the study, Avalon emptied the filing cabinet into her backpack. She booted up the laptop, opened Prim’s email, wiped everything, and deleted the account. She opened Ruben’s and did the same, then unscrewed the bases, removed the hard drives. She checked the drawers and cupboards for anything that might have been missed, would do the same in the bedrooms, living room, and dining room and then go; gone by midnight.

The only tech she couldn’t get hold of was Ruben’s mobile, but he’d be balls deep in his mistress by now, and Avalon had left enough money in the joint account to cover his dirty weekend away. He wouldn’t check his emails or accounts until he got home; she’d tracked him too, and knew his character. Or lack thereof.

Avalon slid open the study door.

The stairwell was bright.

Someone had turned on all the lights.

A low grumbled hum mounted the stairs, and it took a few seconds—wasted seconds—before Avalon realized it was the sound of a vacuum in a closed-off ground-floor room. Ruben must not have left the house.

Avalon’s steel-set plan cracked.

Think fast.

She could hurtle downstairs, out of the house, gallop to the airport and get on the first flight. It wasn’t ideal, she liked to have a day under her belt at least before the target called it in. This time, she’d thought she’d have three. She had set it up beautifully: spammed both email accounts with getaways they couldn’t resist, targeted Ruben first so he would plant the seed in Prim’s head. Ruben was easy—as simple as luring a bored dog with new meat. He had no money of his own, his name wasn’t on a damn thing—all Avalon had to do was make sure he was out of the house, and his appetites made that easy.

But Prim was another story. Avalon had created fake websites, dozens of fake email accounts to give fake five-star reviews, worked social media, set up accounts on Tripadvisor. Prim was the tricky one, the suspicious one, the one who, for the past five years, hadn’t taken a vacation without her phone, hadn’t gone a day without sending a work email. Even Christmas, for Christ’s sake; not even Avalon worked Christmas. It was Prim who had been difficult to draw away, who had to be incapacitated and transformed to minimize risk.

So why was Ruben still in the house? What could have happened that Avalon hadn’t foreseen?

Nothing. She had prepared for every circumstance. And … and Ruben wasn’t the sort to vacuum at ten o’clock on a Friday night. He wasn’t the sort to vacuum, full stop.

Avalon inched down the stairs, back to the wall and away from the banister. It was their cleaner, must be. Why she was in the house now and not the usual Monday morning was irrelevant; all that mattered was a witness-free escape.

Avalon’s foot touched the landing; thick carpet swallowed the sound. Bleach fumes rose from downstairs and exorcised the ghost of Prim’s perfume, of Ruben’s cologne. Avalon spied the front door through the gaps in the banister. All she need do was open it.

The vacuum stopped.

“Hello?” a woman called. “Someone there?”

Avalon froze. She saw the top of the cleaning woman’s head, her blond hair scraped into a ponytail that bobbed left and right as the cleaner looked along the hallway, then stepped toward the stairs. Avalon could run for it, barge past the woman and out into the street, make for her car and hope no one else saw her. Or, or …

“It’s only me, I forgot something.” Avalon’s voice warped into what she hoped was a Prim-like English accent. “Just nipped back to get it. I’ll be gone again in a minute. So sorry, I didn’t expect you.” The bedroom door stood beside her. She felt for the handle.

The woman made her way to the foot of the stairs, called up, “Ruben said it was all good, so’s I can take Monday off.”

One more step and she would be within eyewitness range. Avalon opened the door, stepped backward. The doorframe hid her from view.

“The derby’s on Sunday, I’ll be in no fit state for anything Monday morning.” The woman gave a nervous laugh. “I thought you knew. I did ask him.”

Avalon inched back, kept the door open. “That’s fine, fine, don’t mind me. I’ll just get my things and I’ll be off. You carry on.”

“Only if you wouldn’t say anything, to the company like,” the woman said, and Avalon thought fuck off, fuck off, fuck off. “You know what they’re like.”

And Avalon hadn’t a clue what the woman’s boss was like, didn’t care; she wanted to get the hell out. “It’s honestly fine.” Her tongue and lips ached with the effort of artifice. “You enjoy yourself. I’ll be out of your way in a mo.”

“Have a nice holiday,” the woman called up.

Avalon would search the bedroom for the tablets, see if there was anything else worth taking. Her heart rate dropped. Escape was still within reach, easy reach. When the cleaner was out of sight and occupied, Avalon would run.

“And you enjoy the derby,” Avalon called back. She retreated, intended to close the door but stopped.

Her left heel touched something solid.

The carpet beneath her right foot was wet.






CHAPTER FOUR


Bianca

FRIDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Darkness half swallowed the woods. Bianca squinted through the kitchen window but could hardly make out the garden gate, let alone the path through the trees to her daughter Mira’s boatshed. Her reflection floated on the glass like a dead thing in water; sleeplessness had left her cheeks bloated, eyes puffy, skin sallow, and her gray hair bled into the gray night outside and trapped her in semi-existence.

Jet lag stopped her from sleeping. She told herself it was jet lag.

Silence tormented, so Bianca let the radio play, and the Shipping Forecast filled the void. She didn’t know if their strip of sea was Lundy, or Fastnet, or any of them. Mira would know. Bianca supposed she should know too; she’d lived here for twenty-five years, had managed the last few on her own and doubted she’d ever leave. What if Mira came home and found the house empty?

Besides, Bianca’s husband, Amos, lay in the churchyard, and she had promised to place flowers by his stone every week, to clean away the moss and lichen, wash the marble.

“Faeroes: Cyclonic, becoming southwest four to six. High becoming rough, occasionally moderate in sheltered east, becoming rough or very rough later.”

Who knew which stretches of sea Bianca had flown over yesterday? Again, it would be Mira who would know, and the thought stung. A line of mosquito bites woke and begged attention, but she didn’t scratch her calf. She let her skin sing and throb while she looked out the window.

They used to see fox cubs at this time of year; there was an old den just past the tree line, and Bianca and Amos would stand at the garden gate and witness their play, and the children would try to watch too. It was perfect for them, both for their family and the foxes’, quietly hidden on the very outskirts of the village, the beachless shore too rugged for tourists. The foxes didn’t come anymore. Mira had been missing for two years.

Bianca’s suitcase still stood in the hallway; the kitchen door was open and she saw it there, spotlit by window-filtered moonlight. She had intended to unpack yesterday. Instead, she had sat on the bottom step and stayed there until the phone rang and roused her with a call from her eldest, Jacob, who asked Bianca if she’d enjoyed herself, and Bianca was glad it wasn’t a video call because lies always showed on her face. Jacob thought his mum had been on holiday.

Where was that beam of light coming from? Ethereal, moted, a little too pale to seem natural—Mira’s bedroom door must be open. Had Bianca opened it, or—

No. Don’t think about that.

She needed to sleep, needed her brain to work rationally again and let her focus on the here, the now, the tangible and real. She reboiled the kettle and took the usual cup from the cupboard, poured the hot water and stirred chamomile tea while a woman’s voice told her the news, but she didn’t take heed.

An old pain had settled in Bianca’s gut, an ache she hadn’t been aware of this last week; the trip abroad had obliterated all other agonies, but she couldn’t bear to think about that. Instead, she thought of her suitcase, and there the old pain was. She would have to unpack at some point, and there the old pain was. She would have to drag it up the stairs, past her daughter’s bedroom …

Or maybe she wouldn’t; she could just wash the clothes and repack, leave the case by the front door so that next time, when the PI called—and Paulson would call, she believed he would—she’d be ready, she would find Mira. And the pain stabbed so strong Bianca doubled over, dropped the teaspoon. It bounced off the rim of the cup, chipped it, fell. Bianca’s chest tightened. Her eyes stung. She fumbled with the radio, tried to turn it off and knocked her tea, spilled it across the wooden worktop, and the cup slid onto the tiled floor and fractured into four fat pieces. Bianca, bent-backed and heavy-headed, pressed her fists into the kitchen counter, closed her eyes and waited for the pain to pass. There was no physical cause; the doctors had tested her. The pain had a cure, but the cure was impossible, out of reach, and she thought of that cure, pictured reaching out a hand to touch Mira’s dark-haired head, hold those odd-egg shoulders, feel the breath, blood, life, and the pain would melt, Bianca’s heart would lift, and her thoughts would be weightless and grateful.

Light shuddered across her closed lids.

Though she faced the wall and kept her head lowered, something darted and moved in front of her eyes.

And she heard it then, the same soft sound she had first heard in the municipal morgue, and in her hotel room, and from the airplane tannoy, and in her taxi ride home, and in the depths of last night, when it had curled beneath her bedroom door and held sleep hostage.

Bianca kept her eyes closed, whispered a psalm. “For his anger is but for a moment, and his favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the mor—” The sound stopped. Her eyes burned, and she opened them and saw the broken cup, the spilled tea, and the old, weathered hands that she’d formed into old, weathered fists.

“—joy comes, with the m—”

Silver light streamed through the window and grazed her hand and she felt there would never be morning, only perpetual dusk as gray as her gray, weathered soul. The newsreel ended, an advert for a podcast played, Bianca stilled her lips. Where would she be—and where would Mira be—come morning?

Moonlight crept over her fingers and touched the pool of spilled tea. Outside, bats carved a slipstream. For a moment, it all vanished, and Bianca saw Mira as she danced in their living room to Meatloaf and sang about bats and hell and new mornings while Jacob played along on the upright piano.

Jet lag, lack of sleep, emotional exhaustion, aging; so many reasons her mind could play tricks. She reboiled the kettle, fetched a fresh cup and told herself, firmly, it was all in her head.






CHAPTER FIVE


Avalon

FRIDAY

CLIFTON WOOD, BRISTOL

The bedroom air smelled fetid and metallic, the smell so strong it coated Avalon’s tongue. At her feet lay a man, face down; her left heel touched the crown of his head. Blood turned the cream carpet black and stuck to Avalon’s shoe, viscid as treacle. Her tongue dried, throat thickened, and she needed to swallow but didn’t want to swallow that taste. She knew, without turning him, that it was Ruben.

Blood had oozed from the back of his head.

She had seen dead bodies before. Few and far between though they were for her, they all reminded her of the first, and the first reminded her why she had abandoned this godforsaken country a decade ago. Next time she dreamed, she would not dream of this dead man on this cream floor, but of a woman slumped in an alley with a needle in the crook of her arm. She would remember what it felt like to touch that dead woman’s shoulder. And close on its heels would be another memory: a hardwood floor in a basement flat, the sound of a fly.

It will take great concentration to haul that memory back into its box and conceal it at the forgotten edges of her past. Until then, she will see the woman’s dead face behind doors that suddenly open, or shadows that shift with animals or wild weather. She will relive the sight of it and the feeling of seeing it and the horror of realization.

Downstairs, the vacuum restarted. Avalon needed to search the room, find what she must, and then run, but her mind was all fog, her plan obscured. A phone lay at the dead man’s feet, and the sensible thing would have been to pick it up, take it with her. She didn’t want to touch it. She wanted to go home, to the idea of a home, somewhere warm, calm, predictable.

But she had no home.

She stepped away, closed the door and pressed her back to it, sealing herself in the bedroom. Two dark, wet footprints showed where she’d stood moments ago. Shards of glossy broken-vase pottery covered the carpet and glistened on the pale bedspread. A strong, broad nail protruded from the far wall, covered in that gluey dark red, and beneath it two paintings reclined in a stalemate over which to hang there. Smears of blood had half dried on the wall; splashes of it marred the paintings’ heavyweight frames.

Avalon thought she might be sick.

Thought, with humiliation, she might cry.

The vacuum grew louder. Avalon heard the bump of its wheels on the hallway floor and knew the cleaner was near the stairs.

A voice in her head said run, and another said think, think, think, but not loud enough. She couldn’t see, and it took another moment to realize her vision was blurred by tears, and that’s what hauled her back from the edge, because Avalon did not cry for anyone, let alone a trophy husband or the cuckolded wife who killed him.

Because who else could have killed him but Prim?

She wiped her eyes; her hands shook and she told them to bloody well stop. Her rucksack slipped from her shoulder, fell, and Avalon jerked, tried to catch it but missed; it landed beside the dead man’s head. His hair touched its strap. She grabbed the bag, swung it onto her back, the blood daubed her trousers and top. She gagged.

Get a grip, she told herself. Pull up your bootstraps.



The cleaner reached the top of the stairs. The vacuum knocked between skirting boards, and soon the woman would want to come into the bedroom and would see the body and smell the blood and her dreams would disappear too. All laughter would dry in her throat. She would miss her local derby, her drinks with friends, her opportunistic Monday off work. And whenever the cleaner saw a dead fox, a dead stray dog, a dead rat caught in a trap, she would see this dead body, relive the moment she realized it was dead, and how was that fair, how was that right?

Avalon put her mouth to the edge of the door.

“You can leave the bedroom,” she called over the sound of the machine. Her voice shook and the feigned accent was hard to hold.

“What’s that?” The vacuum shut off.

“You can leave the bedroom, I’m going to be a bit longer than I thought.” Breath came more steadily now her eyes were on the bloodless white door.

“You want me to leave it?” Uneasiness studded her voice, a warning Avalon didn’t heed.

“In fact, you can leave all of it. Enjoy your weekend and the derby and—”

“You don’t want me to do the rest?”

“Take the night off—”

“I’m sorry about tonight, changing the times—” The cleaner inched across the landing, her voice gaining on the door. “Mr. Meath said it was all right—”

“It’s okay, just go and—”

“Please don’t say anything to the boss,” the woman said, desperate now. “I’ll not do it again, I swear, it’s a one-off. I didn’t think anyone would mind, please don’t—”

“Look, I’m not firing you, and I’m not going to say anything to your boss,” Avalon said. “Just go and have a lovely weekend and we’ll pick up the usual timetable next—” She stopped. Her accent had slipped; the last few words were broad Essex.

“Mrs. Meath?”

The door handle turned and Avalon grabbed it, stilled it. Hopes of an easy escape lay at her feet, pooled with the dead man’s blood.

“Mrs. Meath?” The woman rattled the handle.

“Will you just go?” Avalon said, Prim’s accent back on her tongue.

“Who are you? What’s going on?” The woman sounded panicked.

There was no salvation. Avalon would have liked to apologize, explain that she had wanted to save her from this ordeal. There was no time. Instead, she secured the bag on her shoulders, lunged for the broken phone, slid it into her pocket, and readied the key to the car.

The door opened, the cleaner spilled in, saw the body, fell into the blood, her two hands stretched out to break her fall. Avalon ran. She was at the front door before the cleaner screamed.

The same phrase, repeated, followed Avalon into the street and to her car, and she fought the urge to turn and correct the woman, explain, make her see that what she screamed was not true.

“You killed him!”

There was no time.

Avalon started the car.






CHAPTER SIX


Prim

FRIDAY

A COTTAGE NEAR OXLYNCH STANDISH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Prim wakes with wet sheets beneath her and an ache in her neck and jaw. A strange brew of smells fudges the darkness—acrid, smoky, medicinal. Her tongue feels thick, her lips painful, nose numb. She tries to lift a hand, wants to touch her lips and nose, but her arm is unwieldy and her hand uncooperative. Instead of her face, she touches her scalp.

Her smooth-as-an-eggshell scalp.

She tries to bolt upright but makes it no further than a few inches before her muscles jellify. Thoughts swim through her seasick head and her heavy eyes close, open, close, and as her arm falls, her fingers brush the bare silken skin on her crown. Her lids shoot open. Her pulse strengthens, fights back.

Where is she? Not at home; home doesn’t feel like this.

Prison then, is that it? Had they found her, ignored her pleas, and locked her up; is this what a jail cell feels like? She gropes around, touches hard buttons in the soft headboard, feels the cold corners of a table, stretches and nudges the round edge of a bedside lamp, finds the cord and the switch. The sudden light makes her vision sing with white spots and colors, but the room makes no sense. She lies in a double bed, in the center. A built-in wardrobe fills the far wall. A suitcase lies across a stool, her suitcase.

No, not prison.

For a moment, it’s all a distasteful nightmare—Ruben is alive, and she’s at a yoga place after all—until she pushes away the duvet. The smell worsens. Damp sheets stick to her sodden linen slacks. The linen slacks stick to her thighs. Her sore lips curl down, her dry throat moans, and she scrabbles clumsily with the bedsheets.

Prim’s jellyfish legs lie uselessly, though she’s desperate to stand, strip, wash. Slow fingers wrestle with the buttons on her trousers, edge them down to her knees, and her feet wrangle free. Knickers follow suit. Prim rolls onto the dry side of the bed, rests her face sidelong on the pillow and winces. Why is her mouth sore? What happened to her hair?

She remembers nothing, and her eyes close and sleep smothers her, shows her spreadsheets, statements, profit margins, client lists, target breakdowns, bonus checks, a dark green oversized coat. Sleep shows her Ruben.

Her eyes spring open.

A nightmare, let it be a nightmare.

Awake, she spies bottled water and reaches for it. Her arms are stronger, but her mouth is a foreign landscape. The bottle smacks her lips too hard, crushes her teeth into their swollen flesh. She balances the glass rim between her teeth and pours the water down her throat until it spills across her chin. She struggles out of bed. Falls to the floor. Looks again at the strange room around her.

A full-length mirror hangs on the door.

On her knees, she crawls toward it, and her reflection approaches in the age-spotted glass: a crawling, hairless, too-thin thing with a look of horror on its face. It is not her face. The lips are twice their normal size, injection sites pinprick their outline. The skin beneath her eyes is smooth and taut, the tear troughs gone, shadows gone. Her cheekbones sit larger, rounder, higher. There is a cleft in her chin.

Fingers that are hers, but do not feel like hers, touch a face that doesn’t feel like her face. She is Primrose Melody Meath (née Copson). The reflection is not.

Something like a scream, like a cry, crawls up her throat. Her dry mouth, thick tongue, alien lips let out the sound, and the midair dust motes shiver. Someone has done this to her. She touches her face and cries and touches her bald, smooth scalp and cries, and the face in the mirror contorts. Behind, on a thin-legged piano stool that looks orange in the lamp’s low glow, sits her suitcase.

She scrapes her knees across the thin carpet toward it, pulls back the zipper, opens the lid. The clothes she had packed for the sanctuary are all there: underwear, T-shirts, sweaters, leggings, all neatly rolled and brightly colored. A toiletry bag at the back, toothpaste, makeup, perfume. It looks just like it had when she’d packed, except there are no hair bands, no barrettes or bobby pins. No brush. Someone has gone through it all, removed things and let others lie, and Prim hovers one hand over the rolled-up turquoise leggings, the sports bras, the socks. She hovers her other over her lips, cheekbones, scalp, unable to touch the places this other person has touched.

Under the orange-lit stool is her handbag. She opens it, expects to find nothing, but she is only half right. Her phone is gone. Every receipt stored in the back pocket is gone. Her wallet is empty of cards and ID, but her lipstick is there. The old, musty face mask she kept just in case is there. So too an envelope that Prim doesn’t recognize, with a single line of text in the address box. She draws it out and reads the scant few words in the clementine light: To get you home. Inside lies a sheaf of used twenty-pound notes.

The bedroom is warm, the air sticky with sweat and stale breath. The drawn curtains, made of a heavy brocade, swallow light and keep the heat in. Prim thinks of her house, its clinical brightness and high ceilings, the art that Ruben had hung on the walls, and she thinks of Ruben, and the phone, and his face when she—

How could she?

Weariness returns. Prim rests her head on the side of the stool, jolts back when her tender cheek touches the sharp edge, and there, in the stab of pain, is her husband and what he had done to her and she to him and all that blood.

There is no phone to call for help, no ID, no car keys. She looks again at the words on the envelope.

If this had happened on Thursday, she would have gone straight to the police, would have used the same determined tenacity in hunting down the perpetrator that she had used to develop her career. But today was Friday.

I left him, she thought, I just left him there.

Her nose runs and tears drop down her high, round cheeks and sting the pinprick marks around her lips. She tastes the tears, salt bites her tongue. She has been biting her tongue for the past five years, has followed others’ plans all her life. If this had happened yesterday, she would have gone to the police, but today is a different matter. She stops sobbing.

The envelope crunches in her fist, fat with its wad of money. To get you home. Her chest heaves, shoulders shake, and another sound rises from her belly’s stubborn pit.

“No,” she says, and though her face is a stranger’s, her voice is all her own. “No.”






CHAPTER SEVEN


Avalon

FRIDAY

FELTON, BRISTOL

Avalon approached the airport from the back lanes; it kept the white car off-grid. The radio scanner sat on the passenger seat.

Ruben’s body had been reported.

Police were already at Prim’s house.

An ambulance had been called and a coroner was probably on their way too.

Avalon neared the airport. The first available flight left at five; a longer wait than she’d like, but she was a beggar with few options: Flee now while no one suspected her, or lie low for months and hope the cash she had on her would last; she wasn’t going to risk using cards; it would make her hard-won nest egg vulnerable. The safest option was to fly.

The radio crackled.

Look for a woman driving a white Fiesta, repeat, a woman in a white Fiesta.

And before Avalon thought she could dump the car and arrive on foot, it crackled again.

Five five-ish, slim build, shaved head. Repeat, she has a shaved head.

The terminal was so close Avalon could see its lights. At the final traffic circle she pulled away, idled in the turnout and watched the airport lobby, the taxis queued outside, the last of the arrivals milling in the cool June air. Four police officers stood among them.

She could wear one of her wigs. Her passports were all bloody good fakes, thanks to Felix. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to escape more quickly than expected, but it wasn’t the getaway that scared her; the difference was this time, if caught, she’d be pinned for a crime far worse than she had committed. Avalon was no murderer; she’d be loath to swallow that pill.

Wife’s missing too; this could be a double. Need to find this woman ASAP.

The fog cleared a little from Avalon’s thoughts and behind the murk of confusion was a molecule of a seed of an idea. A possibility.

They didn’t know that Avalon was in the country—they hadn’t mentioned her name and nor would they. According to all UK records, Avalon was officially no more: Over ten years ago, her ID had been found on a dead woman in an alleyway, a needle stuck in her arm. Since then, she had never been arrested, no prints or DNA were on file. She was, and always had been, a ghost.

She swiveled the rearview mirror, ducked down, and assessed herself in the glass. A shaved head made it easier to mask an identity. It made it harder for someone to grab you by the hair and drag you down a flight of stairs. Avalon had never loved her shaved head more and had never been so relieved to have given another woman the same do.

A light blond wig sat inside her rucksack; she pulled it on and nodded at her reflection. She looked bloody fantastic.

She drove away from the airport, took the back roads that looped below the city and dropped her on the other side. The scanner stayed on, but Avalon craved a friendly voice so she fired up the car’s sound system, turned up Radio Four, and let the calm intonations of the Shipping Forecast do their magic. Biscay, Trafalgar, Fitzroy. The traffic susurrated like the tide, the chassis swayed like a boat, and the pavement was gray like the North Sea was gray, like the stretches of Humber, Thames, German Bight were all gray, and out there, somewhere, was freedom and, by God, wasn’t that blue?

Avalon smiled for the first time since her daydream about a toasted three-cheese sandwich. The police didn’t want Avalon; they wanted a white woman of average height with a shaved head and, as luck would have it, Avalon knew just where to find one.

Better still, Prim was the one who actually did it, who deserved the punishment and the years in prison, who deserved to have the press drag her name through the mud.

The night stayed clear and the country roads quiet. The drive back to the cottage was long, and it was nearly 4:00 AM when Avalon pulled in and shut off the engine. No lights were on, which told her Prim was still unconscious. Good.

The last discernible comms from the scanner told her the police were still searching the Meaths’ house, hadn’t a clue where else to look for leads.

No smoke plumed from the cottage chimney and Avalon contemplated restoking the fire before she left for good. Earlier, she had put an envelope of cash in Prim’s handbag to help her get home; it would be easy to add the keys to this car. The murderer would wake and, after the initial shock of oh-my-God-my-hair’s-gone and oh-my-God-my-beautiful-new-lips-and-gorgeous-new-cheekbones-and-cleft-chin, she’d drive home, or to hospital, or even to a cop shop, where she would undoubtedly try and pin her crimes on the same mystery woman who had given her this stellar makeover. The police would have their five-foot-five white woman with no hair driving a Fiesta, and Avalon could make her way to Cardiff airport by bus. Though she might have another slice of that cherry cake first, if Prim was still sound asleep.

Or a bowl of yogurt.

A slice of sourdough. Did she leave Prim a loaf? She couldn’t remember.

Avalon locked the car but kept the keys in hand, and the mistake landed like an axe to her neck. A small oversight, an inconvenience; she had forgotten that she’d posted the cottage keys through the letter box. She couldn’t get in without the risk of waking Sleeping Beauty. Thoughts of freshly baked sourdough smothered in butter dissolved; she’d have to go hungry a while longer. Avalon had no choice but to post the car keys through the door too; no other way of putting them in Prim’s possession without waking her. Damn it. She really was bloody hungry.

The sun hadn’t yet crested the trees, but the sky was more navy than black and the stars had started their fade. No breeze carried sound, and Avalon stole toward the small white house, eyes on the curtains of the downstairs bedroom, alert for their twitch. Drop the keys, then run, she thought. Get to Cardiff, fly far away. Never come back to this godforsaken country.

But Avalon didn’t drop the keys. She didn’t run.

Though the sky was still dark, and the stars were dead and the moon was new, she still saw the gap between door and doorframe. She pushed her gloved hand to the wood. It opened to shadow. Someone had been inside. Could still be inside. She thought of Prim unconscious, easy prey.

And she thought of Ruben, dead on the floor, and she thought of that first dead body in the damp city alleyway, remembered peeling back the corpse’s jacket and sliding her own ID card inside. The corners of her mind harbored memories, like spiders who waited for the strands of their webs to be touched so they could pounce and devour the present with tales of the past, memories far worse than dark cottages, worse than dead bodies.

Avalon’s shoulders turned her away, but she thought of Prim comatose in the ground-floor bedroom, pictured coarse fingers pulling back her bedsheets, and Avalon’s feet walked her in. In through the unlit living room and past the extinguished fire that still smelled of Prim’s burned hair. In through the narrow uncarpeted hall and past the avocado bathroom. She was light and fast, alert for noise. She reached the bedroom door. There was no sound, but predators were stealthy, and Avalon readied herself, prepared to jump on his back, drag him off, kick him in the nuts, bite.

She burst through, ready to fight.

The duvet slumped at the foot of the bed. The smell of stale urine permeated the air. The linen trousers Prim had worn yesterday lay soiled and crumpled on the floor. The suitcase was open; the money was gone.

There was no shaven-headed comatose woman whom Avalon could gift wrap for the police.

The room was empty.






CHAPTER EIGHT


Bianca

SATURDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

It was empty—of course it was still empty—and Bianca cursed herself for edging through the dark house to check on Mira’s room. She had thought she’d heard someone call Mum.

It must have been a dream.

She must have been asleep after all, and of course she wasn’t going to find her beautiful dark-haired girl but still, that was all she could think: Mira, aged eight, sitting on the edge of her bed, upset and desperate for her mother’s embrace, and Bianca would put her arm around Mira and cradle her young shoulder like an egg in her palm. They would rock back and forth, Bianca would hush hush hush, and all would be well again. Affection had been a panacea.

Mira was twenty-three and hadn’t called for her mother like that in years. How much easier life had been when you could simply turn a key in a lock and keep your child safe.

The door swung half shut, and Bianca picked her way along the carpeted corridor and back toward bed. In her room, the curtains were drawn, but their floral fabric was thin; the moon’s secondhand light eked in. Her vanity table hunkered like a hard block of shadow, and its edge brushed her nightgown as she passed. Amos had bought her nightgown, long-sleeved, ankle length. He had bought all her clothes. It was thoughtful; he was romantic.

She kept her eyes closed and moved on muscle memory born from a thousand midnight urinations, and the darkness, the true darkness, felt blessed. Nothing to see, or almost see, or perhaps-did-I-possibly-mistakenly see. The darkness, in its very absence, offered stability.

Before the trip abroad, she had found a routine in the chaos of Mira’s disappearance. At bedtime she checked and rechecked that her phone was fully charged, never on silent, and had good reception so she wouldn’t miss the private investigator’s call if it came. She prayed once for her own problems, then once more for those of the wider world, and when her friend, Gerel, had recommended meditation she had added that too, and though she rarely slept more than a few hours at a time she found that repeating the routine calmed her nerves. She tried it now.

Back in bed, she lay face up on the duvet. To her right, the mattress stretched wide and empty. Amos had been dead for three years, but she still did not venture onto his side, didn’t even sleep in the center of the bed, couldn’t get used to the sudden, lonely space of it. Sometimes, she still imagined Amos there, the warmth of his full-of-life body, the smooth skin on the underside of his forearm, the gently rough rise of the mole on his wrist, the tension coiled in the heart of her. At times, such fantasy soothed her, at others it tormented, but either way, the seasickness of grief never quit.

Hands by her sides, she closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath, then another, and let her weight sink into the mattress, and in a moment she would allow sounds to come and go like clouds on a summer’s blue sky. Her breath would gradually slow and she would concentrate on that until her thoughts calmed. But her breath wouldn’t slow. It stayed high and frantic in the top of her chest, refused to feed the lobes of her lungs, and her shallow breaths grew quicker, tighter, and she wanted to open her eyes but was afraid, because if she opened her eyes she wouldn’t see darkness but shadow. She wanted to move, but could not. And the one thing she did not want to do, not at all, was to allow strange sounds to come and go against her will, to let her senses be flooded with their noise and uncertainty, because what if she did not hear night owls and foxes?

What if she heard that voice again, that sob for mother that was not her daughter’s, could not be her daughter’s, and yet had sounded so like Mira that Bianca had sworn she’d returned?

The house felt empty.

But her bedroom did not.

The first sound to hit her was subtle and soft; cotton brushed cotton on his side of the bed.

She flung her eyes open, sprang from the mattress, and the room was pitch-black, thick-black darkness despite those thin curtains, and thank God for muscle memory; she navigated the room at full speed, past the vanity table, out into the corridor, down the stairs, ignored the suitcase but couldn’t ignore the living room door. It swung subtly on its hinges like an insect’s wing; ajar and then closed, ajar and then closed, and in the sliver between wood and jamb she saw movement. Shadows, only shadows, and yet the shadows moved like fingers across a keyboard, and any second now she would hear it—the piano, that song Jacob had played just the once, that Mira had danced to, that had wound its way up the stairs and had made Amos rush down.

If she wasn’t rational, God-fearing, sensible, she would say that something had followed her home—tracked her through those foreign streets, sat in her taxi, took the empty airplane seat on her left. It was not an idea she would entertain. She had always been oversensitive, she knew she was, she believed it—prone to let emotion flood good sense.

She pressed her hands to her ears and forged into the kitchen, closed the door so she could not see the living room, the suitcase, the shadows.

Outside, the sun had started its speedy rise and the sky was navy, tinged cornflower blue at the tree line. It gave her an excuse to not go back to bed; she could wake with the lark, like her own mother did; there was no embarrassment in that. You couldn’t laugh at a sixty-year-old woman who jumped out of bed and down the stairs because she simply wanted to get a head start on the day. She could finally unpack her suitcase, wash the stench of that place from her clothes, and maybe if she washed away that smell the memory would go with it, and if the memory went, then perhaps this thing, this terrible thing, would disappear too.

Yet she couldn’t make herself turn and face the hallway, couldn’t bear to look at that case, lift its lid, let the scent of sunscreen, mosquito spray, stale sweat, and cigarette smoke swamp her senses and drag her back.

A fly rose from the windowsill, flew close by her ear, then landed in the semidried splash of chamomile tea. The broken mug sat in pieces beside it, the phrase World’s Best Mum cracked in two. The radio was still on; the early morning news played, and the sound distracted. The lead story criticized politicians, some scandal, opposition outcry. A critic talked about a film that had done unexpectedly well in the box office and starred people Bianca didn’t know. And on the opposite side of the country, so far away it felt irrelevant, a shaven-headed woman ran from the police.

But that had nothing to do with Bianca. She found a tube of superglue in the bits-’n’-bobs drawer and began the repair.






CHAPTER NINE


Avalon

SATURDAY

WOODS NEAR OXLYNCH STANDISH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Avalon leaned against a tree. Its canopy smeared the turning sky with shadowed leaves and black branches, and the sun’s infantile glow dappled the shade where she hid. It made for convenient camouflage. She took the opportunity to catch her breath; any second now she’d need to run, and she wanted to steady herself.

At her side she held a syringe full of sedative—her last vial. She looked ahead at the sloped, plowed field, banked by hazel and spiked blackthorn. Avalon had scouted the land when she rented the cottage, knew that behind the field was more farmland, and beyond that a stout farmhouse with stout farm owners and a pack of dogs, all of who, she suspected, were all up with the sun, just like her.

And like Prim.

The other woman, oblivious to Avalon, staggered through clods of upturned earth, her gaze dead ahead as she stumbled on drug-heavy legs. She had a small rucksack; Avalon knew Prim had packed spare clothes from her suitcase, a few toiletries, and had pocketed the money. Not a speck of food had been taken from the kitchen, and this rankled Avalon almost as much as Prim’s attempted escape. Didn’t she know there were people starving in the world, and Avalon was one of them? She’d kill for a croque monsieur.

But the thought of more murder turned her stomach.

As did her stupidity for handing Prim a get-out-of-jail-free card.

The back door had been left open, as well as the front. Avalon suspected Prim had gone out the front first, spooked at the sight of the road and the disappearance of her car, and then fled out back. There was no sign of her at first, but the long grass betrayed Prim’s footsteps and Avalon knew there were few places Prim could run; it wouldn’t be hard to find her. She’d filled up the syringe with fresh juice and followed the trail through the back garden, the fields, and then the woods for over a mile, and at last, a scant minute ago, she had found her.

The injustice-fueled rage was so strong it redacted the fact that this other woman was capable of murder. If Avalon hadn’t been so tired, hungry, furious that she was being pinned for a crime she didn’t commit, she might have had the good sense to be afraid.

As it was, each step hardened her fury. She pictured Prim waking in the cottage bed, a new identity handed to her on a clean dinner plate and a wad of untraceable cash for dessert. Prim probably laughed, counted her lucky stars, probably thought Avalon was a fool and deserved to take the rap for Ruben’s murder.

Well, she didn’t.

Wouldn’t.

One jab and Prim would be out for the count. Avalon would carry her back to the house fireman-style, shove her back in bed and tip off the cops, let them storm the place and find Prim. Then Avalon would be free; she’d be out of the country before Prim came round, out of reach by the time Prim was fit enough to tell anyone what had really happened, and Avalon suspected the police would be more interested in Ruben’s murder than Prim’s alibi. Avalon hoped they threw the bloody book at her; she was an entitled, unprincipled, greedy, selfish murderer.

Yet there was something in the way Prim stumbled through the clods of dry mud that made it hard for Avalon to give chase. A few moments ago, Prim had put her hand to her head, as if to run her hands through long thick hair, and had cried out when her fingers touched smooth scalp. She had stopped, hands on her thighs, bent over as if to recover.

A bird, freshly woken, stabbed the air with song. Prim looked around, surprised by the noise, and Avalon retreated into the shadows. Another bird woke, and another, and the dawn chorus was off with a bang, but if it held any beauty it was lost on Prim. The trees around Avalon were alive with it, so too the hedges. Prim looked toward them, the curve of her new profile perfectly lit with each turn of her head.

And then, against her better judgment, Avalon slipped into a frame of mind she tried, at all costs, to avoid.

She imagined waking in a strange bed, damp with her own urine. She imagined touching her face and finding no familiarity. Then crawling on hands and knees to a black-spotted mirror that hung on the back of a door, where a woman stared back with Botox-erased wrinkles, filled tear troughs, filled cheekbones, filled lips, sculpted chin. No hair.

The birds sang loudly, the thoughts played uncomfortably, and Avalon tried to push them away, but they roosted inside her, bred and multiplied, and the birds sang on and guilt hatched.

Prim staggered forward, looked at the hedges, at the ground, at the sky as if an answer to her problems could be found in dawn’s chorus. Behind the high trills were deeper caws and hoots that echoed; it was cacophony more than choir. Avalon tried to reason with the guilt, tried to push back the weighted dread and think clearly, but the woods were alive with incessant noise, with small eyes that watched and small mouths that called.

She had to get Prim, had to sedate her, turn the murderer in; there was no other way out.

And it wasn’t Avalon’s fault Prim killed her husband, or that Prim fled when she could have stayed and called a bloody ambulance, confessed her crime. And it wasn’t Avalon’s fault that her plan had been derailed; it was meant to be theft, clean and simple. Prim’s young enough and clever enough to earn it all back, so what’s the harm? Where there’s life, there’s hope; Prim had killed the life, killed the hope, not Avalon.

And she’ll be damned if she’ll take the rap.

Prim neared the top of the hill, where the dry wooden fence marked the field’s boundary and offered the promise of a different landscape beyond, a clean perspective, a new horizon. Only Avalon knew it would be more of the same.

In the distance a dog barked, a man yelled, and a flock of larger dark birds flew up from the mud and cawed instead of sang. Prim crouched. She edged to the fence, looked over, backtracked and fell. Avalon assumed Mr. Farmer was on his rounds.

Avalon held the syringe firmly. She pressed her back to the tree. Any second and Prim would pick herself up, turn to run back down the field away from the man, and she would finally face her pursuer. She’d most likely try the path that ran to the left; Avalon would stop her.

But Prim did not pick herself up.

The sun rose high enough to see clearly. The haze of dawn made the earthy field look drier, highlighted the plow’s brutal wounds and last harvest’s scars. Prim sat in that mud, dry clumps on either side of her, and her shoulders heaved in one silent sob. She raised her hands to shield her face, and, when fingertips touched that tender flesh, she flinched. Her hands fell away, and Avalon saw her expression. There are some emotions even Botox can’t mask.

She was afraid.

Yet even with fear on her face, with hands that visibly trembled and legs that shook, Prim clambered to her feet. She sniffed, her eyes scanned the ground as she took her bearings, as her mind tried to make sense of the present. Her teeth chattered. Foot in front of slow foot, she inched down the incline. She made it halfway before her gaze fell on Avalon.

Fear turned to terror and mixed with panic; Prim was no longer a woman, but a cornered, declawed cat. She stopped, shook her head, turned to look back, to retrace her steps, and beyond the fence the dog barked again, closer this time, and caught her in a dilemma: either run toward Avalon or toward the farmer and his dog. She could not run away.

Birdsong faded and the air was still. The syringe was in Avalon’s hand, and she knew what she had to do, but her body was reluctant to follow orders, her gut devastated by what she had done. Not the money, not the theft, not the mutilation, but that look. She had put that look on another woman’s face, had installed that emotion in her bones, and it sucked Avalon into a portal that mirrored a previous life.

Avalon knew what it was to feel afraid.

And she thought a dangerous thought: What if it had been an accident? What if Prim had been defending herself?

She would have let Prim go then, would have turned back and come up with another plan had Prim not seen the glint of silver needle, stretched her eyes wider at the prospect of another jab in the neck, and opened her mouth to scream.

Brain and logic and fight took over and Avalon ran, moved on impulse, would rather hurt Prim than alert the dog and ruin her own break for freedom. Her own speed galvanized Prim, and the other woman ran back up the hill but Avalon was faster, gained ground, and when a clod of earth tripped Prim and made her fall, Avalon sprang.

She clamped Prim’s arms to her sides, turned her over so she faced the cloudless sky. Prim thrashed and tried to kick but Avalon was stronger.

“Don’t scream,” Avalon said, and when Prim opened her jaws to do just that, Avalon grabbed a handful of mud and threw it in. The scream died to spits and coughs, and Avalon grabbed Prim by the shoulders, hauled her up to sit, and smacked her on the back. Guilt made a cocktail with the instinct to survive.

“I said don’t scream—someone will hear you and come running.”

“I want them to hear me—” Prim coughed again; the dirt was in her throat and between her teeth, caked with spit to her lips. She spat, then opened her mouth to try a shout; Avalon took hold and shook her.

“Keep your mouth shut. I don’t want to have to put my hand over it; your lips are still tender, it’ll hurt. Really hurt. And I don’t want you to get hurt. So don’t scream, okay?”

“Get off, don’t touch me.” Prim crawled backward, shot her hand to her neck, felt her pulse points, her veins. “Where is it? Get it off—”

“Relax, it’s over there.” Avalon nodded to the right, where the syringe lay needle down in the soil. “I dropped the bloody thing—can’t use it now, it’s covered in crap. Anything could be in that mud; you’d end up with some god-awful infection.”

“You just threw some in my mouth,” Prim said, appalled.

“Yeah, but you’ll digest that,” Avalon said, as though it were obvious. “If anything, it’ll be good for your microbes. But straight into the vein? You could get necrotizing fasciitis.”

“What do you care, after everything else you’ve—”

“I’m not in the pain game. I was out for your money, I didn’t want to ruin your life.”

“Isn’t that something of a juxtaposition?”

“You can take your long words and shove them up your arse. I’m trying to help you out; can’t you see that?”

Fresh adrenaline shook Avalon’s thoughts. A new plan, a clever way out, formed. All was not lost.

“Help me? How in God’s name are you—”

“You killed your husband.” Avalon let go of Prim’s arms, sat back on her haunches.

“No, I—” Prim raised her hand to push back her hair, but her hair was gone, and her hand shook. Avalon looked away and waited for her conscience to take its usual back seat.

“The police are after you. They’ll be more lenient if you hand yourself in, the sentence will be shorter. I came back to give you a heads-up, that’s all.”

“You were going to stab me with a needle!”

“That was a precaution,” Avalon said, “in case you wouldn’t come back to the cottage willingly. The police are on their way, it’s better for you if you hand yourself in without a fight, rather than running away to Wales or wherever it is you’re headed.”

“How do you know they’re looking for me?” said Prim.

“Where are you planning to go anyway? Surely east makes more sense?”

The sun cast its yellow light on Prim’s swollen lips, and something moved behind her features. It was the first time Prim had paused to think, and though her intelligent eyes were alive with calculations, the Botox rendered her expression inscrutable.

“They’re not looking for me,” Prim said, and the realization washed the mud from her voice.

Avalon’s stomach lurched. “They are, they know you did it.”

“They think you—”

“No, no way,” Avalon said.

“You’re not helping me, you’re trying to save your own hide. If I hand myself in, they won’t look for you; that’s it, isn’t it?”

“Look”—Avalon cursed herself for choosing a target that was so damn bright—“you don’t want to live with this on your conscience, you’d be happier if you handed yourself in. Tell them it was an accident, or you had a breakdown or something. You’ll be fine, guaranteed they’ll go easy on you.”

“No.”

“You have to.”

“I don’t.”

“What else are you going to do? Live in the woods for the rest of your life? Build a cabin out of gingerbread and feast on lost children? You’re pretty low on options, Primrose.”

“What have you done with my money?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You said you wanted my money. You took all my bank cards, ID, my phone, car. What was your plan? Pretend to be me and get out a loan?”

Avalon laughed and rolled her eyes. She was almost insulted. “A loan? Get a life.”

“Give everything back and I won’t go to the police.”

“Go to hell.”

“Fine. There’s a man with a dog in the next field; I’ll scream my head off so he comes running. He’ll call the police and I’ll tell them a madwoman murdered my husband and then kidnapped me. There’ll be an international manhunt to find you.”

“I’m a ghost, I know how to hide.”

“They’ll trace my money,” Prim said.

Avalon laughed. “They really won’t.”

“Fine. Let’s test your theory.” Prim moved further back, stood up. Her head must have swum, but she didn’t show it. She turned away from Avalon, and Avalon jumped up, grabbed Prim’s arm.

“Even if I gave it back, you’d still go to the police,” Avalon said, trying to bring her back foot forward.

“I wouldn’t,” Prim said, but Avalon caught the hint of desperation like a smell.

“What would you do, then?”

“I haven’t decided yet. Probably leave the country, start over somewhere else. My mum lives in Italy, I could join her.”

“You haven’t spoken to your mum in three years,” Avalon said and, despite the apprehension that spiked her blood, she was relieved to see Prim falter.

“How do you know that?”

“I know a lot about you.” Avalon ignored the fresh wave of fear on Prim’s face and told herself this was a movie. Avalon was a villain in a film and weren’t the bad guys the most interesting characters? “She hasn’t been in touch since Christmas, when she emailed asking for money. You wired her five grand.” And, fully invested in this new character and enjoying the relief of pretense, Avalon shot Prim a half smile and said, “Why don’t you ask me if I know what her thank-you note said? Oh, hang on … she didn’t send one, did she? Couldn’t be bothered to drag herself away from her thirty-three-year-old girlfriend to thank her overworked, overlooked daughter. What a woman. No need to look so upset, Primrose; I’m sure she’ll be in touch again when the well runs dry.”

Prim pushed back her shoulders. “I won’t be here. I’ll go somewhere else, Spain or Greece or—”

“Yeah? And how would you go about leaving this well-guarded island you call home?”

“I’d find a way. People do it all the time.”

Avalon nodded, smiled fully and realized she’d been a fool; she had nothing to fear. “It’s not a bad idea. Tell you what, I’ll give you back your ID, cards, and all the cash on me. All I’ll have to do is wait until you use a cashpoint or pay for anything on a card, and the police will be on you in two seconds. Or I’ll wait until you try to leave the country under your real name. Then I’ll be free as a bird. Run along, the farmer’s waiting in that field over there.”

“Well…” Prim stood with her hands on her hips. She looked to the top of the hill, looked back to the woods. “What are you going to do?”

“None of your business.” Avalon started toward the trees.

“Where are you going?”

“To get my rucksack; your cards and ID are inside it.”

Prim followed. “Aren’t you going to stay in the UK? How could you possibly leave if I tell the police about you?”

“I thought you were going to rat me out to that farmer?” Avalon retrieved her rucksack from behind a wide-barked tree and unzipped the front pocket. She pulled out a passport and Prim’s credit cards, bound together by a red rubber band, and threw both on the ground by Prim’s feet. “He’ll be happy to call the cops for you. If you’re lucky, maybe he’ll take you inside and put on the TV, and you can see yourself on the morning news.”

“I’ll tell them about you.” Prim snatched up her passport and opened the cover, flicked through pages of stamps from Mauritius, the Maldives, the Seychelles, Fiji, Barbados.

“Righto.” Avalon swung her rucksack onto her shoulders.

“They’ll come looking for you.” Prim had reached her passport photo. Avalon recognized the image; it was the same as that on Prim’s driving license, and her gym card that she used at 5:45 AM every weekday, and the staff ID used to get in and out of the office when everyone else had gone home to live their lives.

“Yeah, they’ll look.” Avalon started walking away, looked over her shoulder one last time. “They’ll not find me.”

Prim stared at the picture of the woman with thick dark hair, as if she couldn’t quite remember what it was like to be her, as though all that remained was the numbness, the work and promotions and targets and deadlines, the gym, the tailored clothes she only wore to work, the names of women on her phone whom she would have been friends with had she ever prioritized such things. “Wait,” Prim said.

Avalon didn’t wait, didn’t look back again. She refused to let Prim become her problem. Let her get caught by the police; Avalon was confident enough, experienced enough, to know how to move undetected. Her dark green coat melded with the leaves, and soon she’d become the ghost she had promised to be. Prim had no idea how to become such a thing, but that wasn’t Avalon’s burden.

“Please,” Prim said, and followed Avalon into the woods.






CHAPTER TEN


Avalon

SATURDAY

WOODS NEAR OXLYNCH STANDISH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Avalon hustled through the trees; branches flicked her face and caught her coat. She didn’t falter. Her mind scrolled through an Instagram feed of escape routes. Run or hide, hide or run? How long would her cash last if she stayed? How far would it take her if she ran? How risky would it be if she accessed her Swiss bank account? How much time did she have?

“Wait,” Prim called, but Avalon didn’t stop. She’d hide the car, lose the coat, steal a bike, and find a small airport, Exeter, perhaps. Her stomach growled and gave a short, sharp pang.

“Please, wait,” Prim called again, and Avalon was relieved that the sound of her voice had grown distant. Avalon was faster, despite the lack of sleep and her empty belly, though less able to think clearly, it seemed. It had been a mistake, to follow Prim. Avalon should have just left her, but what was done was done, and hunger kept her mind in the present; all that mattered was the next move. All that’s ever mattered has been the next move.

At the edge of the woods, a brown pine fence enclosed the cottage’s back garden and the gate swung wide on its hinge. The kitchen door stood open. Avalon retraced her steps through the overgrown grass, pressing her feet into Prim’s outbound footprints. Prim’s voice had died away, and Avalon suspected she was at least a few minutes behind. Avalon could tear through the house, jump in the white car before the other woman reached the pine garden gate. But the stocked kitchen was just as Avalon had left it: bread, butter, cheese, cold cuts, cake.

She was still there when Prim reached the door.

“Will you just—” Prim hovered one foot above the step. Dust smudged her bright leggings and clogged the lines on her neck. Sweat glistened on her bald, round scalp. “What are you doing?”

“I’m making a bloody sandwich, what does it look like?” Avalon licked an amber smear of chutney off the butter knife, then pointed the blade at Prim. “I can’t believe you didn’t touch any of the food I bought, not even the yogurt, for Christ’s sake.”

Prim looked behind, as though there was someone in the garden to whom this phrase might make sense. “Why are you making a—”

“Why do people normally make sandwiches?” Avalon pressed down the top slice of bread. The smell was unbearably good; she could almost taste the cheese, chutney, butter, bread. She sliced the sandwich in two, but decided that Prim could go stuff herself if she expected Avalon to share.

Prim didn’t ask.

Avalon sat at the table, took a bite, moaned, and rolled her eyes back. “My God,” she said, mouth full. “That’s good.”

Prim remained on the threshold and Avalon kept tabs on her from the corner of her eye. She didn’t watch Avalon or look at Avalon’s perfectly made sandwich that hands-down beat any plastic-wrapped, shop-bought crap. Prim scanned the corners of the room, where cobwebs hung, damp flaked the paint, and the linoleum peeled.

“Not quite number three Beaufort Place?” Avalon said.

“You’ve … you’ve been to my house?”

“Course I’ve been to your bloody house, how else would I know you bumped off your husband?”

An oh escaped Prim’s plumped-up lips. She held on to the doorframe as though all the fight had been exhausted, and suddenly she looked less like a murderer and more like a woman on the brink of collapse, and Avalon thought again, What if the murder was accidental? What if it was self-defense?

“You—” Avalon was about to ask Prim if she was all right, but saw the tears and Prim’s sallow skin and instead said, reluctantly, “Do you want some?” She held out the unbitten half.

“Need the loo.” Prim staggered through the kitchen, and Avalon heard the click of the bathroom lock, heard a stifled sob. Avalon shrugged her eyebrows and took another big bite of sandwich. She pulled out the police scanner from her rucksack, switched it on, listened, and by the time Prim came out there was nothing but crumbs on the plate.

“Feeling better?” Avalon said, but she begged herself not to care, and so didn’t look at the bald woman as she sat and cradled her head in her hands. The scanner crackled on the worn wooden table.

Avalon nodded at the radio. “Somehow they know you’re in Gloucestershire. I deleted everything, how’d they know where you went?”

“Who’s they?” Prim lifted her face and Avalon had an urge to tell her that her lips looked great, her cheekbones too, and the bald head made her look regal, but she didn’t.

“The police, obviously,” Avalon said. “Jeez, you look fit to puke.”

Prim winced as the scanner cackled and hissed. She’d removed her hoodie and sat in a smart blue gym vest, a trail of saliva on her chest. Her clavicles sat proud; Avalon could count the ribs above the neckline of her top.

“I sent the details to my boss,” Prim said.

“Goody fucking Two-shoes. It was meant to be a break from work. Why’d you do that?”

“Why did you do this to me?” Prim gestured at her bald head, her face. That childlike meekness had returned to her voice and it annoyed Avalon.

“I could have done what the gangs do: ripped out your teeth, broken your cheekbones so no one would recognize you, and then burned off your fingerprints. Instead, I gave you a top-drawer makeover, thank you very much; you’ll look like a movie star once you’ve had some sleep.”

“But why?” Prim said.

Avalon sipped her glass of water. She hadn’t spoken to anyone this much since she last visited Mona in her run-down Geneva flat two months ago; then, the conversation had been genial, humorous, reviving. This felt more like an attack, deservedly so and uncomfortable as a result, and Avalon’s hackles rose. “Because you look nothing like the woman you claim to be. It delays the point at which they can begin an investigation; before they can freeze your assets they need to prove you are who you say you are. It gives me a few extra hours to get away, all right? But d’you know what? Some people would pay a fortune for the work you’ve had done.”

“You did all this to me just to make your escape easier?”

“Pretty much.”

“It was traumatic,” Prim said, as if Avalon didn’t understand the word trauma.

“Ah, diddums.” Avalon drained the last of the water. “You’ll get over it.”

“How do you know?”

“Believe me, I know.” Avalon returned to the kitchen counter, her back to Prim. She didn’t want her own un-Botoxed features to be read.

“What are you doing?” Prim said.

“Packing up.” Avalon cut the last of the loaf in two, wrapped one half in the paper bag it came in, the second half in plastic wrap pilfered from the drawer. “It’ll not be long before they find this address, realize it’s not a yoga thing, and come knocking.”

“Listen”—Prim took a long, juddering inhale, then spat the words out quickly, as though courage was a thing to be rationed—“take me with you.”

“You what?”

“I’m serious.”

“I’m a lone wolf.” Avalon halved the chunk of cheese and wrapped each piece. “You can look after yourself. Start by getting some sleep or something to eat, you look wrecked.”

Prim ran her fingers from smooth forehead to smooth crown as though she expected to still find hair. “Just for a few days, till I know what to do—”

“Is this some kind of Stockholm syndrome? I thought you’d want to see the back of me—”

“I do, believe me, but I don—” Her composure cracked and she paused, took another breath. “I don’t know what to do. Or where to go. Help me figure it out, and then—”

“—You’ll leave me alone?”

“No, I—”

“—You’ll hand yourself in?”

“No, no, I can’t,” Prim said. “Look, if you help me I’ll pay you. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Money? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You’re going to pay me?” Avalon said, but didn’t get the chance to ask, Pay with what?

“I have savings, and shares, and, believe it or not, I do have an offshore account.”

Avalon eyed her warily. “What do you think I did to you? Bar the obvious aesthetic improvements?”

“You stole my phone, my wallet, my car—”

She didn’t know. The unexpected naivety almost made Avalon laugh, hell, it almost made her weep. “You think I did all this to steal your wallet?”

“And my cards. I mean, my credit card has a ten K limit—”

“I know. And until yesterday you had another ten in your checking account, an even twenty in your investment account, and three savings accounts with over a hundred grand in each. And, yes, I know about the offshore account.” Avalon watched Prim’s expression as the last of her hope seeped away and understanding broke like dawn.

“I still have my house?” And it was a question, undoubtedly a question, and Avalon pictured Ruben dead on that bedroom floor and reminded herself, forcefully, that Prim was capable of darker deeds than theft.

“Remortgaged,” Avalon said.

“You took everything?”

Avalon turned away.

“You were going to leave me with nothing?”

“You have youth on your side and a ridiculous job,” Avalon said. “Within a year you would have been back on your feet. You had good insurance, and a support network of friends. At least, Ruben had a network before you bludgeoned him to death.”

“I didn’t—”

“—and you can’t blame me for that. That”—Avalon pointed the butter knife at Prim—“was nothing to do with me.”

“You’re a monster.”

“And you’re a murderer.”

“I’m not!”

“Did you kill him?”

Prim’s look of horrified self-recognition was confirmation enough. “You don’t understand,” she said, and Avalon thought she was about to tell all, admit that it was an accident, or that Ruben tried to attack her, or that she had uncovered some dastardly plot between husband and mistress to do the wife in and hotfoot it with her riches. But Prim only said, “You can’t take all my money, you have to give it back. Simple as that—you have to give it back.”

“Whoa”—Avalon raised her hands, palms out—“I worked bloody hard for that money, I’m not just going to hand it over—”

“—It’s my money.”

“Was. It was your money.”

“No, you can’t just—” Prim’s eyebrows tried to knot together as though unable to fathom this injustice. “It’s mine, it’s my money, you can’t just—”

“Don’t blame me for this going to pot. If things had gone to plan, you’d have spent today on the phone with your insurance—”

“But it’s my bloody money!”

“No. End of.”

“You stole it from me, it’s mine, you can’t just—”

“It’s not my fault you killed your bloody husband.”

Prim jerked her head, gasped, and Avalon thought she really was going to be sick this time. The sunlight was strong and reflected the kitchen’s yellow paint, bathing Prim in jaundice.

“Besides, it’s not as simple as giving you a wodge of cash, it’s all been transferred offshore. Here—” Avalon cut the cake in half and pushed the hunk with the fewest cherries toward Prim, put a portion of bread, cheese, butter in front of her too. “Put these in your bag, in case you’re hungry later. See, that’s me helping you. Now be on your way.”

Prim stared at the food, didn’t move. “Half then. I’ll split it with you, if you help me.”

“Ha! You’ll split it with me? I don’t think so.” Avalon grabbed a carrier bag from under the sink, threw the plates, knives, breadboard, cup inside, and tied a knot in the top. “Fill your water bottle up before you go.”

“You can split it then.” She sounded desperate, frantic, and Avalon forced herself not to care. In a second she would leave and never see Prim again, would perhaps find out in the news what happened, but she wouldn’t actively try to find out. It wasn’t her problem. She was glad about that. But she could still see Ruben’s body on the cream carpet, and the picture frame splashed with blood.

“Why’d you do it?” Avalon said.

“What?” Prim’s wounded tone told Avalon that she knew exactly what.

“Why’d you kill him?”

But before Prim could answer, the scanner burst into life.

Avalon pressed a finger to her lips, listened to the crackles and the urgent voices in between.

She grabbed the scanner, lifted her rucksack and the carrier bag, ran through the house to the open front door. There was no pause, no gap for breath, no time to shout over her shoulder to tell Prim the police had the address, were sending a car.

In the driveway, gravel crunched underfoot. Avalon had never been happier to see a beaten-up white Fiesta in her life. She threw her bag in the back, started up the engine, looked over her shoulder, and reversed down the drive. She had a few minutes, or so she figured. The safest bet was to turn in to a side road or farm track, a route police would be unlikely to take. When Avalon faced forward, ready to maneuver and drive clean away, she saw Prim. The woman had her backpack over her shoulders, hoodie sleeves tied round her waist, ready to run too.

Something in Prim’s eyes made Avalon want to drive faster. Screw the three-point turn; she kept the car in reverse; she’d back out onto the road, safer than going toward that woman.

But Prim started to run.

Her dark eyes burned into Avalon, and Prim didn’t slow down, didn’t stop, and Avalon realized, too late, that Prim wasn’t running away from the police, but toward her. Prim launched into the air, made to jump on the hood of the car. Gravel skidded under her feet and Avalon swiped the wheel, turned the car, and Prim landed on the edge of the hood, fell and hit rubble. If she drove forward Avalon would run the woman over, so Avalon reversed again, turned the car so she faced the exit. Prim pushed onto hands and knees, then jumped up on her feet. She ran down the drive, away from Avalon, and Avalon thought maybe she’d run off after all.

But Prim stood in the entrance of the driveway, blocked Avalon’s path. She shouted, “You can’t do this.”

“That’s what you think.” Avalon pressed her foot to the accelerator. She’d seen Prim’s work, knew her reputation, her stamina, knew exactly the moment she would back down; her breaking point.

Grit spun beneath the tires. The sun flared in the rearview. Avalon’s eyes fixed on Prim. She pressed the accelerator harder.

Prim didn’t move.

The arrow spun on the dashboard; five, ten, fifteen miles an hour, and Avalon was there, almost there.

Still, Prim didn’t move. Her face was set, eyes angry and bright, her knees slightly bent and feet light. She shook her head, mouthed Don’t you dare.

No other cars passed, no pedestrians, neighbors, or police. There was bright blue sky, there were forest-green hedgerows and fields in golds and browns. There was a lane that would lead to other lanes, other roads, other freedoms.

Avalon dared.

A siren screamed in the distance, far enough away to sound like an echo, close enough to sound like a warning. She hoped Prim would move, hoped it with every fiber, every blood drop, every cell of her fast-beating heart. Avalon didn’t stop.

She kept the car straight, saw Prim’s arms stretch out, saw her jaw tense and neck clench.

Avalon closed her eyes, pressed her foot to the pedal, and felt the reverberation when bumper broke body.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Avalon

SIX MONTHS AGO

GENEVA

Away from the opulence of the Rue du Rhône and the Parc des Eaux-Vives was a square studio apartment on the second floor of a backstreet building in Carouge. The basement flat would have been cheaper, but Avalon avoided those like the plague.

Outside, pedestrians trod the ancient streets, zombielike, while sellers called out from the Saturday market and the tram whirred and whirred. Two laptops sat open on the wooden table by the window, and Avalon perched on a red velvet high-backed chair; the only splash of color in the greige-beige room. Three mobiles lay screen up; one was a clone of Ruben’s phone, the other a clone of Prim’s, the last, Avalon’s current burner. The laptops had been matched with each hit; WhatsApp may be encrypted, but it could still be hacked if you had the right tech and, like Avalon, knew how.

The couple’s devices showed myriad differences. The last of Prim’s messages had been from her assistant, her boss, and one from a colleague whom Avalon suspected Prim loathed but was too polite to confront. At least eight meetings filled each prison-box date on her calendar, and every Thursday, at 1:30 PM, twenty-five minutes was blocked out for personal time, which Prim spent on the phone to a nurse in a secure care home on the north side of Bristol. Her father hadn’t been fit to take her calls for months.

Avalon stretched her arms, circled her head to uncrick her neck, and took a break from the screen. It wasn’t good for the eyes, posture, or mental well-being to get swallowed up by work, even if that work would add hundreds of thousands to your retirement fund.

A few more jobs and Avalon would be home and dry; she could sit back and never be poor, hungry, unclean, unsafe. Initially, she had planned to retire at thirty, but she’d be thirty next year and the cost of living wasn’t getting any cheaper, and she didn’t want her work-free years hampered by discomfort. Eventually, that pot of gold would be big enough to spread a warm glow of security through her veins; that was the day she would stop. She had thought the magic number would be a million euros, but that sum had been and gone and the safe feeling hadn’t yet come. Better to scrimp now and work while she could, do a couple more jobs before technology improved to the point where it became impossible to hit without a team. She would not work in a team; the fallacy of the term made her ill.

It was nearly lunchtime. Avalon closed the laptops and stored them and the phones in a wall-mounted safe behind the headboard. She shoved the bed back into place, then pulled it out again, reopened the safe, and took three twenty-euro notes from the cash tin. She might live frugally, but this was still Geneva. And besides, lunch only came round once a day, and why have rubber neon burger-cheese when you can have Comté?

She was just about to return the tin and relock the safe when one of the mobiles buzzed. A new message on Ruben’s phone. The market would still be there in five minutes. She picked up the cloned mobile and looked.

Her eyebrows shot up, lips stretched in a grimace.

Ruben’s penis filled the screen. It was hard, held in his fist, and razor bumps showed where his pubic hair had been shaved in an attempt, Avalon assumed, to make the shaft appear bigger.

The image had not been sent to Prim.

It had been sent to a ballet dancer called Jenny, whom Ruben had met six weeks ago in a Montpelier coffee shop, a place his wife seldom ventured. The picture had no caption.

Avalon couldn’t take her eyes off the phone, transfixed by the bizarre flesh. It was lunchtime. Who sent something like this at lunchtime? Who, Avalon wondered, sent something like this at all? And would anyone genuinely want to receive it?

A reply came through: WOW, SO SEXY. CAN’T WAIT TO SEE THAT FOR REAL. The thumbnail image on Jenny’s WhatsApp showed an angular, tanned young woman with pale blond hair, dressed in a coat with a faux-fur trim, a recent and extravagant birthday present from Ruben. Avalon imagined Jenny in that same busy café, wearing that same coat, taking coffee with friends. She would fish out her phone, glance at the picture and hide it from view, roll her eyes and type a quick message to placate the man who had tried to impress her with his early afternoon hard-on.

Avalon looked away to the pale gray wall and tried to gauge the feeling in her gut. Instinct urged her to send the evidence to Prim, to warn her what her husband was up to, to remind her she was worth more, deserved better. The urge was primeval, and wholly unwelcome. She didn’t like to think of a target as a flesh-and-mind soul.

Two shadows marred the paintwork where a previous tenant’s picture frames had hung. Avalon had no art, no family photos to hang. If Prim found out what Ruben had done, whom would she talk to about it? Who, in her life, would offer a shoulder?

Another thought hit Avalon—what Prim would do if she grew wise. Divorce courts, lawyers, financial settlements, and a great many eyes on the numerous accounts that Avalon was preparing to empty.

Prim’s marriage wasn’t Avalon’s problem.

Avalon reminded herself that the dancer was only in Bristol for one more month before leaving for a tour in New Zealand. And it wasn’t in Ruben’s best interests to have his wife find out; he’d be cautious. Ruben sent another message with the sordid details of what he wanted to do to the dancer, and Avalon threw the phone in the safe, disgusted at his desire to conquer rather than collaborate, to do to rather than with. This, she thought, is the reason she stayed away from anything attached to a penis.

One of the reasons.

Avalon picked up her tote and walked out of the apartment and into the hall, avoided the friendly nod and smile from a younger woman who lived upstairs, and locked her door. There were three locks, another reason Avalon chose this place, yet she still felt nervous leaving the tech unguarded. She wondered if this was what it was like for a mother to leave a young child, to feel that tug calling you homeward, but dismissed the idea as quickly as it had arisen. Avalon used her equipment to foster her own independence, that’s why she felt protective of it; mothering had nought to do with it. And not all mothers mothered.

Her own childhood was testament to that.

As she did every Saturday, Avalon avoided the market stalls closest to her building, where the regular sellers threatened to recognize and familiarize. Head down, she wove through the weekend foot traffic and shied away from eye contact. She planned the food she would buy and the lunch she would have, but her thoughts cartwheeled back toward Ruben, the dancer, and Prim. The twist in her gut lingered, an indigestible reminder of cruelty and hurt, and she buried it deep, ignored it, and, by God, she hated doing that. The gut deserved respect.

The heady sweep of strong cheese coiled through the air. She followed the smell to the stall, did not say hello, or even look at the person with the apron round their waist and a cash tin by their side. She chose a wax-paper-wrapped Comté and a square of membrillo, paid with a note, took the change, and was off to find bread and fruit. Avalon walked with her eyes down, did not offer hellos or comment ça va. Tourists crowded the Saturday market and locals haunted it in droves; people crammed the pathways. She wove through stalls, avoided bodies. She wove and avoided in a dance that would dance her back home, where she could lock her door and find peace.

A man in black Converse, twice her height and triple her weight, knocked her shoulder.

“Me touche pas, enculé!” Instinct made her shout, made her gesture aggressively, puff her chest, lift her chin, and it was this lift, and not the man’s half-hearted apology, that unnerved her. It was the sudden sensation of eyes on her face, a public awareness of her that had not been there before, and she dipped her head, retucked her chin, marched on.

The part of her shoulder that the man had touched throbbed with a strange, unclean pulse. He had apologized but didn’t mean it, and he was larger than her, stronger, and her thoughts threatened to take her small hand and lead her toward a memory she did not want to remember. She needed a distraction, purpose. As she walked, she pulled out her burner phone, checked through the contacts and composed a message:

CONFIRMATION DE VOTRE RENDEZ-VOUS DE BOTOX POUR 18H CE SOIR.

She wrote another and changed the time to 7:00 PM, and wrote a final one stating 8:00 PM. Before she could put her phone away, the first reply came through:

ON SE VERRA CE SOIR.



In the late afternoon, when the streetlights had just turned on and the market had long been shut, Avalon looked in the mirror. She wore the uniform of her alias, Sophia Accola; aesthetician and clinical cosmetologist. A platinum-blond wig framed her face in a sharp, clean bob. Gloss lacquered her lips, fake lashes rimmed her lids, contact lenses changed her irises from dull green to a bright sea blue. She wore a slim-fitting, knee-length black tunic, and a small wheelable suitcase waited by the door.

Tonight, she would launder some money.

The first client of the evening was a Swiss divorcée whose alimony had yet to come through and who was keen to cut costs in the meantime. Pleasantries were exchanged, little else—Avalon was just staff, after all—and at the end the woman paid in notes, no invoice, no receipts. The next day, Avalon would walk to an ATM and withdraw five times as much cash as she had charged the divorcée from the account that cradled her ill-gotten gains—based in the UAE, so European agencies couldn’t track it—and then she would deposit the whole sum as legitimate earnings in her Swiss account. Last year she had laundered almost half a million euros into clean, spendable, investable cash. Hell, she even paid tax.

She reached her next appointment with fifteen minutes to spare but knocked anyway; Mona wouldn’t begrudge her earliness.

Mona wrenched the door open—it was prone to stick—and black paint flaked to the floor. One fleck landed on Mona’s cream trousers; she brushed it away and ushered Avalon in.

“Hello, Sophia, come through,” Mona said, smartly dressed in linen with her long dark hair combed away from her face. Her skin was beautifully clear, her nose aquiline. Avalon thought she was somewhere between fifty and fifty-five, though she would never ask and Mona would never volunteer.

Avalon spoke perfect French, had taught herself German too, but Mona spoke Oriya, Hindi, Bengali, and English, so the pair settled on the latter. Avalon added a heavy Parisian twang when she said, “’Allo, Mona.”

An internal corridor split the small flat, the walls thin and whitewashed. Avalon followed Mona’s slight frame to a living room that overlooked the rough streets of Cornavin.

A balanced-arm lamp shone on the towel-draped sofa, and Mona sat, hands between knees, and smiled at Avalon. “I’ve only noticed it start to fade this week.” She pulled back the thin skin around her eyes. “I’m living my life as a Pontianak.”

“A Pontianak?”

“A female demon,” she said, so deadpan that Avalon knew her tongue was firmly in her cheek. “Hideous creatures who shape-shift into attractive women and attack all the men who have wronged them.”

“Stop—there are no demons here, you look beautiful,” Avalon said, accent thick, and Mona batted the compliment away with ringed fingers.

Avalon lifted her suitcase onto the dining table, readied her equipment, and asked Mona to relax on the sofa. Mona asked her how she was, if business had been busy, and though Avalon avoided conversation as much as she avoided basement flats, she found she could talk to Mona without her muscles tightening. It was all lies, of course, but it was the most Avalon had spoken in two weeks.

Eventually Mona said, “I have met a man,” a half laugh caught in her voice. “He thinks I’m forty-three.”

“You could pass for forty,” Avalon said. The towel beneath Mona’s head was frayed at the far edge, thin all over. Other than the dining table, sofa, and lamp, the space was bare. Last time, Avalon had spied Mona’s bedroom through a gap in the door; a double mattress hugged the far wall. Three dresses hung on hangers from the curtain pole beside a lone radiator. There was nothing else.

“Frown as hard as you can.” Avalon marked the lines on the woman’s concertinaed brow. “You’ll feel a slight prick.” She paused, needle in hand, while her client failed to smother a grin.

“I wish it was a big one,” the woman said and laughed like a child.

“Behave.” Avalon rolled her eyes but laughed too, until she remembered Ruben’s text and the discomfort in her gut woke.

Mona stopped her laughter long enough for Avalon to paralyze her wrinkles. Blood bloomed from one injection site, but otherwise it was clean, if a little red. The difference was immediate. Mona looked changed, but it wasn’t the Botox. Relief washed over her, relief to appear younger, to appear better than she thought she was. Avalon wanted to sit and hold Mona’s hand and tell her she was perfect without any intervention, beautiful, brave, clever, funny. She wanted to ask Mona how she came to be here, to live like this, to have so little and yet give so much of herself away, but Avalon knew how, knew why. To some people loneliness was a terrible thing; they failed to realize how safe it kept them. Avalon would not relinquish her loneliness for anyone.

And not since her last meeting with Felix had she been tempted.

“Has this new man ever sent you one of those photos?” Avalon said as she readied the next syringe.

“What photos?” Mona touched her forehead with tentative fingers.

“You know, rude ones.”

“Dick pics?”

“Yes.”

“No. I’ve never asked. Why would I want to see it on a small, sad screen?”

“Some men do it.”

“I’ve had my fair share.” Mona shrugged as if it was no big deal, but there was a stiffness that contradicted her nonchalance. “It’s hard to date men without the occasional unsolicited cock.”

“They think you like it?”

“They don’t understand themselves, let alone women,” Mona said, her kindness directed at Avalon and not these anonymous men.

“Then why send them?”

“Who knows? The desire to turn someone on, the hope they’ll receive photos back, or bravado to mask their insecurity.”

“Or they’re misogynistic perverts.” Avalon tried to mimic Mona’s insouciance but couldn’t stifle the anger. She didn’t know whom she felt enraged for: Mona, Prim, Jenny? She couldn’t tell and wanted it to stop. She wanted thoughts of Prim to lead to money, security, freedom—as they usually did when she thought of a target—not anger. And definitely not pity.

“Yes, that too,” Mona said.

“Do you like it when guys do it?”

“There is nothing sexy in it. But I try to be kind when it happens.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”

“Did they stop to think about yours?”

Mona shrugged again but the Botox had rendered her poker-faced.

Ruben had sent Jenny another text before Avalon had left her apartment, asked Jenny to send him a photo as soon as she could.

I WANT TO SEE IT WIDE OPEN

Avalon had felt sick.

NO WAY, Jenny had replied, and there was a moment, a flicker of relief, where Avalon thought that she could like Jenny, respect her even, until the dancer wrote YOUR WIFE MIGHT SEE, and Avalon felt tired and sad. She had hardened her heart around the exchange, told herself she couldn’t care less; what did it matter to her if Ruben cheated on his wife? There was no loyalty at stake. There was a man in Paris from whom Avalon stole half a million euros; Avalon could barely picture his face. There was a woman in Cologne whose wealth added several hundred thousand to the retirement fund and Avalon struggled to remember her name. A year from now she will not think about Prim; Avalon would steal her money and move on.

Yet the contradiction persisted: guilt-free over her decision to target Prim’s wealth, guilt-fueled over the knowledge she had about Prim’s marriage. To Avalon, the combination made no sense.

“Time for your lips,” she said, and Mona relaxed her head back on the sofa. Avalon cleaned Mona’s skin, reangled the lamp to illuminate Mona’s mouth, and pierced her flesh with the needle. A question floated through her head—not Why would Ruben do such a thing, but Who would Prim turn to if she found out? Ruben messaged Jenny dozens of times a day, but so too his friends, guys he played video games with, local housewives with whom he shared the odd lunch, his brother, his mum, a cousin in Amsterdam and another in Kent. Prim messaged her boss, her assistant, the colleague she doesn’t even like, and never has she said, “Fancy a chat?” Never has she asked to meet anyone for lunch, to go for a walk, to grab a drink or a movie or a coffee or a cake. She’s surrounded by people and living alone, Avalon thought. What a douche.

“And the Pontianak is transformed,” Mona said as she looked in Avalon’s handheld mirror. “Next time, I will have my cheeks refilled and the fat beneath my jawline frozen.”

“You don’t have any fat beneath your jawline.”

“That’s because I have it frozen,” Mona said and looked at Avalon with a smooth, calm face, and Avalon had to wait for the other woman to laugh before she knew how she felt.

It was time to go—another appointment awaited on the other side of town—and Avalon repacked her suitcase. Mona took down her handbag from a hook by the door and fished inside for her wallet.

“How much for today?” she asked, and Avalon thought of her retirement fund, the vast sum of money that she grew like a vine, that she’d keep fertilizing until it was big enough to quell the dull, constant ache.

She looked behind Mona to the bare galley kitchen, to the closed bedroom door that hid her frameless mattress. Avalon didn’t question why this woman was willing to spend money on her face and not her home; she knew. She had seen it before—agency relinquished to hope. The hope that someone would come, a man attracted to feigned youth and false beauty, who would love her, rescue her, fix her, because how can she possibly fix herself when her thoughts are so lonely and life so impossible and the world so dark? When her phone, television, magazines all remind her that naturalness is insufficient?

And Avalon will never live like this—in a cold, thin-walled apartment with no clothes and poor food. She will not wait for rescue, will not rely on anyone but her strong, keen self.

“Nothing for today,” Avalon said.

After all, it wasn’t Mona’s money she needed.






CHAPTER TWELVE


Avalon

SATURDAY

CRICKLEY HILL, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

“You ran me over,” Prim said. “I can’t believe you ran me over.”

“I ran into you, not over you. Are you pressing the T-shirt down?” Avalon kept her eyes on the road. Prim, angled on the white Fiesta’s back seat, had stretched out her leg on a brown tartan blanket, a spare T-shirt pressed to her shin. The bumper had split the flesh, but already the gush had slowed to an ooze.

Avalon looked at Prim in her rearview mirror, ready to offer a half smile. Prim wouldn’t look at her. Avalon stared at the road and pretended not to care.

“I feel sick,” Prim said. The chassis swayed beneath them, the tires grated the pavement, and it no longer felt like the smooth rock of the ocean. They turned a corner and the sun shone hot through the glass, directly onto Prim’s face, and she groaned and closed her eyes.

“There’s a bottle of water somewhere back there, drink it up,” Avalon said.

“I’m not touching anything you give me.”

“Jesus Christ, do I get no credit for scooping you up and rescuing you from the cops? If it weren’t for me, they’d have you by now.”

“Which is exactly what you wanted so why didn’t you leave me?” Prim said.

Avalon sighed and wondered the same thing. She wanted to say, “You were hurt, how could I leave you?” but recognized the irrationality and held her tongue; she still didn’t understand it herself. All was so much simpler when she could cut ties and bolt, when her targets behaved themselves instead of killing their spouses and trying to run when they didn’t know the first thing about running. The flush of annoyance returned. “If you’re not going to take the water then give it to me.”

Prim felt along the footwell, found the bottle, and threw it onto the front passenger seat.

“You could have killed me,” Prim said, more a revelation than accusation.

“You could have bloody moved, more like.” Avalon slowed the car and pulled into an empty rest stop. She would, she decided, provide enough advice to quell her noisy conscience but no more. She would not—repeat, would not—let her conscience override her instinct to survive. With that in mind, she dug inside her rucksack and pulled out a feral knot of red hair, which she threw into Prim’s lap.

Avalon pulled on a skullcap and then a black shoulder-length wig, said, “Police are looking for a bald chick in a white car.” When no movement came from the back, Avalon turned, said pointedly, “You’re welcome.”

Prim stared at the rat of auburn tendrils, her skin pallid and tinged with gray. She looked like a woman in shock. “Why didn’t you leave me there?”

“You looked hurt,” Avalon mumbled, and pulled back onto the narrow country road. She didn’t admit to being stunned by the sight of Prim in the gravel; never had she seen a woman look less dangerous, less unpredictable, less like a murderer. “I couldn’t drive off after you jumped in front of my car; it would be like leaving an injured rabbit on a dog track.”

“What do you care? Why did you hit me if you didn’t want to hurt me?”

“I thought you’d move! Look, I don’t care about your leg, I couldn’t give two hoots,” Avalon said and tried to believe it. “Now put the bloody wig on. Use the oil and cap first, otherwise your scalp’ll get scratched to hell.”

A cream skullcap and a travel-sized bottle of olive oil were hidden inside the wig. Prim rubbed a little oil into her head, shivered when her palm met beach-ball smoothness. She rubbed the excess into her hands and between her fingers; its peppery scent filled the car.

One tire hit a pothole, thumped on the pavement, and the water bottle rolled into the footwell. “Bloody country roads,” Avalon said.

“Where are we going?” asked Prim, and Avalon winced at “we” but didn’t correct her. The scenery outside could have been anywhere—high green hedges banked the dusty lane, and, on either side, bursts of frothy elderflower sat among the green as though the clouds had fled the blue sky.

“I’ll dump the car,” Avalon said.

“Why?”

“Traffic cameras, CCTV, dashboard cams—it’s too easy to get spotted.”

The road sloped upward, and gangs of thin trees hustled the hedgerows; the gaps in between showed steep hills and square fields, a flock of sheep, a cattle herd. Avalon swung the car into an unpaved car park where a sign read Crickley Hill. She parked at the furthest end, let the engine tick while she rummaged in her wallet.

“You’re getting a ticket?” Prim said in disbelief.

“Jesus, this is like talking to a preschooler.” Avalon turned in her seat again and spoke in slow, clear sentences. “The longer it takes them to find this car, the further away I can get. If I get a ticket for today, then the inspector won’t lodge a fine until tomorrow, and it’ll be another day at least before anyone calls it in. Get your stuff together.”

The clock on the dashboard flashed the hour and Prim sat up, asked Avalon to wait before she took out the key.

“Shouldn’t we listen to the news?” Prim said. “See if they mention us?”

Avalon shrugged, said, “It’s more stress than it’s worth but you can listen if you want. Eventually they’ll link this car to your house and the cottage, but it’ll take them days, and I’ll be well gone by then. I’m going to get the ticket.” She turned on the radio and walked to the machine. The car park was quiet, the air still, and though she tried to block out the sound of the news it traveled in soft waves to her ear.

The man’s wife, Primrose Meath, a senior wealth manager for ICJ Capital, is reported as missing, possibly taken by force. Police have widened their search across the South West.

The reporter moved on to Westminster and a scandal about parliamentary wine, but Avalon’s mind was elsewhere, back with Ruben and Ruben’s blood and the question, why did Prim kill him?

“There wasn’t anything about you,” Prim said when Avalon slapped the ticket on the dashboard.

“Nor will there be.”

“I thought I’d be appalled to hear my name on the news, to hear someone else repeat my story to me. I don’t feel anything. I keep waiting for my blood to turn cold, or to cry or panic or something but there’s nothing; I feel blank, empty. What does that mean?”

“You’re in shock. Soon enough the panic will hit, believe me, and when it does you’ll want to run on home and seek comfort rather than bake in hot country fields with the woman who ruined your life.”

“There’s no comfort at home,” Prim said, and the pitch of her voice begged for questions and Avalon had so many. Not only why did Prim kill him, but why had she put up with it for so long, why had she not strived for better. She wanted to ask if there was ever comfort there, in that tall stone house with her tall, handsome husband, if there was ever happiness, ever peace. If the money she worked for, the money Ruben happily spent, had given her the security for which Avalon yearned.

But such vulnerabilities were unspeakable; they begged too many questions in return.

“Come on, lazybones.” Avalon hauled her rucksack from the passenger seat. She opened Prim’s door, held out a hand. “Can you stand?”

Prim waved the help away, staggered out of the car, and winced, either at the full force of the sun on her face or at the pain of standing. Avalon pulled an orange-capped spray can out of her backpack and gave it a shake.

“This is going to sting like a mother, you might want to get something to bite.” Avalon folded back the tattered edge of Prim’s leggings and held the can near the cut. The gash was as long as her thumb, but not as deep as Avalon had feared, and if it stayed clean it would heal. She sprayed antiseptic directly onto the wound. Prim slapped the roof of the car, then grabbed her hoodie and shoved the sleeve in her mouth, bit down hard. Her eyes bulged.

“I warned you,” Avalon said. “They use this shit in operating theaters, so it’s the real deal. You need three coats; the first is the worst, but believe me, the pain is better than getting an infection. Imagine running from the cops with a stinking, pus-filled cut while battling a delirious fever—you’d never make it.”

“I can’t believe you ran—”

“Keep it down,” Avalon hissed and indicated another car in the park. A young couple in walking boots and light summer trousers leaned against a 4x4 and stared at an iPhone screen.

“What are we going to do?” Prim whispered back, and there was that terrifying two-letter word.

“I’m getting the hell out of here,” Avalon said.

“How?”

“I’ll walk.”

Prim looked at the cut on her shin, tested her weight, tried a step and then another. Avalon handed her a pack of paracetamol and Prim swallowed two with the last of the water from the car. Avalon swung her pack on her back.

Prim said, “How far will you get with all that?”

“Can’t risk leaving it behind,” Avalon said. “I’ll be fine, I’m strong as an ox.”

“And what am I?” Prim said.

She shielded her eyes from the sun, looked Prim over, and shrugged. “You’re no longer my problem.”

The car park was high on the peak. Beyond its boundary fence stretched hill after rolling hill, the sky wide and unyieldingly blue. Trees peppered each declivity and, across the sun-yellowed grass, sheep flocks drifted like smoke. Prim looked at the bag by her feet, then squinted at the vast land ahead as though the unholiness of the task made it futile. Avalon slumped her shoulders, said, “Look, you can be brave as a lion. How about that?”

“Right.” Prim’s bottom lip quivered and though she scratched her nose to mask it, it was too late. Avalon had seen the quiver, registered the fear, reminded herself that Prim still had the fag ends of sedatives in her blood—the sedatives Avalon had given her—and would be feeling paranoid, nervous, depressed.

“Just pretend you are,” Avalon said, her voice softer as she remembered receiving the same advice from a care worker called Trev when she was eight years old. He had been one of the good ones. “Soon enough you’ll believe it. Good luck.”

There was nothing more she could give. Avalon turned and walked toward a gate that led to a path cut into the hillside and prepared to take the next steps alone. Prim lifted her bag, looped the straps over her shoulders and trotted to catch up. A map beside the fence showed the lay of the land with several circular walks dotted in green, red, and blue.

“I’ll take this route.” Avalon traced a line on the map that took in half the green dotted walk and then strayed onto country roads that led east. She nodded to herself, then opened the gate and let it close before Prim could duck through.

“Then what?” Prim said.

“Then I’ll see.”

A blue car and an ocher campervan pulled into the car park together and took spaces at opposite ends. Music played from the car. A podcast sounded from the van. Prim smoothed the hair on her wig and ran to catch up with Avalon.

“I said you’re on your own.” Shoulders back and chin up, Avalon walked strong, as though the hair on her head was all hers and the journey ahead held no threat. She didn’t turn to look at the cars.

“I’m walking this way as well.”

“Right,” scoffed Avalon.

“Right,” said Prim.

“You’re better off going north,” Avalon said, and wondered if this was what it felt like to have an annoying little sister follow you to school. “Get to Liverpool, sneak on a ship, and head to Ireland. Or keep going north and reinvent yourself in the Highlands.”

“I’m going east,” Prim said, and Avalon could have argued but knew there was little point. She also knew that were she to head north herself, Prim would still likely follow. She’d have to think of another way to get rid of her.

“You’re deluded,” Avalon said.

“I’m following my money,” said Prim.

“If it’s money you want, go home, beg for leniency, and call your insurance company. Or better still, serve your time, then go back to work and earn some more; you’re good at that.”

“I can’t go back.”

“It’s not my problem that you murdered your—”

“—It’s not just that. It’s all of it. It’s the house, and the job and, and—” She looked around, as though the right explanation gamboled in the endless burnished fields.

“Look”—Avalon hardened her face, voice, posture; tried to look like a woman who shouldn’t be followed—“if it’s an existential crisis you’re after, you can have one in jail.”

“I can’t go to jail.”

“Then hire a good lawyer.”

“And pay them with what?”

“I don’t care!” Patience, and the urge to be kind, had worn thin. Avalon cursed her decision to return to the cottage, to follow and find Prim, cursed her own hubris for thinking such a situation could be controlled. She should have run away, solo, when she’d had the chance.

“Go north.” Avalon squared her shoulders, and spoke in a snarl that was pure wolf. “If you follow me, you’ll regret it.”

“If you were going to hurt me, you’d have done so by now,” Prim said, matter-of-fact. “You don’t know how to fight, you only know how to run.”

And Avalon was about to tell her to get lost, to go to hell, to take her psychobabble bullshit and shove it up her arse, and she would have done, had Prim not gone on to make a prescient point.

“You’re a woman on your own and that’s exactly what the police will be looking for. You’ll be a walking target,” Prim said, and suddenly the trees loomed tall and broad, the ditches looked deep enough to hide sin. “But they’re not looking for two women walking together. It’s safer for both of us if you show me the way; we’ll work against police expectations.”






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Bianca

SATURDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

The police expected Mira to come home on her own, in time. She was an adult, after all, she had packed a bag, taken her wallet and phone, there was no evidence of trouble; be patient, they said. They never looked. Two years had since passed.

Someone knocked on the kitchen door. Bianca knew it would be Gerel; no one else called on her so early. Few people called on her at all. Despite June’s warmth, Gerel had stretched a thick wool coat across her broad back and pulled a beanie over her black-and-gray hair.

“I brought you some fruitcake,” she said by way of hello and held out a Tupperware box. She was small in stature, wide in girth, and rare to smile.

“Beautiful morning.”

“It’ll turn,” Gerel said. “It always does.”

“And eventually it’ll turn back again.” But there was no conviction in Bianca’s voice and Gerel looked on with one eyebrow raised. They had moved to Glasswater at the same time: Bianca from Ipswich and Gerel from Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, via a six-year stint in London. Amos had approved—Gerel had attended church too, until her husband ran off with the organist. Her faith absconded with him.

Gerel hung her coat on the hook by the door. “I wanted to make sure you got back all right. Thought you probably wouldn’t have any food in the house, so— What happened here?” Gerel held up the broken cup’s handle.

“I’m fixing it.”

“Mira’s cup?”

“Yes.”

Gerel hung her head as though in mourning, and when she opened her mouth to speak, Bianca expected sympathy. Instead, she said, “Tell me about the trip.”

Bianca’s nightdress felt suddenly thin. She looked at her friend, at her attentive eyes and furrowed concern and knew she couldn’t tell her because to tell her would be to remember, to think about it, to picture walking through that narrow alley, and see again the steep inclines, the stone steps, the pale blue plaster that peeled from one wall and colored her palm when she brushed against it. At the end of the alley was not clear sky, or sun, or a friendly face but a low orange building, a white mortuary sign.

And inside that mortuary—

“Bianca?” Gerel said, but Bianca couldn’t answer. Her hand itched and she turned it over, looked at it confounded, expecting to see flakes of pale blue, as though the damaged plaster had followed her home too.

Gerel awaited a response, but Bianca couldn’t talk about the shadows and shapes that flitted in her periphery, the knowledge that she had to keep her eyes lowered because if she didn’t, she would see—so she repeated the phrase she had said to the detective: “It wasn’t her body.”

“Oh, that’s…” Gerel sank into her seat, struggled for the words, and Bianca wished she wouldn’t say anything more, but she did. “That’s a comfort at least.”

Bianca didn’t reply. She had felt many things in that humid morgue but never comfort.

“Was there any trace of—”

“The cake looks delicious,” Bianca said before Gerel could say her daughter’s name. “Did you make it yourself? Will you have some?” She took out a side plate from the cupboard, pulled out a small fork from the drawer.

“Only if you join me.”

“I’ve had breakfast—”

“Only if you join me.” Gerel’s eyes fixed on her; Bianca suspected she’d already scanned the kitchen. A lone coffee cup sat in the sink, but no plates, no saucepans or cereal bowls. The egg holder was empty, the bread bin bare, the freezer stacked full of homemade meals that she’d never got round to reheating. Gerel had helped Mira look after Bianca in the wake of Amos’s death; she knew the warning signs. Bianca took another plate down, cut two slices of cake, and sat at the table.

“You’re very pale for a woman who’s spent the last week abroad,” Gerel said.

“I’m old, I don’t tan like I used to.” Bianca picked at the cake with her fork. She hadn’t eaten since the plane, when she shared a blue packet of salty peanuts with Paulson, the private investigator.

“Is that your suitcase? Shall I take it up—”

“No.”

Mira’s bedroom door stood open. Part of her wanted Gerel to go up, to hear what she had heard, see what she had seen, to turn and look at her with the same horror on her face that had filled Bianca that first night back home, and reassure her that she wasn’t imagining it and she wasn’t alone. But she couldn’t let her. What if Gerel did see what she had seen, and heard the strange sounds she had heard? Worse still, what if she didn’t? “Leave it, I might need it again. I’ll wash and repack and—”

“I’m worried you’re making yourself ill.”

The fly landed on Gerel’s plate; she swatted it away and it flew high in the room. Bianca followed its flight. Her composure threatened to collapse, and she put all her attention on the fat, black fly.

“I need to know where she is,” Bianca said.

She’s trying to see the fox.

Bianca startled, dragged her gaze from the insect to her friend. “What did you say?”

It must have been Gerel who spoke, Bianca told herself it must have been her, yet Gerel leaned forward, searched Bianca’s face. “I asked if that is your only question?”

“What do you mean?” She saw her suitcase in the hall, lit by the unholy white light from upstairs. The fly landed on the bag’s airport label.

Gerel put her hand on Bianca’s. She looked pained. “It’s been two years. Perhaps, instead of asking where she went, it’s time to ask why she left?”

The words Don’t be stupid itched on Bianca’s tongue. She wanted to ask why any young woman would abandon her mother, but she knew if she did her lip would tremble again, and she could not fall apart; there was no one left to repair her.

She moved her hand away. “Will you be at church tomorrow?”

Gerel looked at her steadily but didn’t push further. “Of course not. Will you?”

“You used to go all the time.”

“So did you,” she said.

Bianca used to do a lot of things: fix her husband breakfast, clean her daughter’s clothes, polish her son’s school shoes, watch fox cubs play from the back garden gate.

Gerel watched Bianca take a bite of cake, nodded, and started her own. Her mouthfuls matched Bianca’s, and when the kettle clicked off, she jumped up to make the tea, sighed when she opened the fridge for the milk. The tea would have to be black.

“You look exhausted, have you slept much?” Gerel said.

“A little.”

“Did you try meditation?”

Bianca sipped the too-hot tea and tried to swallow back the memory of cotton on cotton, the sensation of a body beside her. “It’s not for me.”

Gerel sighed again. “I need to head off shortly, but I’ll call in on my way home from work.”

“Okay.” Bianca wanted to hold her arm, pin her to the table; she hadn’t seen a single twisted shadow since Gerel had arrived, had seen nothing but that one black fly.

Bianca told her not to, but Gerel took the mugs to the sink and washed them, along with the spoons and coffee cup, and scraped the cake crumbs into the bin. Bianca dried the crockery and told herself that this was normality, this was reality.

The radio played the headlines.

“More doom-mongering,” Gerel said. “Surely there must be more in the world than corrupt politicians.”

“I believe there are films that do unexpectedly well at the box office,” Bianca said and for a moment the light looked brighter, natural. She attempted a smile.

Gerel laughed and drained the white sink. “And shaven-headed women who attack their husbands and run off toward God knows where.”






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Avalon

SATURDAY

COTSWOLDS, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

The dirt path cut a line between woods and descending fields, and even though her rucksack was smaller than Avalon’s, Prim said she found it unsteadying and had to concentrate to keep on the narrow track.

“It’s all in the core,” Avalon said over her shoulder. “You must have great abs, all that money you spend at the gym.”

“Can you walk slower?” Prim said.

“No.” Avalon fought the urge to add that just because they’d agreed to feign friendship, this journey would not make them friends. She still didn’t know how she’d get Prim out of the country, but couldn’t deny that Prim was right—together, peaceably, they’d attract less suspicion. A plan would form.

Avalon kept the pace up in silence. Sweat built in a cold patch beneath her rucksack, and her dry mouth tasted sour. They walked for an hour across green fields, yellow fields, brown fields, more fields as the sun rose ahead of them, higher and hotter with each tread. They walked downhill toward a narrow main road and a decisive split in the path. Avalon waited by the stile, leaned on the rail and swigged from a water bottle.

“I can hear your stomach growl from here,” she said when Prim caught up. “When did you last eat?”

“Before you drugged me, stole my money, shaved my head, and deformed my face,” deadpanned Prim.

“I resent that!” Avalon pointed at Prim with the recapped bottle of water. “There’s no deformity. The lips are my best work yet, I reckon, and red hair suits you. Hey”—she clicked the fingers on her other hand—“you look like one of those high-class escorts.”

“A prostitute?”

“An expensive one.”

“That’s not a compliment.”

“It is. You just need to eat something, you’re grumpy.”

“Can you blame me?”

“You’re the one who begged to tag along.”

A man, a woman, and a woolly brown dog approached from the road; the woman stepped over the stile while the man lifted the dog to pass it over.

Prim shielded her face with the long red hair and risked a glance. “What do we do?” she said. “They’re going to see us.”

“Relax,” Avalon said and then louder: “Lovely morning for it.”

The man, his arms free now the woman had the dog, raised a hand in greeting. “Got to make the most of summer while we have it,” he said and clambered over the fence.

“It’s a steep old climb.” Avalon nodded to the hill she’d just descended.

The woman gave a hearty laugh. “You’ve got a climb ahead of you too, the joy of the Cotswolds. Don’t mind the dog, he’s gentle as a feather.” She put the animal down and it sniffed, hard, at Prim’s backside. The dog’s eyes were hidden by locks of thick curls; Prim patted him, and her fingers sank into the thick fur. She didn’t raise her face to the couple. Avalon wished them luck, hoped they had a good day, enjoyed the weather.

“They could have recognized us,” Prim said when the couple had walked on.

“Nah,” said Avalon, “we’re just two friends taking a Saturday walk, same as them. This was your idea, remember?”

“I didn’t think it would be so hard.”

“Look, if you don’t act like a cold-blooded murderer, you’re less likely to be treated as one.”

“Would you stop saying that.”

“What, that you’re a murderer? You did kill your husband, to be fair.”

“Will you stop it,” Prim said, too loudly. The couple with the dog looked back, whispered, moved on.

“Jesus, you’re a liability. I should have left you in the road.” Avalon opened her rucksack, put her bottle back in, and fumbled around in the depths of a side pocket until she found, and then held out, a foil-wrapped package the size of a playing card. “Take this,” she said, “and stop grouching.”

A sweet, buttery scent shot through the air, like honey on hot toast, and Prim unwrapped a golden rectangle of flapjack, one end dipped in dark chocolate.

“It’s my last one”—Avalon looked at the flapjack with pained fondness—“so enjoy it.”

“You keep it,” Prim said. “I can have some of the cheese you gave me.”

The unexpected kindness knocked Avalon’s armor off-center, and she said, “It’s all right, I had that sandwich, remember? Besides, this is just what you need to get you up the next hill, the perfect combo of fats and carbs.”

Prim sat on the grass and broke a piece off, put it on her tongue, and said, “Oh my God.”

“I know, right? Go on then, just a bit.” Avalon sat too and Prim handed her a chunk, and they chewed and oh-my-Godded together. They faced the hill they had just climbed, their backs against the distance yet to be conquered.

“Why’d you do it?” Avalon said, as casually as if she’d asked for the time. “You may as well tell me.”

“Why?”

“Would you rather walk in silence?”

“Yes,” Prim said, and Avalon ignored her.

“Was it an accident?” Now they had stopped moving, the sweat on her back began to chill. She realized how much she wanted Prim to say yes. Prim said nothing.

“Self-defense?”

Still nothing, and Avalon watched her from the corner of her eye, tried to picture this thin, highly strung woman as a cold-blooded killer.

“Well, what then? I can’t picture you planning something like that.”

“Why not?” She sounded insulted, her teeth on edge.

“It was too—” Avalon struggled for the right word and Prim spat one out.

“Brutal?”

“No.”

“What then?”

“Inelegant,” Avalon said and, to her surprise, Prim smiled. It was faint and mirthless, but it was there.

“I didn’t plan it,” Prim said, the smile already a bittersweet memory, “but I meant it. At the time, for the briefest moment, I meant it. I threw my phone at his head. It hit him, square between the eyes, and for that one infinitesimal moment I was pleased.”

“And then?”

The smile was long gone and in its place was a hollowness painful to view, and Avalon kept her gaze on the empty chocolate-smeared tinfoil as she listened to Prim.

“He fell backward, his balance completely gone, and fell onto the … the—”

“The nail in the wall. Yeah, I saw that.”

“And then I just left. I ran out of the house and into my car, and my suitcase was on the passenger seat, and the satnav was already set up because Ruben had done it for me and I had thought he was being helpful, kind, but he was only doing that so I would leave sooner. While he was outside sorting out my car he had left his phone in the bedroom, unlocked, and a picture flashed on the screen and it was like nothing I’ve ever seen before, this close-up of this woman’s— And she was twenty, for fuck’s sake. When he came back in I was reading all these messages they had sent to each other, and all these fucking pictures, and he tried to explain, tried to make out like I was imagining things, then exaggerating, then that I was stressed out, blowing it out of proportion, and I threw … and afterward I just left. I followed the instructions on the satnav and just left. It didn’t feel real, or even possible.”

Avalon remembered the photographs Ruben had sent to his last mistress, remembered the expensive coat with the faux-fur trim and the pictures of his erection gripped in his hand, and any closure she may have felt following Prim’s explanation was swallowed by the grubbiness of her conscience. She had known what he had been doing, and as unrealistic as it was to imagine that she could have swooped in and alerted Prim to his deceptions long ago, she still imagined it. To be a hero rather than a villain, to be redeemed and celebrated rather than shunned; what a life.

“It could have been worse,” Avalon said at last, desperate to throw off the heaviness of regret.

“How so?”

“You could have missed.”

Prim’s long silence told Avalon it was too soon, by far, for jokes. They stood in unison and headed for the trail.

“Where are we going?” Prim’s question sounded weaker than it had in the car park, as though the explanation had exhausted her.

“I’m getting the hell out,” Avalon said. “I’ll make it to a port or station on the other side of the country and leave. What you do when we get there is up to you.”

“How can you leave?”

“Morally or actually?”

“Actually.”

“I have three different passports, three different names. I can get out of here easy-peasy.”

Prim nodded and strands of red hair fell across her face. Her passport, with her real name, face, dark hair, was tucked in the back of her bag. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said. “What can I do?”

If she could somehow get Prim to mainland Europe, then Avalon knew just what to do: sneak to Paris, swallow her painful pride, and call Felix, the best cobbler—hell, the best man—she knew and set Prim up safe and right. But that wasn’t the deal, so Avalon said, “That’s up to you. I’m going to walk over this hill while I decide the best way to get cross-country.”

“You mean you don’t know? I thought you had a plan!”

“Just because I’m confident doesn’t mean I know the answer. How could I? Jesus, my plans all hit the shitter thanks to you. I haven’t had enough time to think, it’s all been on instinct. But a path will come, it always does. You just have to walk long enough, and it’ll find you.”

“How will it find you?” Prim said.

“It smacks full-on into you, if you take enough steps.” Avalon climbed over the stile, walked across the road and into the next field. A pale tan path wound uphill and into a wood of dark green trees that guarded the horizon like wraiths. Prim followed.

The sun’s scorch stuck Avalon’s vest to her ribs. The walk uphill stretched her quads and tightened her calves, made her muscles ache for salt and water. A second group of walkers approached, greeted, and passed. The man, tall and fat, was dressed in a police shade of navy, and Prim hid her face behind her hair. Avalon waved them a cheery hello.

They stopped once on the way up to drink more and Prim glanced behind her as she drank, watched the man in the navy clothes. He got out his mobile phone, looked back up the hill at Avalon and Prim.

“He’s checking directions,” Avalon said, “or his WhatsApp or something.”

Prim nodded and walked on.

“He looked a little like my boss,” Prim said.

“It wasn’t him,” said Avalon.

“Well, obviously not. He’ll be in the office.”

“On a Saturday?” Avalon said, then remembered that most Saturdays Prim went in too.

“He’s preparing the summer statements. He clapped me on the shoulder yesterday and told me that Ruben would be pleased come the end of the month.”

“Why would he be pleased?” Avalon said.

“I was due another bonus.”

“What’s that got to do with Ruben?” But Avalon knew; she had read their bank statements, credit card bills, online shopping lists.

“Callum always referred to Ruben as ‘a man what lunches.’” Prim sounded ashamed. “I never corrected him.”

“What else would you call him?”

A breeze picked up and whipped the torn edge of Prim’s leggings. “I used to say he was an artist, and that he worked from a studio at home. I stopped saying that a year or so ago. Stopped believing it long before then. But he used to … he used to be—” Prim moaned, halted, put her bag on the ground, leaned forward with her hands pressed to the top of her knees, and tried to breathe but struggled.

“You okay?” Avalon pigeon-toed her feet on the dusty path and her fingers flexed in and out, unsure whether to touch Prim or not, and Prim tried to say she was all right, but it was a moment before she caught her breath.

“You tired or something?” Avalon said. She scanned the hills to make sure no one watched, wondered why Prim couldn’t just buck up and swallow her pain like everyone else.

Prim laughed, high-pitched and maniacal, and said, “Yes, I’m tired. I’m so tired. And I can’t believe this has happened, that I’m here. I just can’t—” She shook her head, unable to describe the unfathomable.

“We’ll stop in the woods for a while, in the shade,” Avalon said, and eventually Prim stood, took her bag, and dried her eyes. Avalon asked if she was going to cry again. Prim shook her head, wiped her nose on the heel of her palm.

“I saw my boss yesterday before lunch,” Prim said, as though it were a miracle. “How could that have been yesterday?”

“Time flies when you’re having fun.”

The path widened. They walked in speechless step, and the sky offered no clouds, the sun too high to cast any meaningful shadows. It was less than half a mile to the shady woods, but it was the longest half mile they’d walked yet. Avalon led the way through the spindly trees and on into the darker, denser shade of the beeches, where they left the path and separated the branches of sharp-thorned bushes and stout hollies until they were hidden from passersby. Prim sat on the ground, back against a thickset tree, her bottom on the soft brown earth.

“How far have we come?” Prim said. Her eyes closed. It was cooler here and the mulchy soil smelled like mushrooms and cider.

“Philosophically?” Avalon asked and laughed.

“Actually.”

“About four miles.”

Prim’s eyes shot open. “Is that all?”

Avalon nodded. She grabbed Prim’s rucksack, opened it and fished out the slab of cherry cake and the parcel of cheese, threw both onto Prim’s lap. “You’ll go quicker if you fuel up.”

“How much further to go?”

“Depends where you want to get to. Oxford’s another forty and they have a small airport there. Or I might haul ass to Luton.”

Prim didn’t speak. She sat with the cherry cake in her lap, the cheese in her hand and blinked, slowly and long. Forty miles to Oxford, further to Luton, but how would an airport help her?

“It’s just one foot in front of the other.” Avalon shifted round the tree trunk, sat down with her back against it, perpendicular to Prim.

Prim reached up, took off the red wig and cap, and sat with them furled in her lap, a nest for the plastic-wrapped food. “We’re less than ten percent of the way to Oxford and my legs already ache.”

“Take a nap.” Avalon yawned and stretched her arms. “We’re deep enough into the woods, only dogs and squirrels will find us.”

The earth was soft, the tree trunk angled just enough so Avalon could relax against it, feel her neck muscles loosen. She thought of her bed in Geneva, the double-stuffed pillows, the cotton throw, and she began to slip under; physical exhaustion overwhelmed mental chatter. She would sleep for a while, just a while.

Prim’s eyes stayed open. “If I fall asleep, you’ll leave me here.”

“I haven’t slept since Thursday night,” Avalon said and yawned. “Even if I did leave, I wouldn’t get far, I’m too bloody tired. We’ll both take a quick nap to reboot. It’ll do us no harm.”

Prim repacked the food into her bag, untouched. “No.”

“Imagine what it would be like to get up, move your body, walk uphill and downhill with a pack on your back and no sleep, little food. Take a damn nap.”

Again, Prim tried to say no, but the word sounded thick.

“I’ll not leave, promise,” Avalon said and Prim managed a laugh at that.

A green hoodie lay folded in Prim’s rucksack, voluptuous as a cushion, and Prim pressed her fingers into it.

“Tell you what,” Avalon said. “Lie down with your head in my lap. I’ll not be able to leave without waking you.”

Avalon stretched out her legs, grabbed a Gap jumper from her own bag and cushioned it over her shins. The ground was brown with leaf litter and moved with ants, beetles, worms. “At least you don’t need to worry about bugs in your hair.”

Prim almost laughed, almost.

She pulled her green hoodie overhead, scooted down, and rested her head on the makeshift pillow. Avalon’s calves pressed into the earth, her head pressed against the bark. It was uncomfortable; Prim’s heavy head crushed her shins. Prim lay on her side curled into a ball, asleep as soon as her cheek touched down. Tension remained in her neck, in the hunched solidity of her shoulders, in the way her hands were not quite soft, not quite open. Still, she was asleep. A tiny brown money spider made its way along the curved ridge of Prim’s skull and hid behind the shell of her ear.

If someone stole a wodge of Avalon’s money, shaved her head, gave her an unasked-for (though perfectly executed) nip and tuck to mask her identity, ran her over, and then told her to fall asleep with her head in their lap, Avalon would kick in their kneecaps and run. But that, she supposed, was the difference between her and Prim. It had been a long time since anyone had taken a thing from Avalon Dale.

She held a finger close to Prim’s ear, let the spider climb aboard and then blew it, gently, into the trees. Few plants grew on the woodland floor; the canopy blocked the light. It also muted sound, retuned the wind into gentle whispers, birdsong into lullabies. Occasionally, debris pattered as it fell through the leaves. Twigs, Avalon imagined, or bits of abandoned nest; nothing sinister. No one would find them here, no one would look. The heavy feet of police would still be searching the cottage, maybe following the footsteps through the long garden grass, the opposite direction to where Avalon now sat with her back to a tree and another woman’s head on her legs. There was nothing to lead the police to her, not yet. The thought gave more comfort than a king-size bed, and Avalon yawned.

Yet she knew that the woman asleep on her lap would be her downfall. Knew it as well as she knew there was blood in her veins. And as thoughts of sleep, plans, possibilities crowded her mind, concerns rattled. What am I doing? was one. This is not how I operate was another. They cajoled and jammed, infected her light-sleep dreams, but one thought ruled supreme, its elbows sharp and voice cautious.

Don’t trust Primrose Meath, it said. You can’t trust her.

But Avalon was already asleep.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Avalon

TWO YEARS AGO

PARIS

“Your last ones were compromised?” Felix repeated Avalon’s claim, eyebrows raised in alarm. Avalon suspected that he feared the authorities had captured the fake passports and would trace them back to him, but before she could offer reassurance, he said, “And you? Are you all right?” She felt something beneath her lungs shift.

“You know me,” she said and he smiled.

“Ah yes, brave as a lion. How could I forget?”

Felix was older than Avalon, but this was easily forgotten in the cool afternoon light, which warmed the small park on the Rue Alexandre Cabanel and lit the new leaves yellow green. He was an Englishman, tall and slim, with styled gray hair, black glasses, and smooth skin. And though she liked his company, his dry wit and ready laugh, it was his eyes that drew her most. Clever eyes that judged rightly and quick, with a gaze that didn’t linger where it wasn’t welcome—the curves of her body, the fullness of her lips. She supposed he was close to a gentleman, if gentlemen could ever exist.

“My satchel fell into the Seine,” she said. They sat side by side on a cast-iron bench, dark gray and flaked with paint. Felix had brought them both coffee from a nearby vendor and any interested passersby would take them as friends. For a moment, as the sun warmed through Avalon’s auburn wig and filled her with an ethereal grace, Avalon let herself believe it was true. She could be a kind man’s companion.

“You kept all three in the same bag? I thought I taught you better than that.” Felix raised his eyebrows in clear disappointment and Avalon looked at her shoes.

“Long story,” she said.

“One it’s best I don’t hear. And all this time, I thought you genuinely wanted to meet as friends.” He nudged her lightly, and she knew he wasn’t offended. “When do you need them?”

The park was momentarily empty and foliage hid the road, traffic, pedestrians. Avalon set her cup on the pavement.

“Yesterday.” She opened her rucksack—saved from the Seine—and, as if in apology, held out two parcels. The bottom one was an envelope, primed with used notes. On top was a small white carton tied with black ribbon. Felix took both, slid the payment into his inner jacket pocket, and looked at the gift box with ill-disguised joy.

“Macarons?”

Avalon smiled, shrugged, blushed. “I know they’re your favorite.” He had told her this once, a few years ago.

“A bribe to get me to work faster?”

“If it helps, it helps.” In some far-off, imaginary world she could be his friend, she thought. Or she could be … She didn’t let the next idea stick. When had she last sat side by side with a man other than Felix and not been poised to run? Twenty-odd years ago, in a children’s home with Trev, the last good care worker she remembered.

Felix said he’d have them ready in two days, and they should meet again, same bench, in the evening. They parted in the alley and Avalon walked back through the narrow lanes toward the cash-in-hand hostel on the Rue Monge. She should be back in Geneva by now, immersed in the final stages of a hit she had been working on for the past five months—Boniface Allard, a Parisian banker with one wife, two mistresses, one male lover, and a host of secret accounts he thought he’d kept safe. Not safe enough, he’d soon discover. He was due to arrive at a remote Alpine chalet for what he thought were private ski lessons with an ex–Playboy model turned instructor but who would really leave him with no hair, a new jawline, semipermanent thickened eyebrows, and one hell of a sedative hangover. Avalon would steal over five hundred thousand euros, and Boniface Allard, a comfortable multimillionaire, would be too embarrassed to tell his wife, let alone the police, and Avalon would kick herself for not taking more.

The accident with the bag had been due to Felix. It wasn’t his fault—Avalon took full accountability for the catastrophic error—but it was his proximity to this hit that cost Avalon. When she booked her ticket to the city, she had thought of him, had arranged to meet.

It broke all her usual rules; she should have known it would end badly. But in this dark, lonely business there were no other contacts of whom she thought fondly. There were few other contacts at all. There was a pale, nervous Irish guy in Brussels who never made eye contact but was ace at encryption. There was the man in Northern Italy who occasionally procured specialist tech and had shovel-like hands that he claimed had a life of their own, and even Avalon, who rarely shied away from whacking a letch in the nuts, didn’t dare confront him.

Paris made her think of Felix. She hadn’t needed a new fake ID when she had arrived and instead thought she’d leave a calling card, told herself it was wise to leave such important contacts sweet. Told herself that it meant nothing, this strange desire to please, it was simply good business sense. And so what if she chose the most expensive patisserie in France, she could afford it and that was partly down to Felix’s clever work, so why not treat him? It was business, she told herself, just business.

But when she walked away from the Opera District and across the river, toward their meeting place in the fifteenth arrondissement, reality pulled back its studded boot and kicked. On the bridge, surrounded by tourists and locals alike, a man barged into Avalon and tried to steal one of her bags. It was not the first time, she knew it would not be the last, yet her reaction was different. It terrified her. The bag she held onto was not the rucksack that contained her money and laptop. It was not the small cross-body satchel that kept her passports safe. Her hands did not jump to the pocket where the cloned mobile slept.

Instead, she held tight to the expensive macarons and the fantasy of Felix’s smile.

The thief lunged for the satchel. Its strap snapped and the leather rope-burned Avalon’s neck, left her shoulders light and cold, and she kicked, caught his shin, made him fall. The satchel spun through the air, curved over the railing, and fell, noiselessly, riverward. Avalon leaned over and watched its descent while the crowd swallowed the foiled thief.

The gift bag was still safe in her hand.

She stood at the rail and watched the water, her hands cold and licked with sweat, her knees weak. A plane left for Geneva that evening; she had planned to be on it. With no passport she was stranded, unless she decided to walk hundreds of miles cross-country to safety, but what nutcase would choose to do that?

Panic was an enemy, so she calmed her thoughts and chose action; she found the shady hostel on the edge of the Latin Quarter, paid for a private room, and got her shit together. Her tech was safe. Her cash was safe. The mobile, which had been the toughest yet to clone on account of the hit’s obsession with it, was safe. As long as Felix could cobble some new fakes, she’d be fine.

And he could.

For the next two days she carried on as normal, as though the hot, poky room with a single bed and thin sheets was where she had planned to work. She even took time out for a horror flick at the movies; Kuntilanak was being shown at Le Champo. By the time she was due to meet Felix, she was up to speed and had sent Boniface the final tantalizing email from her centerfold pseudonym, suggesting they meet at the foot of the mountain and ascend together. Her stomach fluttered. She feared it had nothing to do with the libidinous banker’s fortune.

The moon had risen over the small park bench and Felix waited in a light gray raincoat, a coffee cup in each hand. Avalon smiled as she approached, her expression calm. Her heart drummed.

“Good day for it,” she said on approach.

“Good evening more like.” He returned her smile, offered her a cup and she took it. She had worn too many layers and felt hot.

“It’s decaf,” he said conspiratorially. “I remember things too, you know.”

This did nothing to cool her down.

“I’m surprised you found any,” she said.

“You should have seen the looks I got,” said Felix.

A man walked past with a small, scruffy terrier, and the dog stopped and sniffed at Felix’s shoe. He bent and let the dog sniff his hand, then he scratched the animal’s head before it trotted on after its owner.

“Do you have a dog?” Avalon said. She was aware of having suddenly crossed a line between general small talk—favorite cakes, the way you take your coffee, your aversion to caffeine after 2:00 PM—and intimacy. They had known each other for many years, yet she knew little of the contours of his life, knew only that she felt safe in his presence, at home in his company in a way she did not feel with other people, with other men.

“I have three,” he said, and Avalon was surprised, both that he answered and that he would have so many dogs. But then his hand slid into his jacket pocket and pulled out a brown envelope and she realized he’d mistaken her genuine question for code.

Avalon swallowed her disappointment and felt foolish. “What are their names?” she said.

“Ingrid Frenken, Evelyn Margate, and Bridget Tremblay. They are all perfect, I’d bet my life on their reliability.” He looked pleased with himself.

“Three dependable dogs, what luck,” Avalon said.

“Man’s best friend—they’ll have your back when you need them.” He winked and drank his coffee.

Avalon tucked the envelope into the new satchel she’d bought from a leather goods shop on the Quai Voltaire.

“Separate them this time,” Felix said. “Don’t crowd them together in one place.”

“I won’t,” she said, though out of sheer habit she still would. “Thank you.”

“I enjoyed the challenge. Where are you going now?”

“Just back to my hotel,” she said, too embarrassed to say hostel but not sure why. It wasn’t like her to care, yet she wished she had chosen somewhere more impressive, a hotel that would make his eyebrows lift.

“It’s late, let me walk you,” he said, and though she had walked the streets of Paris late at night many times, though she was not scared of this place, didn’t dread the solitude, she agreed.

They walked side by side, often in silence and often not. Avalon indicated the streets to take and Felix followed, stepped aside to let her lead through narrow passages and fell in step again when the path broadened. It was small talk, until Avalon said, “How long have you lived in Paris?” and behind the question lurked so many more: Why did you leave England, will you ever go back, how did you learn to cobble fake passports, who taught you, why? How do you spend your evenings alone in this city of light?

“Oh, many years.” The half-bright yellow sheen from a distant streetlamp caught his wistful smile. “How long are you staying?”

“I’ll head out tomorrow.” She knew what she was going to say next and part of her wanted to clamp her teeth tight and half of her wanted to speak. She swallowed, paused, looked at the far-off lamp. “I’m going to Geneva,” she said and felt sick for it, but she had said it now. The small intimacy, the risk of a secret told, made her dizzy and she wanted to reach for his arm but did not. She struggled to pinpoint what the longing inside her meant, or what exactly it was she longed for. It wasn’t sex, nor hot mouth on hot mouth, nor hands on bare flesh. Her heart ached for an unspeakable closeness.

Felix frowned and rubbed his brow. “You shouldn’t tell me that. You shouldn’t tell anybody.”

She tripped the next words out quickly, before her brain could beat down her heart. “Would you like to have dinner?”

A small bistro sat at the corner, and piped music and muted laughter escaped into the warm evening air. Avalon thought of the poky room in the cheap hostel, thought of the lonely apartment in Geneva, thought of her days and weeks and months, and she pictured a pause in that timeline, a blip. One night with company.

“Ah,” he said, and it was a regretful sigh and a determined refusal. “I’m afraid I’m due to meet my girlfriend, well, my partner really, we’ve been together for so long.” He didn’t look at her, but continued to walk. They fell out of step.

He was a good man.

And it made sense, in that moment of rebuff, that he was a good man, and that such things did exist for other people, other women. But not Avalon. His refusal of her, his turn of cheek, his sympathy, his pity, these were hers to take. Nothing more.

“Yeah, of course, I didn’t mean anything by it.” She laughed but couldn’t make it sound genuine. She read the look on his face; he didn’t buy her explanation.

“I’m much older than you,” he said, gently and with a sad half smile. There was not one ounce of desire in his eyes, no flicker of temptation, no want. She fought the urge to say Not that much older, not really, and what’s age in the grand scheme of things? What if we didn’t have sex, never had sex, but just existed, side by side, together?

“You go ahead, I’m going to duck in here and grab some food.” She nodded to the bistro and pretended to scan the tables for a seat.

Felix did not move, but looked at Avalon long and hard, and she continued to look inside the restaurant. Eventually he nodded. “Next time,” he said, but she knew he didn’t mean it. “And if you ever need anything while you’re in Paris, you know how to find me.”

She knew he didn’t mean that either, that sympathy and embarrassment made him speak, and she fobbed off his offer with a wave of her hand. “And if you’re ever in Geneva,” she said, but didn’t share her details.

He left and she stood alone outside the bistro, no longer hungry. The laughter was too loud, the music not to her taste, the smell of food unpalatably strong. Instead, she waited for Felix to fall out of sight and she turned down the next street, walked back to the cheap hostel alone where she would dream unsettling dreams of Kuntilanaks and vow never to need Felix’s services again.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Avalon

SATURDAY

CRICKLEY HILL COUNTRY PARK

A coldness woke Avalon. Prim stood tall in the shade. She had taken off her green hoodie and stuffed it into her bag; the parcel of cheese was tucked into the side of her leggings.

“They’ve got pockets? That’s awesome,” Avalon said, and Prim turned, looked at her with wary black eyes and Avalon remembered they were not friends.

“I’m glad you’ve got out some food.” Avalon stayed on the ground, as though Prim was a fawn prone to startle. “Walking takes a hell of a lot of energy. Best to eat little and often to keep your blood sugar up. I eat a little something every—”

“—I was going to run away,” Prim said.

No, they were not friends.

“It was your idea to stick together.” Adrenaline daggered her blood. She ran over everything she had said so far; Prim could tell the police enough to make an already precarious escape that much riskier. Information was power, so too was time.

“But fine, do what you want,” Avalon said. “Where will you run?”

“That’s my problem, I don’t know. I thought that maybe it would come to me with sleep, that my subconscious would untangle it all and I’d wake and think, yes, I’ll do this, or go there, or—”

Avalon did not call Prim a two-faced cow. She said, “But you haven’t got a plan and you don’t know what to do?”

Prim nodded but didn’t look at Avalon and Avalon was glad; she didn’t want Prim to clock her relief. Prim took the cheese out of her pocket, took a bite, chewed methodically and long, and Avalon winced at the sheer lack of reverence. The bread was at the top of her rucksack and Prim went to take a bite of that next, but Avalon stopped her.

“Show some respect; that’s bloody good cheddar.” Avalon pulled her rucksack free, took out her own sourdough and cheese, and showed Prim how to prize away the top layer of bread so an inch of soft dough rested on the crust, then sliced the cheddar with a pocketknife so they each had something that resembled an open sandwich. It gave Avalon time to think.

“Thanks,” said Prim, though the word sounded hard to chew.

“You must still be pretty tired,” Avalon said when they’d finished and had brushed crumbs onto the woodland carpet. Prim drank the rest of her water and Avalon bit her tongue to stop herself saying how stupid that was.

“I feel better for the sleep.” Prim’s eyes remained wary.

“The past couple of days must feel like a blur. Must be disorienting.” Avalon stifled a fake yawn and stretched her arms upward in a show of nonchalance, still thinking, calculating. “You probably can’t remember much.”

“I remember every second, every word.” Prim spoke with the confidence of a person at home with power.

The trees stood far apart. Their bark-knot eyes watched the women, their branches poised for applause, and Avalon saw the scene as they must see it: one bald woman standing over another, pretending to hold all the cards. Avalon got to her feet.

“And what a pretty little story your recollections will make.” She packed away the jumper she had lent Prim for a pillow. Packed away the food she had shared. Avalon’s bottle of water was still a third full and she thought, Just try and ask for some of that. Just try. The black wig was uppermost in her bag. Avalon oiled her scalp, pulled on the cap and then the wig, recalled how she gave the red one to Prim and didn’t get so much as a thank you.

She predicted what Prim would say next, had already turned her back so as not to see the look of entitlement and injustice that would no doubt wash across that woman’s face.

“Give me back my money, and I’ll not go to the police,” said Prim.

Avalon wanted to roll her eyes, sigh out the disappointment and frustration. “I’ve answered that question already.”

“We’ll split it, fifty-fifty.”

Avalon lifted her pack onto her back and wondered why she had to pick such an obstinate target, and a relentless one at that. “I thought you money tycoons were supposed to be clever,” she said. “I don’t need to split anything—”

A twig-cracking, paw-thumping noise interrupted. Prim turned her head, and Avalon clocked the look on Prim’s face: wary rather than scared. Clocked too the way Prim’s hand flicked to her other pocket in her leggings, and the familiar shape pressed between Lycra and skin. And Avalon finally understood why her belly felt splintered and tight.

A golden dog, dripped in fur, bounded toward them, nose in the air as he followed the scent of bread and cheese. In the distance a woman called the dog’s name. Avalon kept her eyes on Prim’s pocket.

“Why would I split anything with you?” Avalon fought hard to keep the rage out of her voice. In her periphery she scanned the ground for a rock she could throw at Prim to incapacitate her long enough to let Avalon tear at the leggings and take back what was hers.

The dog reached Prim first, dug his nose in her groin, and Prim batted the animal away, tried to shoo him toward the trees, but he was big and strong and cared nothing for the conversation he’d interrupted.

“Here, boy,” Avalon said and held out her hand for the dog. She pummeled his side, patted and stroked him until he leaned against her, a wall of animal against the world. “What’s in your pocket?” she said.

“A fifty-fifty split. It’s fair. More than fair,” Prim hissed. “You can’t just abandon me at an airport or dock. You can’t do that. Help me, properly, and we’ll split my money that you stole fifty-fif—”

Avalon did not whisper. “What’s in your pocket?”

The dog beat his tail against Avalon’s leg, the long gold strands like a whip, and she focused on the sensation, on the real and physical world at her fingertips and beneath the soles of her itching-to-act feet. Prim slid her fingers into the pocket.

From behind Prim came the sound of feet, more merry shouts of “Barny, where are you?” and a red-faced woman approached, her blond hair heat-frazzled. She held a crude walking stick in one hand, dangled a navy lead from the other. Prim spun to the side, hid her face.

“Sorry, so sorry, was he a bother? He’s harmless, really, wouldn’t hurt a fly. Did you have food? He’s a devil for food, smells it a mile off, I’m so sorry. Barny, come here, you naughty thing, naughty boy.” The dog lurched for the woman, leaned against her, and Avalon’s legs felt cold without him.

“He was no trouble.” Avalon mimicked the other woman’s upper-middle-class English. “What a lovely dog. Golden retriever?”

“He’s a cross, a goldendoodle.” The woman beamed at Avalon and pulled softly on Barny’s ears, said to Prim’s back. “He really wouldn’t hurt a soul, sorry if he scared you.”

“It’s okay,” Prim said, but she didn’t turn and Avalon picked up the thread.

“She’s just really, really scared of everything,” Avalon said, and the woman nodded in understanding, clipped the lead on Barny’s collar, and ushered him away through the shadows. She coddled and fussed over the dog, didn’t look over her shoulder, wouldn’t remember their faces, Avalon’s black hair or Prim’s lack of it. When she watched the local news that evening with Barny at her feet while her husband scrubbed the dinner pans in their kitchen, she would not think that the woman the police are searching for looked familiar. She would say to Barny, That’s dreadful, poor woman, poor chap, all that money. She would not think, ever again, of the two women in the woods.

Avalon didn’t ask Prim what was in her pocket again. Instead, she knelt in the carpet of dried and dead leaves and searched the compartments of her rucksack but she knew, she knew, she knew, and the brutal fact of it twisted through her belly and made her taste acid. Her fingers tingled with something pure white and red hot. She did not face Prim. She did not stand. She fixed her gaze on the empty pouch where her passports should be. “Give them back,” she said.

“Split the money.”

“They’re no good to you.”

“They’ll be good to the police.”

“That would mean turning yourself in.”

“And I’ll bring you down with me.” The nervous confusion had left Prim. Gone were the quivering chin, the tremulous hands, the hopelessness, the uncertainty. Desperation was still there; it lurked behind the twitch in her left eye and the way she laid her hand palm down on the outside of her pocket, betraying and guarding the contents. But this desperation had purpose.

“You think I can’t flee without a few fake IDs? You underestimate me.” Avalon scanned the woods, got her bearings. In her head she pictured the map from the car park.

“Not at all. I have no doubt you can leave the country without a passport. Show me how. Get me out, divide the money, and you’d never need to see me again.”

“You’re serious—you want to leave the UK? You’d never be able to come back, you know that, right?”

Prim did not answer. She didn’t nod or shake her head or show an iota of doubt. Her steady gaze fixed on Avalon.

“If you leave for good,” Avalon said, “you’ll never see your dad—”

“Don’t,” said Prim, fierce as a panther, her stare just as dark. “I know what it means, I’ve no other choice.”

“There’s always a choice.” Avalon made hers now. A spiderweb formed in the recess of her mind, each strand of silk an option, a possible route, a kaleidoscope of ways to gain freedom. Some stood free, some interconnected and weaved, and she knew there was not one golden thread, not one surefire hit, just myriad possibilities and the burden of choice.

Avalon nodded in the direction of the path. “That way,” she said. “Come on.”

“So you’ll help me leave the country?” Prim said, as though it was a boardroom deal to be brokered and the risk was balanced in her favor. Avalon looked back over her shoulder. There was a feverishness in Prim that Avalon remembered well, that she still felt when a job went to plan; the adventure of it, the rush. But this had not gone to plan and the adventure was behind them already. Survival lay ahead.

How different that was to a game.

“I will,” Avalon said.

The ground felt moldy underfoot, where before it felt soft. The day had run away from them; it was already afternoon. They reached the edge of the woods and the saddleback of the next hill came into view. It was beautiful and vast, and offered such a long road. Avalon followed the line of drystone wall with her gaze; up the hill’s centerline and along its top until it disappeared down the other side. In the distance there were more pale gray walls but Avalon didn’t know which, if any, connected to the one in front of her.

“And you’ll split the money?” Prim said.

Avalon sniffed and shielded her eyes from the sun. “Eighty-twenty.”

“Fifty-fifty,” said Prim.

“Eighty-five, fifteen,” Avalon said and stepped from the shade of the wood into the light. The grass was long, punctuated with seed heads and pale, long-stemmed flowers. She would have given anything to be alone.

“Fifty-fifty.” Prim walked in step, though the trodden path was narrow. Their shoulders touched.

“Ninety-ten.” Avalon moved off the track and let the breeze flow between them.

“You don’t know how to negotiate,” said Prim, exasperated.

“You don’t know when to take a good deal.”

“Eighty-twenty isn’t a good deal.”

“It’s ninety-ten now. Take it or leave it, but if you’re going to take it, then whack your wig back on, someone’s coming. There’s no bloody peace in the Cotswolds.”





BRISTOL MERCURY ONLINE

Kidnap Suspected in Case of Missing Wife

Speculation on the whereabouts of married Primrose Meath, 30, continues. Despite searching the Meaths’ £1.2 million property in Clifton Wood, the police are no further to tracking her location, and no ransom demand has yet been received. The couple’s luxury car, estimated to have cost upward of £60,000, is also missing.

Primrose’s brother, Hugo Copson, a New York financial analyst, is said to be on a plane heading to Heathrow to assist the police. A source close to the investigation revealed that the couple may have been targeted by a network of online criminals, and fears for the loving wife’s safety are rising. Friends and family insist the devoted wife’s disappearance is out of character.

The Meaths’ neighbor Deborah Loxley, 52, said of the wealth manager, “She’s the sweetest person, and loves two things in life: her husband and her job; she’s dedicated to both. There’s no way she would leave either without a fight.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Bianca

SATURDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

The article about the kidnapped woman and the stolen money—the couple’s accounts had been drained—only came up because of its proximity to Jacob. Bianca’s home page was littered with stories from the South West: Gloucester, Cheltenham, Bristol; life lived on the opposite side of the country. Sometimes it felt like a different world; Jacob once mentioned, with the casualness of something quite normal, that he had a therapist. What he needed one for was beyond her; he came from a middle-class home.

The broken mug’s glue had dried a while ago, but Bianca still sat on the kitchen chair, holding the cup’s handle in place with one hand and, in the other, her mobile phone. The sun had long since moved to the other side of the house and though it was not yet dark, the kitchen was dim. She could get up and turn on a light. Or she could just wait for darkness to fall and drag her feet bedward.

Months had passed before Bianca contacted the papers about Mira’s disappearance. At first she ignored it, hoped Mira would return as quickly as she had left. She didn’t. The police were no help; Mira was an adult, she had taken a bag of clothes, her Italian passport, a book to read, for heaven’s sake, so it clearly wasn’t kidnapping. A constable asked her if their relationship was good, if they had argued recently, and Bianca said, No, we never argue, and the man had raised one eyebrow.

Two months later, around the same time Gerel started visiting her more, Bianca contacted the local press. The editors were disinterested. Perhaps she’s gone traveling, they said. You know what young people are like.

Outside, a breeze picked up and dragged something across the lawn and shifted the pebbles on the rough gravel path. If Bianca had been of a foolish persuasion, she might have thought it sounded like feet, small feet that had been twisted, violently, at the ankle, but she refused to be foolish and wouldn’t let that thought stick.

Young people. Mira wasn’t young anymore; she was twenty-three—Bianca was at teacher training college by that age, having already failed at university twice, failed at nurses’ college too, and this was what her parents called her final shot at decent prospects, a chance for independence, self-sufficiency, self-worth. Then she met Amos. He explained that she’d spent her life doing what other people wanted her to do, and wasn’t it about time she stopped and tried, instead, to be herself, be the woman she was designed to be? Instead of a nurse, she should be a wife; instead of a teacher, she should be a mother. The burden and fatigue of decision-making had been taken away.

Bianca rested the mended cup on the tabletop, lifted it by the handle to test its strength.

Look—foxes!

She startled, swiped her eyes to the door, half expected to see Amos standing there and beckoning her close to see the cubs, but the doorway was empty and the voice must have been in her head, born from memory and lack of sleep. That damn memory wouldn’t leave her alone.

Evening crept closer. There was the vague notion of food; she hadn’t eaten since that one slice of cake, but the thought of more inverted her stomach. She checked her phone, but the PI hadn’t called and there were no messages from Gerel or Jacob. The web page remained on-screen with the details of that strange business in Bristol, and she had intended to swipe that away, bring up a search engine and search again for those godless terms she’d heard the foreign detective say, but her fingers felt immovably cold.

She couldn’t just sit here and wait for—what exactly? For the feeling of dread to pass, or for something to happen that would make such feelings warranted?

“You’re still in your nightgown.”

Bianca jumped, nearly knocked the mug off the table again but caught it just in time.

“Sorry, I should have knocked,” Gerel said. A burlap bag hung from her shoulder and one arm cradled a Tupperware container of what looked like chicken and veg. She put the tub on the side, put the bag near the fridge, and sat at the table with Bianca.

“I did say I’d stop by after work. I forgot to mention I’m on the late shift this week.” Gerel scanned Bianca head to toe, worry in her eyes. “Have you moved at all today?”

“I’ve literally just got changed. I was going to have an early night actually, make some cocoa…” She trailed off, uncertain whether Gerel could see through the lie.

“… but you didn’t have any milk? I bought you some.” Gerel lifted a blue-capped bottle out of the bag and offered to make them both a cup. “I’m glad you’re still up, I need to talk to you.”

Gerel unpacked the rest of the bag into the fridge, began to make their hot drinks, and explained what her grandchildren had been doing this weekend, that her son had built them a new tree house, that they had shown her the construction on their video call during her lunch break.

“I give it six months until one of them breaks an arm,” she said, and when Bianca tried to console her, say it might not be that bad, Gerel said, “It would do them good, to break an arm. Something small and painful, but something that heals. It’ll teach them a lesson.”

“Your son would blame himself.”

“Then he’ll have to learn to forgive himself.” Gerel stood with a cup in each hand and her eyes downcast. She seemed, suddenly, nervous. “Let’s take these through to the living room.”

Bianca wanted to refuse but was aware how strange that would seem, and the questions it would raise, and she didn’t know which was worse, answering those questions and explaining herself or stepping inside that room.

She would pull herself together and sit on the sofa in the next room like any normal lonely person, but when she stood her head swam and unease shifted her skin. Too long spent in a hard-backed chair, that was all—that was all. She steadied herself and walked into the hallway, kept her gaze away from the suitcase, away from the stairs, away from the windows.

She stepped aside to let Gerel through, then stood on the threshold of the living room. She hadn’t entered here since that first night home, when those pale pure notes had wound their way from beneath the piano lid in the middle of the night and she had raced downstairs and slammed the door tight, but how silly that all seemed now, how foolish in the light of Gerel’s presence.

To prove it to herself she opened the piano lid. Nothing. She pressed a key, then another, and the room didn’t shift, no ghosts sprang out, no devils, no poltergeists, no—what had the detective called it?—no Churel. The room was as she left it.

“I didn’t think you played.” Gerel placed the two cups on the coffee table and sat in the armchair by the window.

“I don’t, it was always Jacob who played.”

“Even when Amos was at home?”

Bianca didn’t like Gerel’s tone. “Sometimes.” She made her way to the sofa, sat on the edge and sipped her cocoa, but it was still too hot. “What did you want to talk about?”

On the mantelpiece her family looked out from a framed portrait taken almost fifteen years before; Amos beamed at the camera, a twelve-year-old Jacob (always shy, often quiet) looked down the way he had always looked down, and nine-year-old Mira, her dark hair manhandled into neat French plaits, stared out with a fixed, false grin in a T-shirt that read: Always Sweet, Always Kind, Always Happy.

“Mira had dozens of those tops, didn’t she?” Gerel said.

“We used to buy them in multipacks.” A younger version of Bianca sat in the center of the photograph, as though she were the fixed point of the family’s orbit, while Amos stood behind with his hands, heavy, on her shoulders.

“About what I said earlier—” Gerel began, but Bianca must have nudged, or sat on, or jolted the remote control, because Netflix switched on. Stills from a movie lit the screen. The title ran in large white letters, and beneath the title the description, and, hidden in its scant three lines, the word Churel.

“I’m sorry, I must have turned it on—” Bianca looked beneath her, beside her, tried to find the remote. It sat, untouched, on the coffee table.

“Ha, the Churel!” Gerel held her mug in both hands. “Your television is trying to give you nightmares.”

“You’ve heard of it?”

“It’s a common superstition; you’ll find them in every culture in the world. Well, except for England; here, ghosts are sanitized to within an inch of their afterlives. The worst you’ll find here are passive-aggressive ladies dressed in white.” Gerel’s eyes rested on Bianca’s nightgown and her lips curled in play. “I’ll buy you some colorful pajamas this Christmas.”

Bianca tried to laugh but feared she would choke. She lifted the remote, switched off Netflix, and the BBC iPlayer turned on. Orange-and-brown fur flashed on-screen, two slick black eyes stared out, and Bianca jumped from the sofa, pointed the remote to switch off the machine but the batteries must have died, because the screen stayed bright. She ripped the plug from the wall.

Gerel sat stock-still, face in shock. “What happened?”

Bianca’s light head swam, and she steadied herself on the closed piano lid. “Nothing, I saw the fox and it made me jump and I, I don’t know, I—” She looked at her hand on the gleaming wood. Had she closed the lid? She dragged her mind back to the recent past. She had stepped into the room, lifted the lid, played a note … Had she shut it afterward? Had she heard it click or slam?

“No.” Gerel leaned forward, elbows on her knees, with an earnestness Bianca couldn’t bear. “I meant what happened on that trip? Something must have, you’re—”

“I’m fine, it was fine. I haven’t slept well, that’s all, I should get an early night.” She held the living room door open and beckoned Gerel through. Her friend didn’t move, and on the mantelpiece Amos stared out and she could hear him, clear as day, remind her how subservient she always was, how meek, and beside him Jacob stood with his chin tilted down and Mira smiled with her fixed, false grin and her small hands balled into fists.

She wants to see the foxes.

“What?” Bianca jerked her head back to Gerel, but she knew the other woman hadn’t spoken. Her white reflection floated on the television screen where, a moment ago, a fox had played. It meant nothing. Coincidence. Nothing.

Life was a long list of remembered experiences; she had hundreds, thousands. There was no reason this memory should plague her; there was nothing unusual in it; it represented a sliver of their usual family life, normal life, she would bet on her soul that other families were the same, and at any moment now another memory would come, replace that skulk of foxes and Bianca would find a quiet slice of peace.

Gerel said, “I wanted to talk about—”

“Not now, it’s late.”

“Not that late. Please, I need—”

“Stop it!” Bianca snapped. “Can you think of no one but yourself?”

Hurt slapped Gerel’s face, and she pushed herself up from the armchair. Bianca pinched the bridge of her nose, knew she should apologize, but the weight of it felt unbearable and Gerel waved the slight away.

“You’re tired, I’m sorry. I’ll come back another time, maybe we can have dinner later this week.”

“It’s the jet lag.” Bianca couldn’t look at her.

She let Gerel out of the back door. Outside, box hedges hemmed in the lawn. The low garden gate offered a slice of the woods, and that’s where they stood when the foxes played, that’s where they watched, and she could still feel how Jacob’s hand gripped hers. She told herself again that it held no significance; better things had happened in their lives together, worse things too; it had nothing to do with Mira’s escape. It was a normal memory. They had been a normal family.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Avalon

SATURDAY

COTSWOLDS NATIONAL LANDSCAPE, CHELTENHAM

That day’s walk was long, but not arduous. The ground sloped and rose and sloped and rose, sometimes firm and solid, sometimes soft with clover. Signposts dotted the way; at each crossroad they chose the route that kept them furthest from villages, always heading east. They finished the slabs of cake, saved the last of the bread and cheese for breakfast.

“You’re shivering,” Prim said. The skin on both their arms had risen to gooseflesh, and they pulled out and put on their hoodies. Ahead was another wood, dusk gray, and Prim looked at the signpost, turned to face the wide-open field and the path that zigzagged across it.

“Look, a sheep must have got caught,” Avalon said. A break in the wall had been fixed with a wire fence; thick tufts of creamy wool were caught in the join. “I hope someone found it and set it free. They can die from dehydration otherwise.”

“I’m sure the sheep’s fine,” Prim said and reached for her now-empty bottle. “How are we going to find water?”

Avalon picked up a small twig, smoothed the dusty path with her shoe and started to draw in the dirt with the stick.

“You dig a hole like this,” Avalon said, “cover it with tarp and put a stone in the middle to make it dip down, like so. Overnight, water collects on the tarp and trickles down into the dip and you can drink it in the morning.”

“How much water will we get?”

“Fifty mill, give or take. Depends how humid it is.”

“Fifty milliliters?”

“We’ll need to dig at least six holes every night.”

“Six?” Prim said, and looked at her smooth hands. “We don’t have a spade, not even a spoon, how can we dig one hole, let alone six?”

Avalon laughed. “Would you look at your face?” she said, and nudged Prim’s side with her elbow. “We’re in England, not the Sahara bloody desert. If we need water, we’ll go to a shop and buy some.”

“What if we’re recognized?”

“How many times have you gone into a shop and paid attention to the people you see? No one will recognize us.”

“But they might.”

“For God’s sake, fine. Then we’ll fill up our bottles in graveyards; they always have taps so people can water the flowers.”

“What about food?” Prim said.

Below them a sheep called out, bleated for its young in the throng; a woolly adolescent looked up, its mouth full of grass.

“There’s plenty of lamb,” Avalon said, and laughed at Prim’s aghast face. “We’ll pick up some reserves tomorrow. Right now, we need to find somewhere to sleep.” Avalon nodded her head to the woods. Only the first few trees were visible; darkness absorbed the rest.

“I feel like some scaredy-cat kid,” Prim said.

“Too late to book a hotel,” said Avalon.

The land was flatter than the hilltop wood, the trees shorter and stout, with low-hanging branches that, if it were daytime, children could climb. They followed a well-trodden path, dodged dog shit, potholes, and stones, snagged their sleeves on spindle-thin twigs, and their eyes grew accustomed to the dark.

The air felt clogged with mud dust and grime. For a moment Avalon thought about walk-in power showers, clean white tiles, underfloor heating, soft towels, but the moment was fleeting and she forced the thought away. A small black shape darted from a tree and flew overhead, curved its body to avoid hitting branches. Another followed, and another.

“I thought they’d be asleep by now. Don’t birds go down with the sun?” said Prim, and craned her neck to see more. It was warmer in the woods, and the dank musty smell reminded Avalon of the attic in one of her foster homes, and the crates she used to hide in when she was nine, when she still thought hide-and-seek was a game they all played, and not just a way for the other kids to get rid of her. Another black shape darted overhead.

“Are they sparrows?” said Prim.

“They’re not birds.”

“Then what—” But Prim must have heard the faint clicking, could see how the animals missed each other by a whisker as they flew impossibly fast. “Oh God,” she said. “Oh God.”

“Relax, they’re not vampire bats,” Avalon said. “These guys eat insects, you’re safe.”

“Please tell me you have a tent? I don’t think I can sleep with those things near me.”

“I have a tarp.”

They found a place half a mile in, well clear of the beaten path. Avalon opened her rucksack and pulled out the tarpaulin-wrapped laptop, which she unpacked and hid away quickly, then lifted out a coil of rope.

“Why do you do it?” Prim had seen the laptop, had watched Avalon handle it as though it were a newborn.

“Why do you do what you do?” Avalon unraveled the rope, handed one end to Prim and showed her where to tie it to a tree, while she tied the other end to one opposite.

The rope was rough and strong, thick as an adult’s thumb. Prim pulled it taut and said, “It’s a good job. If you do it right, you can retire by thirty-five and then you’re free to do whatever you want.”

“Did it make you happy?” said Avalon.

“It gave me security.”

“But not happiness?”

“How can you be happy if you don’t feel secure?”

Together, they smoothed out the tarp and hung it over the rope, where it sagged like bedsheets on a line.

“We need some rocks,” Prim said, “to hold the edges down.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Avalon said, and in the half-light, she saw Prim smile.

They found four large rocks, each one rough with dirt and round at the edges. Prim placed one down and Avalon hung her head and sighed.

“You need to give it some welly,” Avalon said. “Really smack it in so it dents the ground and anchors the tarp. Like this, look.”

Prim followed Avalon’s lead. She held a smooth rock and smashed it into the ground, again and again, until the earth dented and the stone sank and dragged the tarp down with it. Her breath rang heavy with purpose.

The tent was as secure as it was ever going to be. The ends remained open, but it was long enough and wide enough for them both to fit beneath, and if it rained in the night they’d be dry. They crept inside, decided they would sleep head to toe and use their backpacks as pillows. They had no blankets, but their hoodies were warm and their bodies were tired, and Avalon doubted they’d struggle to sleep.

She caught the thought and held it like an insect, an uncomfortable, squeamish, frightening thing; a “they” where there should only be a “she.” Perhaps it was the shared effort of erecting the tent that spawned the thought, and the unexpected care that went with it. Perhaps it was the walk.

Prim rolled over so the passports were pressed to the earth.

They lay with their backs together. The dark was bottomless, the woods far from silent. The air pulsed with the bats’ flight. Outside the tent things unseen crawled through the dry leaf floor.

“Why do you do it?” Prim asked again, and it took a while for Avalon to answer.

At last, Avalon said, “Same as you.”

“The money?”

“The security.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

“Do you?”

“Not really. I like the math. I like the challenge. I don’t like the hours, or the people I work with or for, or the constant stress. I prefer calculating risk to taking it.”

“Well, murdering your husband’s one way to force a career change.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Prim said. “Not really.”

“Manslaughter then,” said Avalon. “Can you manslaughter someone?”

“It’s something you commit,” Prim said, “like adultery.”

Avalon could reach out a hand and touch tarpaulin. Or she could find it went on and on, sucked her hand into the night and into her nightmares, and the next thing to touch would be a dead woman’s still shoulder, cold cheek, limp hand, spent syringe, and she would relive the moment that she prized the coat from her shoulders, slid her own ID into the dead woman’s pocket so she could run away without pursuit. She wondered if Prim pictured Ruben’s dead body, but didn’t ask. She didn’t need to. It was a sight impossible to forget. By now he would be laid out, pale on a mortuary slab, dissected and examined, his body pulled apart for information. Faces will peer into him, hands will pinch apart the story of his death, eyes will scour his skull and his brain and his blood and his hair and fingers, and all those fingers of pathologists and police and prosecutors and press will point in one cold direction.






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Prim

SATURDAY

INSIDE THE TENT

Prim wakes and does not know what time it is but the darkness tells her it’s late. Heaviness throbs in her thighs and calves and numbs the heels of her flat feet; her toes spasm and curl, threaten to cramp, and she knows she must sleep.

Something scuttles close to her face and is only separated from her by a tarpaulin that she can smell—musty and plastic—but cannot see. And the thing moves again, rustles dead leaves and dry roots, and it could be a fox, or it could be sleep itself as it runs and hides in the trees, out of reach.

Trauma and exertion have intoxicated her mind, and Prim thinks she would sooner laugh than dream, sooner laugh than cry, and she thinks she may laugh, because what point is there in crying when there’s no one to hold you, and then—hello there—here’s a memory.

Hugo, her brother, awake and a child again, kneeling by her bed, and downstairs Mum is screaming at Dad and Dad takes it quietly, the same way he takes his whiskey, and Hugo says, Talk to me, Prim, talk to me so I sleep, and he curls on the floor by her bed and he reaches a hand up to hold hers and she holds him and talks and talks until his small lungs snore along to the shouting.

He’s not a little boy anymore. Someone will have to tell him what Prim has done, and before she can be ashamed, contrite, defensive, appalled, she thinks: He will be proud of me. He will answer the phone in his New York office and his jaw will set and he will say, Good, good for her, and the night lifts him, carries him to her, and there he is with the scuttling mice and hide-and-seek sleep on the thin side of the tarpaulin.

Talk to me, Prim, won’t you talk to me?

And she hasn’t talked to him properly in years, at least six, and what would she say to a grown-up Hugo who couldn’t sleep because his sister was a murderer? She would say … she would say … and she says:

I don’t know why I married him.

And she whispers it aloud, half hoping—only half—that the criminal next to her might listen.

I don’t know why I married him.

But that’s not quite true and she knows it, and she doesn’t move her head and cannot furrow her brow, and she says:

No, I do, I do know.


The doctor said Dad’s decline would be steep and irreversible and had we thought of a plan and all I could think of was how would I cope when I was in London and Dad was in Gloucestershire, and Ruben had put a hand on my hand and he said, “She won’t need to do it alone,” and I said, “We’ve got each other,” and he said, “I was talking about Hugo.”

And I said, “Yes of course, ignore me, I’m rambling,” but the idea had been planted.

And I pictured Dad walking me down the aisle and I wanted to give him that day, that one memory before his memory shattered, and it was a leap year, a bloody leap year, and I asked Ruben to marry me and I said I loved him and wanted him in my life forever and wouldn’t it be fun and an adventure, but all the words were cold and congealed and my eyes never met his. I asked him because I wanted my dad to walk me down an aisle.

And he did.

I asked Ruben on a Tuesday. I was offered the job in Bristol on Thursday, with a pay rise and annual bonus and car allowance and health care and share options, and by Saturday Ruben had said yes, let’s do both, let’s take the job and get married and live in Bristol, one of those hilltop townhouses, and I said, “Yes, okay, lots of artist work in Bristol,” and he said, “Yeah,” he looked at my feet and said, “Yeah, okay, yeah.”

And we planned the wedding in two months flat and I bought a dress off the rack and Ruben had his suit custom-made and my dad paid for the lot and he said he was doing it because he wanted to make me happy and I said that’s what I want for you, Dad, and he stopped and looked at me, lucid and there and with me in the room, and he said, “Don’t do this for me, Prim, please don’t do this for me.” And I said, “I’m not, Dad, I promise I’m not, I’m doing it because I want to,” and he said, “You’re not doing it for love?” and I said, “Yes, that too,” but I hadn’t stopped to think about love.

And I used to think I got married for my dad, but I didn’t. I know that now, I didn’t do it for that.



I was scared, that’s all. I was scared because I was lonely. There are worse reasons to get married. People get married for worse reasons than that.

The scuttling outside the tent stops. The last whisper dies in Prim’s throat. The memory of Hugo has gone, and sleep gives up hiding and finds her.






CHAPTER TWENTY


Avalon

SATURDAY

INSIDE THE TENT

She struggled to believe that anyone could trust her with such intimacies.

It must be the night, Avalon thought.

It must be the night.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Bianca

SUNDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Night had swallowed the hall; Mira’s door was a shadow, the handle a vague outline. Bianca pressed a palm to the wood, pushed the door open, her daughter’s name an itch in her throat. Decomposition soured the air, then was gone. The bedroom was just as she’d left it, an empty tomb. Another bad dream.

The landing was dark; humidity clotted the air and she told herself again that she was foolish, jet-lagged, stressed. Bianca pulled the door tight until the catch clicked, told herself, again, there was nothing there.

The handle rattled against her palm.

She jerked her shaking hand back, a scream caught in her teeth.

Nothing else moved, no sounds disturbed, until she whispered to herself, “It was nothing, nothing; it was my own trembling hand, I’m a stupid old woman.”

Bianca closed herself off in the family bathroom, didn’t turn on the light. She had no desire to look in the mirror and see her daughter’s eyes stare out of her own, see Mira’s mouth and chin and the set of her jaw. Mira’s eyes would be there, and Bianca’s fear would be there, and she could not bear to merge the two. She washed her hands in the dark.

It was 3:00 AM. Her suitcase still languished at the foot of the stairs, and she told herself that, tomorrow, she would unpack, aware that tomorrow could be the moment the sun rose, or it could be a week away. She’d open it when she felt ready to smell the smell of sunscreen mixed with deodorant and sweat caught in the crevices of unwashed blouses, of mosquito spray, of decay and decomposing bodies, scents that would remind her of what it was to crawl from hotel to police station, to follow a uniformed, peak-capped man through narrow alleys of peeling plaster, past empty houses with glassless windows and toward a morgue where, between new corpses and old corpses and part-decayed stinking corpses she would discover something worse than she could fathom.

It was not Mira. She reminded herself that this was a good thing, but relief was hard to hold.

Bianca didn’t turn on any lights, made it to the kitchen, saw the cracked cup drying on the sill and felt safer. The smell of Gerel’s roast chicken lingered; Bianca hadn’t eaten it, couldn’t stomach the meat, and had swept the food into the bin. She opened the refrigerator and saw fresh butter, milk, sausages, bacon, and eggs from the shop on Church Lane, and the sight of them made bile rise, the thought of Church Lane made her think of Amos’s grave, and the thought of him pressed eggshells into the soles of her feet.

Look—foxes!

“No!” She screwed up her eyes, her fists, her fear, focused on the cold blue air that streamed from the fridge and not the breeze that carried that sound.

Look—foxes!

“No!” On instinct she grabbed something, threw it toward the voice, heard a tooth-splitting snap as the butter, chilled to a brick, cracked the window. She pulled her eyelids ajar, saw the fractured glass, exhaled. The atmosphere had shifted, as though her movements vanquished what her heart and mind could not.

That was what had pulled her out of the deep black-dog hole of Amos’s sudden death, her unexpected, unwelcome widowhood, and the unrelenting pressure of life lived alone: agency. She had paid a bill on her own, no help from Jacob or Mira, had requested a receipt and filed it away in the correct folder, and it hadn’t been so impossible as she’d feared, as Amos had claimed it to be for someone like her. She dug deep and found that same feeling now.

And perhaps that’s all this was, a slipping back into old ways, old habits; the shock of that mortuary had been too much, and had made everything seem like too much, a domino of impossible tasks that plunged her nervous system into panic, made her see, hear, feel what did not exist. She opened the bits-’n’-bobs drawer and took out the tape measure.

Reality was the solid window frame, the cracked pane and the need to cut a board to size and cover it. She held out the tape, stepped closer to measure, held the ribbon between finger and thumb. The fracture ran diagonally from top left to bottom right and split the view of the garden in two; the top half showed the box hedge, the tops of the thin-trunked trees at the edge of the woods, the night’s sky in all its constellational glory.

The bottom half showed the garden gate.

The path.

And four people.

The ribbon snapped back into the tape measure’s cassette. Bianca’s hands shook and she tried to step away, tried to look away, but her muscles were no longer her own. The figures had their backs to her, but she knew them as well as she knew the faces in the photographs next door. The crack in the glass began well above Jacob’s head and kept his image intact. Bianca was to the side of him, and though the fracture robbed her ghost of half its head she was otherwise fully formed. Next came Amos. Here, the stark line cut him in two from left shoulder to right hip; she could not see his head at all. To his right, in the last corner of window, her view of the woods blocked by the hedge and her father’s stout frame, stood Mira. The only thing visible were her two small feet.

She wants to see the foxes.

The voice was Jacob’s, and though they had stood and watched the fox cubs several times like this, the foxes returning year after year to that den in the woods, Bianca knew that this memory came from the very last time. Jacob had been fifteen, though he spoke like a much younger child. Mira had been twelve.

She can wait her turn.

Amos spoke while Mira moved.

From the kitchen, Bianca saw Mira’s feet step sideways.

Her calves came into view.

And then, as Mira tried to nudge her way in front of her father, tried to get to the gate to see the cubs roll and play, Bianca saw the backs of her daughter’s knees, pale in the moonlight and capped by a pair of pink shorts.

Bianca saw Amos’s left shoulder tense.

Saw him shift, as if to let Mira pass.

Watched as he drew back his foot, aimed, kicked the twelve-year-old girl in the tender backs of her pale knees.

Mira fell to the side and landed in the mud, and though, from her place in the kitchen, Bianca could only see Mira’s legs prone on the damp lawn, she knew that Mira’s arms had been outstretched, hands braced for the fall, and mud had splashed her neck. She knew her daughter’s cheeks had burned red.

Jacob gasped.

Amos laughed. She’s not hurt, serves her right, don’t be so sensitive, Mira, there’s not a scratch on you, you’re fine.

The tape measure dropped from Bianca’s hands and clattered on the tiled kitchen floor and she could move again, could twist her body away from the window, could shield her eyes from the sight of the past, could press her hands over her ears so she did not have to see or hear what happened next.

She could not bear to relive what happened next.

She didn’t have to.

The past paused.

In the right-hand slice of the cracked windowpane, born from the mists of the cool night air, a fifth figure emerged. Her black hair melted into the black night, her body was naked shadow. Her thin arms reached out, stretched toward the crack in the glass and the people trapped on the other side, and Bianca did not know if the figure reached out to help Mira stand or to wring Amos’s neck and she did not stay to find out.

Bianca turned, and ran to her room.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Avalon

SUNDAY

CHEDWORTH, CHELTENHAM

Daylight shattered the intimacy the darkness had bestowed. It was bright, hot, and lit all in cold white, and the women felt self-conscious and visible, not to the police, but to each other. Shrill birdsong shot the air, and the sun filtered through the dark tarp and turned the tent’s inside underwater green.

“I swear to God,” Avalon said, “if I had an air gun we’d have fresh sparrows for breakfast.”

“What time is it?” Prim said, but neither wore a watch.

“Time to wake up, according to those bloody birds.” Avalon opened her rucksack, fished out the blond wig and made a fuss of putting it on.

“Where will we walk today?” Sleep had calmed the excess swelling around Prim’s tear troughs, chin, and cheeks, and her face looked almost natural.

“I’m not your bloody tour guide,” said Avalon. “Straighten your wig, let’s go.”

Together they refolded the tarp, untied and re-coiled the rope. Avalon spied the shape of passports in Prim’s pocket.

“I’ll take the rope,” Prim said, “to help split the weight.”

“It’s my rope.” Avalon put it in her bag, determined not to let the strange closeness of last night skew her judgment. She checked everything else was still there: the scanner, laptop, two more spare wigs, a few bare essentials. Prim walked away to piss behind a tree and Avalon removed her socks and underwear, swapped them for fresh. She smelled the sharp sourness of sweat. Her shoulders felt bruised from the rucksack; how much longer she could carry it without blistering her skin was anyone’s guess. She pulled out a pad and pencil.

“Bandages, blister pads, yogurt,” Prim read over Avalon’s shoulder. Avalon caught her breath.

“Toothpaste,” Avalon said and wrote the word down, “and an ordinance survey map.”

Woods and fields, glades and meadows, hills and flats. It was hours before they met anyone, and when they did it was only dog walkers, keen to complete the task so they could lollop back home to warm Sunday kitchens and the promise of a bacon sandwich. Beneath the trees the air was cool and dense. It prickled Avalon’s skin and drew out an uneven gooseflesh that made her want to check the path behind her was clear.

Woods gave way to fields. Golden crops swirled their nascent heads in the breeze, framed by grassy paths that glistened with dew and dampened Avalon’s toes through her trainers. Hills gently sloped in the hazy distance, and they passed more streams than roads, saw more sheep than people. Signs showed the way to campsites, to a National Trust roman villa, to a cottage museum that promised homemade cream teas.

“I bloody love cream teas,” Avalon said and wished she hadn’t. Her stomach growled loud as a dog. Her shoulders smarted beneath the straps.

“I’m not keen,” said Prim, and Avalon stopped and put her bag by her feet.

“How can you not like cream teas?”

“Too heavy.”

“Heavy, my arse, what’s wrong with you? Cream, jam, scones, and if you’re lucky, fresh strawberries. I’d walk on hot coals for a scone smothered in clotted cream. Jesus, I’d walk them buck naked with a firework in my crack.”

Prim stared at Avalon, and Avalon felt like a child, like her desire for cream and sweet jam was somehow beneath the realms of the adult world, and she scooped her bag back up, didn’t wince when it landed on her sore, bruised shoulders, and stormed off.

“I bet you order fruit salad for pudding in restaurants,” Avalon shot over her shoulder. “I bet you don’t even have cake on your birthday.”

“Cake’s for children,” Prim said, as though it was a given fact. Two times two equals four, the sun rises in the east, cake is only for children. It was too much for Avalon. She stopped again, dropped her bag again, turned to face Prim. Heat rippled beneath her skin, so hot and strong she feared it would melt, fold, bubble the flesh from her body, and a torrent exploded from her mouth.

“Jesus Christ, what’s even wrong with you to make you not like cake, who doesn’t like cake, why would you even say that, who thinks that, what’s wrong with you, Jesus, so uppity and high and mighty with your fridge packed full of Gouda and Comté and not even a single jar of quince jelly I’ll bet, and how dare you say it’s just for kids, my God, why not just sap the joy from life, why don’t you, my God.”

She ran out of breath. Her shoulders bunched to her ears and her mouth ached from snarling. Prim raised her eyebrows as far as Botox would allow.

“That’s a bit extreme,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

There were a million things wrong. The hit had not gone to plan, they had to hide from the police, Prim had forced herself on Avalon when Avalon was perfectly happy alone, and she didn’t know where to go, how to get back to mainland Europe and the security of her anonymous life. Her back ached, her shoulders smarted, she feared a blister had formed on the heel of her right foot. But only one thing was wrong, immediately and definitively wrong, and Avalon slumped down to the ground, bottom on dewy grass, and hung her head.

“I’m hungry,” she said and kept her head low because tears had sprung in her eyes and she’d be fucked if she’d let Prim see her cry. “I’m really, really hungry.”

Prim stooped over her bag, pulled out the last hunk of her bread and the foil-wrapped butter.

“Here, eat this.” Prim put the food on top of Avalon’s rucksack, then stood, stretched, and watched two buzzards swirl above.

“Why didn’t you eat this earlier?” Avalon said, astounded, but soon her mouth was full and her eyes closed in bliss. The bread was stale and the butter had a rancid edge, but it was good and solid and filling.

“I don’t eat till midday.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Fasting is good for you. Some doctors think it’s the key to preventing brain diseases.”

“Like Alzheimer’s?” The phrase leaped from her mouth before she had a chance to think, before she remembered all the emails she had read, the care home payments Prim had made, the medical appointments that were scattered through Prim’s diary like spores of an ever-growing, undefeatable infection. She said it before she remembered everything that Prim had whispered last night.

“It’s worth a try.” Prim shrugged, and she didn’t look at the buzzards anymore, but at her leg and the red cut that peeked from beneath her torn leggings.

“Well, that’s a decent reason, then,” Avalon said, and tried to block the pity from her voice, because pity never helped anyone. “I thought it was one of those fad diets like not eating carbs, or juicing, or only eating with silver cutlery.”

Prim made a strange sound, somewhere between a laugh and a sob, and pinched the bridge of her nose. The low summer sun picked out her eyelashes and the ridge on her plumped upper lip.

“What’s so funny?” Avalon asked.

“Ruben did that one—the silver cutlery thing.” Prim wandered over to read a signpost, while Avalon ate the last of the bread and wondered if it was a laugh or a cry, if she had upset Prim or amused her.

“I’ll respray the cut on your leg before we head off,” Avalon said when she returned.

“There’s a village a few miles that way.” Prim signaled the route with a nod, then rolled up the frayed edge of her leggings and clenched her jaw, ready for the sting. It didn’t come, and when Prim looked surprised, Avalon said it was a good sign, showed it was healing.

“Where did you get that stuff?” Prim nodded to the orange-capped spray can.

“Medical supply place in Switzerland,” Avalon said.

“Are you a doctor?”

Avalon shook her head, shook it again when Prim asked if she was a trained nurse, a paramedic.

“So how did you do all … this?” Prim gestured to her face.

“I took classes at a cosmetic place in Eastern Europe. For a few hundred euros they’ll teach you the lot and give you a certificate to boot. I could open a clinic if I wanted, in some of the shadier parts of the world.”

Prim turned a gray shade of green and touched her lips. “Am I going to get some horrible infection?” she said.

Avalon was aghast. “If I wanted to give you an infection, I’d have jabbed you with the cow-shit-covered needle yesterday.”

“Was that only yesterday?”

There is a unity, Avalon realized, in walking with someone, in sleeping beside them, in eating the last of their bread. The day felt new, separated from the act of theft and mutilation, of the discovery of the body on the floor of Prim’s bedroom. But it was a dead body that led them here, that had ruined Avalon’s scheme. She held the false unity with Prim in her mind—the shared walk, the tent, the meals—and smashed it. She would get Prim out of the country, give her just enough money to get her going, and then leave.

“We’ll check out this village,” said Avalon.

Thirst drove them for the last half mile to the village of Compton Abdale. Dirt paths gave way to smooth asphalt. Sports cars and 4x4s lined the roads, parked half on and half off the pavements. The buildings were the color of burned cream, with sash windows framed in white, and the people who milled about the high street were all clean, well turned out, and older than the women by decades. The occasional down-at-heel cottage reminded them that the poor lived in the countryside too, though they appeared unseen and outnumbered.

They passed a pub, dark and closed. A thickset man with a haystack of sandy hair stood at the bar and hung beer glasses from hooks on the wall. A television was on behind him and Avalon saw it before Prim. The local news played, and two anchors—a man and a woman—sat side by side on a smooth blue sofa, and behind them, on a green screen, was Prim’s face. Prim’s old face. Avalon couldn’t hear what was said, but the ticker tape at the bottom displayed Prim’s name, her age, the fact she was missing. It said her brother was concerned for her welfare. And then it said something else.

The words dried Avalon’s tongue, robbed her of moisture and reason. On an impulse that made little sense to her at the time, and that she would look back on much later and wonder at, she steered Prim away before she could look through the glass and read what Avalon had read.

Avalon composed herself, said, “That’s what we’re after, look.”

Across the road, on a squat sign above a solid navy door, gold letters spelled out Village Shop. Avalon fished out her list and read it aloud.

“And food,” Prim said.

“Well, obvio. But not too much, just enough for today and tomorrow or else we’ll be weighed down. And no shitty ready-made crap.”

“What if there’s no other choice?”

“What have I told you? There’s always a choice. I’d rather walk to the next village than eat a Pot Noodle. Come on.”

Prim’s face returned to that strange shade of gray. “What if someone recognizes me?”

Avalon took Prim’s shoulders and turned her to face a car window, its glass a mirror. “No one will, you look more influencer than investment banker.”

“Wealth manager,” Prim corrected.

“Not anymore.”

A bell rang as they entered the shop, and a middle-aged woman in a paisley summer dress appeared from the back room and waddled to her place behind the counter. Freckles and sunspots dappled her arms, a pair of glasses slept in the nest of her bosom, suspended by a multicolored cord around her neck. She nodded at the women, wished them a good morning in a bright, husky tone, then sat behind the till and read a newspaper that lay flat on the countertop. There was no one else in the shop.

And what a gold mine of a shop, Avalon thought. Two fridges were stacked with local produce, dairy on one side and meat on the other. A rack of fresh, locally baked bread wafted its smell toward her. A wall of jam jars, honey, preserves, pickles, and even, to Avalon’s astonishment, kimchi brewed in Ubley. She heaped full a basket and carefully managed its weight in comparison to the bag on her back. Strong cheddar, a pat of butter, two loaves of dark rye, a few pears and apples, clementines, bananas, a jar of kimchi, and, Avalon’s favorite of all, two pots of thick Greek yogurt. It was too much to carry very far, and Avalon imagined they would find a nice spot, a quiet stream or shady glade, sit on the grass, and eat their fill. They could watch swallows dart through the sky, give names to the clouds’ shapes and forms, have a nap.

And what else, Avalon thought. Pretend they enjoyed each other’s company?

Prim explored the other side of the small shop, where a stack of maps shared space with birthday cards, homewares, and bottles of Cotswold gin. She picked up a foldout map of South East and Central England, a twin pack of loo roll, bandages, antiseptic, toothpaste, and blister dressings. She stood with her back to the till and Avalon wanted to tell her how rude it was not to acknowledge the shopkeeper, but then saw the open spread of the woman’s newspaper, and dread sapped clean her joy. Thank God, she thought, that Prim didn’t read it. And there was that strange impulse again.

“You wanna meet me outside?” Avalon said and Prim nodded, short and sharp, and emptied her lot into Avalon’s basket. The bell rang once more as she opened the door and stepped out into the sun.

She was glad Prim went outside. A headline told Avalon the same horrifying news that the TV ticker tape had revealed, dried her mouth in the same way. The shop felt less like a treasure trove and more like a slow-burning trap, the kind that gradually poisons, subtly maims and waits for the victim to die.

“Bit nervous, your friend,” the woman said in a thick Gloucestershire drawl. She didn’t look up from the basket, and ran each item past the scanner as she talked. “You out for a picnic?”

“Something like that.”

“You heading down to Chedworth?” The woman stacked the items in a brown paper bag beside the newspaper. It was the local rag and there, below the headline, sat a photograph of Prim in the arms of her husband. They posed with false-photo smiles against a tropical backdrop. Ruben had looped his hands around Prim’s middle and clasped them at her waist, his chin on top of her head. Prim stood with her arms loose and awkward.

“Chedworth’s nice on a day like this,” the shopkeeper continued, “though busy on a Sunday. You park here? Leaving your car, are you, and walking down? Most do that—”

Avalon nodded and hmm-hmmed, and read the article upside down, absorbed the information and morphed it into a plan. There was no mention of Avalon Dale, nor of who they suspected the bald-headed assailant could be. If she could get her passports back, she could skip the country, no problem. She could leave Prim to wipe her own arse.

Shadows flashed through the shop as passersby walked past the window and a cyclist’s bike chain hummed. On a whim, Avalon added a packet of posh wine gums, then paid in cash and took the bags outside. She would rest them on the bench, then divide the goods between the two rucksacks.

But a man stood at the bench, one foot on the seat. His elbow rested on the lifted bent knee, and his gaze had fixed on Prim.

“You’ve got to be careful, don’t want to get it infected,” he said. His eyes were on Prim’s legs, but not on the cut. They took in her thigh, the curve of her hip.

“It’s all sorted, thanks,” dismissed Prim.

The middle-aged man had thick dark hair and a slim, toned body clothed in Lycra. A road bike rested against the back of the bench; the front wheel blocked Prim in. He spoke as though he owned shares in the world and happily raked in the dividends. He spoke as though he owned shares in Prim.

“I could take a look at it for you, no charge. It looks deep.”

“It’s not, and it’s fine. Thank you.”

“You can never be too careful,” he said and then, as though it was related, expected, welcomed, “I love redheads.”

Prim sighed and looked to the heavens, then saw Avalon and said, “Thank God, you took ages.”

“There was a lot to buy.” Avalon rolled her accent to match his pomposity. She dumped the bags on the bench by the man’s bike shoe and said, “Are you lost?”

“Just trying to offer my services to your beautiful friend. My brother’s a doctor, so I know a fair bit about medicine,” and he smiled his charming crocodile smile, twinkled his crocodile eyes.

“And I’m married,” Prim said at the same time as Avalon said, “Fuck off.”

He straightened up, laughed. “I was just being nice.” He raked his hand through his hair. “You can’t blame a man for trying his luck.”

“She’s not some fruit machine at the back of a pub,” Avalon said. “You can’t twiddle her tits and hope money falls out.”

“Hey, hey, no harm, no foul.” He laughed and backed away, palms facing out, as though Avalon was unhinged. “You should take it as a compliment.”

“And you should take it as a fucking warning.”

“It’s fine, let’s go.” Prim tugged Avalon’s arm, her cheeks flushed dark and her eyes cast down, and this annoyed Avalon more than the man in the black body stocking. Blood rode high in her veins, fed that part of the brain that told her to snarl and snap and hit and slap, and starved the part that told her to be careful, to keep low, to not draw attention and play nice to keep safe.

The high sun boiled her wig, the silk cap, her bare scalp. Her fingers itched. Only the tops of her lungs sipped air. The light, pristine carbon-fiber road bike gleamed and caught her eye.

She kicked it.

It flew sideways, toward a dog shit that steamed in the grass.

“Bitch!” the man yelled and lunged forward, smashed his knee on the bench.

Prim caught the handlebars before the bike hit the ground, righted it, leaned it back. “Let’s go,” she said to Avalon and then, to the man, “No harm, no foul.”

The women each hugged a brown paper bag and walked until they hit a safe distance. Avalon did not make small talk with other walkers. She did not talk at all. The heat still fired her blood. Her mouth was still dry; the insides of her cheeks stuck to her teeth.

“Damn it.” Avalon stopped and rested her paper bag against a low drystone wall. “I forgot to get water.”

Prim wrinkled her nose, looked up at the sun in the pale, cloudless sky. “So did I,” she said. “We could eat the fruit first, and then find a graveyard with a tap.”

“You’re not angry?” Avalon said.

“Neither of us did it on purpose.”

Avalon opened the bag of fruit and wished she had bought more clementines. “Do you want first dibs?”

They sat against the shady side of the wall and sucked the juice from the fruit. They peeled away the lids from the yogurt pots and used the crooks of their index fingers as spoons and scrapers. Avalon unfolded the map and found the village they just left, a tiny dot on an expanse of yellowy green.

“Thanks for sticking up for me,” Prim said.

Avalon kept her finger on the map, followed a possible path with her eyes, but something inside her loosened. Air reached to the lobes of her lungs. Her free hand released its fist.

“You should have let his bike fall in the dog shit.”

Prim laughed. “I don’t think that would have helped.”

“He deserved it. I mean, who tries it on with a woman in broad daylight outside a village shop?”

“You’d be surprised,” said Prim.

“What a psycho,” Avalon said.

“I don’t think that guy was a psychopath, I think he was just a massive twat. Some men see women as nothing more than fair game. Something to win, something to use, something to hold up for their friends to admire and make them feel better about themselves. They see women not as humans or partners or equals, but as mystical creatures, as otherworldly and complex, and then as ungrateful bitches when we don’t agree to smile at them when they suggest we smile, or thank them when they creep us out by spotlighting us with their attention. They forget that we’re just people, that we want to get through life as unscathed as possible.”

“Do you get that a lot then?” said Avalon.

“Don’t you?”

Avalon stared at the map. “No, they wouldn’t dare.”

“If you rejoined the world instead of living in the shadows, they would.”

“Then I’ll stay in the shadows and save myself from all the dickhead men.”

“They’re not all dickheads. Most are good; the obnoxious ones are just louder.”

Prim relaxed against the wall. Her leggings were covered in light, muddy dust and the sun had caught her arms, cheeks, and the gap on her ankles between trousers and shoe. She rested her head against the stones behind her, closed her eyes. “You must have met a good one in your life?”

Avalon did not like where this conversation was heading. She studied the map, but the breeze caught the paper and wrinkled the fold lines. She tried to picture Felix, tried to picture Trev, but she couldn’t—the cyclist had reminded her too much of someone else and she wouldn’t let him take up space. “Nope,” she said, “not a single one. We’ll head to Stow-on-the-Wold next; it looks a big enough place to have shops that’ll sell sunscreen and hats, maybe sunglasses too.”

Prim opened her eyes and rolled her face toward Avalon. “Not your dad? Or a brother, or a friend?”

“If we head northeast, we’ll hit some smaller villages and we can pick up some water, or find a village tap.” Avalon wrestled the map flat again, and tried again to fold it away. Prim crouched on the ground and helped.

“Or a boyfriend?” said Prim.

“Why would I want one of those?” Avalon did not look at Prim. She knew that if she did the other woman would see the flush in her cheeks, the mixture of shame and defiance in her eyes, would see right through to her bare bones.

“Well, sex for starters. It’s better than doing it alone. Most of the time. Sometimes. Occasionally it’s better than doing it on your own.” Prim laughed and Avalon felt herself being watched, felt the expectation for her to say something—agree, or contest, or make a joke, but Avalon’s mind was blank and black and her stomach had clenched and she wished Prim would shut up and stop looking at her.

Prim stopped laughing. The breeze rustled the grass on the other side of the wall. In the distance a dog barked, a sheep bleated, a bird called for its mate. A silence bred between the women, heavy as a brick of cold butter.

“Have you ever even—” Prim’s half-formed sentence hung in the air, and there was time enough for Avalon to think, She won’t say it, won’t ask that most intimate of questions, will let it slide and we can walk and talk about music or travel or some inane bullshit that does not spark memories of a hardwood floor in a basement flat. But Prim continued.

“—you know.”

Avalon stood, met Prim’s eye.

“Not willingly,” she said.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Prim

MONDAY NIGHT

INSIDE THE TENT

The day has been uneventful: miles blurred under their feet and hardened their heels, deepened their bruises, made Prim feel as though there is only this, nothing but this and nothing before, and when they made the tent and crawled inside to sleep, they did so in tired silence.

He comes to her that night; Prim expected he would but dreaded it all the same. In her dreams his head is intact, his hair glossy, his eyes are not bloodshot and bulbous but gleam with impossible life. And Prim is not dust-covered, sore-limbed, bruised, blistered, hungry. She is just as smooth as Ruben. That third night with Avalon, back-to-back and head to toe on the soft woodland floor, Prim doesn’t dream of her husband’s last moments. She dreams of a conversation. She dreams of a coat.

The dream doesn’t leave her when she bolts awake with sweat on her upper lip and in the dip of her navel. It lingers above her, projected onto the dark tarpaulin, and is hummed and clicked and scuffled along to by all the nocturnal beings.

Are you awake?

Avalon breathes in, but offers no answer, and her silence gives Prim fresh license to whisper.

I dreamed about him.

And Prim wonders if Hugo will come, as he did two nights before, but there is no one, and Prim doubts there ever will be again, and yesterday rises up and shows itself to her, eclipses the quiet miles they have walked today, and replays the scene with the man and his bike and the conversation shared afterward and those words, those terrible words that Avalon had spoken and then pretended she hadn’t. Not willingly.

Prim beckons sleep closer with the flutter of her lids, but sleep is up and out, ready for play. She closes her eyes fully and sees Avalon there, in a scene Prim cannot bear to see, and her eyes fling their lids wide and she stares, instead, at the dark and she whispers and pretends her brother is close.

I had a weird dream. Like a memory dream, have you ever had one of those?


I was at home in the second spare room, February or early March, the overhead light on because the winter sun was so late to rise. My feet sank into the thick wool carpet and my hand reached for the cupboard’s brass handle and I expected to see my coat—you know the one—it had a faux-fur trim and was just like Mum’s; knee-length cream suede, tailored to nip at my waist. Ruben had chosen it; I paid and I wore it one night to dinner and he said I looked wonderful and stood with me, side by side, at the restaurant’s dark front window with his arm around me, and he wore well-cut jeans and a shirt that hugged his shoulders just so; his hair was styled away from his face. “We still look good together,” he’d said, and all I could hear was the still. My hair was thick, dark, loose, my lips were painted red, my eyelids pale gold, and I looked just like Mum, and so I never wore the coat again.

I thought of that night when I opened the cupboard door.

Thought how strange it was that I wasn’t thinking of Mum, but of looking like her and how that was worse, even worse, than remembering. And I pushed back the coat bags that hung from the rail and reached behind them for the box of Dad’s papers—I had to bring his ID and proof of power-of-attorney—and I should have been thinking about him that day, but I couldn’t.

I pushed the coats aside again to put the box back and I noticed it. Or rather, the lack. I slid the hangers back one by one, counted them, unzipped each garment bag by an inch or two, made a mental note of what I found.

We still look good together. Ruben hadn’t said anything like that since.

The kitchen was still half dark when I got downstairs, the air scented with ground beans and fresh coffee, and Ruben stood at the counter in burgundy boxers and a slim-fitting, sleep-scented T-shirt and his legs were still tanned from our trip to Cape Verde, and I could trace the muscles in his calves and quads, could remember how firm they were though I hadn’t touched them in weeks.

“When are you off?” He said it with forced lightness and I copied his tone.

“Straight after work.”

“Will you come home first?”

“Yes, of course,” I said, and I was about to add that he could come with me, that I needed him to come, but he cut me off and said, “I could drop the stuff off at the office if that’s helpful?”

The hope in my chest turned to dust and I sipped my espresso and let the black coffee burn my tongue, then said, “No, I’ll come home.”

“I was trying to be helpful,” he said and I thought, If you were helpful you’d come with me, you’d be there, but another thought hid in the corners of my mind, crouched behind that day’s to-do list, behind my work schedule and the details of a lunch meeting, squashed right at the back along with thoughts of Dad, his decline, his despair: Have you taken my coat, sold it, used the money on yourself? Do I not give you enough? I don’t know where the thought came from, only that it fit so well I must have thought it before, and it slid beside the mystery of my missing Chanel perfume, the missing Prada handbag I only used once or twice a year but still used.

“It’s not easy, running this place.” Ruben leaned against the counter, stared out the window at the paving slabs, stone wall, and tired flower tubs that passed as a courtyard garden. He ran off a stream of tasks he claimed to do, but that I had hired people to do for him so he would have more time to work on his sculptures or, God forbid, get a job—laundry, ironing, cleaning. “A bit of appreciation wouldn’t go amiss,” he said.

The gilt-framed clock told me I had twenty minutes before I had to leave for work. Ruben poured kefir into a bowl, mixed in seeds and organic blueberries, stirred it all with a solid silver spoon from a set he’d bought last spring, because it was healthier to eat with pure silver, apparently, and he had used our money. Our money, which I earned and felt guilty for earning because Ruben had given up his life in London so I could earn it, but I caught that thought and squashed it like a fly.

“I’m grateful that you can see to it all,” I said, because my yoga teacher encouraged gratitude, claimed it kept negativity at bay and promoted clean, healthy thoughts, and so I said again, “And I’m grateful I’ve got you to share this all with.” And I wondered if clean, healthy thoughts could erase doubt. “Thank you for sorting out all the stuff at home,” and my cheeks ached when I smiled.

Ruben’s face softened. He said, “And somehow, among all that stuff, I’ve got to get to the gym. I won’t have a chance this weekend.”

I couldn’t think of a gratitude for that, so I drank the morning glass of water Ruben had prepared, slices of lemon and ginger floating within, and the liquid made murky by apple cider vinegar, which Ruben said was good for digestion, and I held my tongue and didn’t remind him that I never ate a bite before twelve, and he didn’t ask me if I wanted vinegar in my water, or lemon and ginger, and yet I swallowed it, thanked him, said I appreciated all he did for us.

“This house is a full-time job,” he said.

“Speaking of,” I said, and stood and saw him bristle because I had hinted at my job; he had mistaken it, again, as a slight. “I’ll be home by three, I’ve taken a half day so I can get there earlier.”

“A half day? Is that necessary?” Ruben’s face dropped a shade paler and crab claws pinched my belly. “I mean, can you spare the holiday? We’ve got the Florence trip in August. It took me so long to organize, if we have to cut it short—”

“I’ve been given it on compassionate grounds,” I said.

“He’s changing care homes, he’s not dead,” Ruben said and I pretended he hadn’t, and he followed me into the hall, pulled out my pale gray mac, held it out, and I paused, looked at him for a moment, really looked at him. There was no change from the man I had married. He was just as fit, just as handsome, no hint of bitterness or disappointment lurked in the corners of his mouth. The only difference was the lack of clay beneath his fingernails, the splash of paint absent from his earlobe, wrist, clavicle, and the dust that gathered in his studio.

“Thank you for booking dinner out this weekend,” I said and watched relief pass through his bright eyes. “I think it’ll do us good.”

“I think so too,” he said. My coat was still in his hands and he shook it gently, nodded at me to put it on, and I said, “What will you do today?”

“Sort the house out this morning,” he said, silk-smooth, “go to the gym, try and see one of the boys for lunch.”

We would go out for dinner at the weekend. He had offered to drop the last of Dad’s bags off at work. He was holding out my coat for me. These were good things, I told myself, supportive things, and yet still the crab pinched, made my guts feel full of blood and unease, and I said, “I’m going to switch coats,” and knew it was a test he would fail.

Ruben faltered slightly, said, “Okay, which one? I’ll go and get it.”

“The coat with the faux-fur trim,” I said and Ruben swallowed, looked up at the stairs, and vied for time, and the feeling told me I was right, I was right, I had known all along, and I said, “I’ll get it, don’t worry.”

Tell me you’ll come with me to the care home, I thought. Tell me you love me, and I’ll not go upstairs, I’ll not open the cupboard, I’ll not tell you what I think I know, what I think I know, what I think I know.

“You said you didn’t like that coat,” he said.

“Maybe I judged it too quickly.”

Ruben grabbed my arm. “It’s warming up later, you’ll be too hot.”

A subtle line of panic ran across his brow and I knew I should go upstairs, have it out, but I saw the clock on the wall and read the time and I didn’t go upstairs.

“You’re right,” I said, and took the lightweight mac from his hands. “I’ll wear this. I’ve got to go, see you later.” I stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek, and the loud, strong voice at the front of my head said, I’ll deal with this later, I will.



And a small, safe voice, hunkered low by my ear, said in the plaintive tones of the desperate and familiar, He’s still my husband, he still wants to have dinner with me this weekend, he still wants to go away with me in August. He still wants me. And I never asked him what happened to my coat with the faux-fur trim.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Avalon

MONDAY NIGHT

INSIDE THE TENT

I know who’s wearing your coat, thought Avalon.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Bianca

TUESDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Brian Donall stood in Bianca’s kitchen and surveyed the cracked window, hands on hips, as though trying to balance the weight of his gut. He sported a smooth bald head and a thick gray beard and had been the only man Amos hadn’t minded her talking to despite his bachelordom; he was their family GP, after all. He’d retired last year.

“You did the right thing to call me,” he said. “These things can be tricky at the best of times, let alone when you already have a plate full of grief.”

“Mira’s not dead,” Bianca said, surprised at her vehemence, surprised even further by her ability to look at that damn window without shaking, leaf-like. Or Jacob-like. Isn’t that the phrase Amos used to use? You’re shaking like a Jacob. A joke, of course, no need to be sensitive about it.

“I meant grief as in trouble, I didn’t mean…” He put a hand on her shoulder, and her body tensed as though her husband had seen. Oblivious to her flinch, Brian said, “Of course she’s not, I would never assume such a thing. But it’s difficult, isn’t it? Looking after this house alone, searching for her alone—it’s a lot to take on.”

“I manage.”

“And you’re eating?” Two flies swirled out of the sink and rose high into the room when Brian swatted.

“Yes.” Her neck flushed and she tried to cool it with a truth. “Even cake.” She thought of Gerel’s offering three days before, the remnants of which languished in the bin beneath the roast chicken dinner, the bacon, butter, and sausages, and saliva drowned her teeth. Brian had prescribed her a short course of Prozac after Amos’s death, when things had got too much; best to nip it in the bud, he’d said.

“Good, good. We don’t want a repeat of last—” He must have caught the look on her face because he stopped dead, then said, “And you can always call me, if you need anything. I’m always happy to help.”

“I called you today, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did. Good girl. As I said, these things are tricky, best you don’t try it yourself.” He held the tape measure and pulled the ribbon back and forth.

“The glazier can come next Monday,” Bianca said. “But I want the pane gone, as soon as possible.”

“No.” Brian moved the glue-mended mug from the sill, measured the window frame and read the numbers aloud. “You don’t want to remove the glass yet.”

“I don’t?” She did. She wanted that infernal cracked glass out of her house and she wanted the memory to go with it. “I’d hoped you could break it out of the frame and then board it up.”

He laughed and put his hand on her shoulder again. “This isn’t a gingerbread house, Bianca. Bricks and mortar are a little more complex. I’ll finish measuring up and I’ll come back later to secure it with a board.”

“I have one already.” She gestured to the table, where plywood and nails waited.

“Did you cut this yourself?”

She nodded and he squeezed her shoulder, then let her go.

“Measure twice, cut once; that’s what I always say. No, I’ll sort some proper board and bring it round later. Perhaps we can have dinner at the same time? Amos always said what a good cook you were, when you tried.”

“She has dinner plans with me tonight.” Gerel stood by the back door, a plastic bag in her hand, striped hat on her head.

“Bianca needs my help, isn’t that right?” He touched her shoulder again, this time putting his arm right round her and squeezing her into his side, and if she spoke she would say, “Yes, that’s right,” so she said nothing and waited for him to let go.

“Help with what?” Gerel stepped inside, saw the cracked window. “Ah, I see. Have you called a glazier?”

Bianca nodded.

“Then you don’t need Brian’s help.”

“I think she can speak for herself!” he said.

“Yes,” Gerel said. “She can.”

Brian grunted a half-annoyed laugh. “As it happens, I need to cut some board anyway. I’ll come back another time, Bianca—you can bake me one of your famous cakes.” He pocketed his measuring tape and left.

“If you bake for him, I shall never forgive you.” Gerel hung her coat on the hook.

“He’s always been so kind to us,” Bianca said.

Gerel didn’t meet her gaze. “It depends on your definition of kindness.”

“He helped Mira, didn’t he?”

“Did he?”

“She didn’t always know what was good for her.” Bianca moved the plyboard from the table, returned the nails to the drawer, slammed it, and flinched at the sudden crack of sound. “He recognized the signs—he helped her. He helped all of us.”

“You think his diagnosis was helpful?”

“Why can’t you just be grateful?” Bianca snapped. “Why do you have to rock the boat?” She pressed fingers to lips to keep her words in and felt the hard, sharp ridge of her teeth. The phrases were familiar.

“That boat set sail long ago.” Gerel’s voice fell flat, her usual spark extinguished. “Will you please talk to me?”

Bianca didn’t know how to answer, distracted by the strange sensation those phrases had evoked and by that damn cracked glass. She turned her back, flicked on the kettle, turned on the radio; anything but having to face that window. Radio Four played the shipping forecast beat and Bianca reached for it, turned it up to balance the panic and leaned her back to the sink.

General synopsis at 1201, low Fisher 944, low Rockall 864 losing its identity.

Gerel snapped it off at the socket. “Please.”

She rarely asked Bianca to talk. She sat and ate with her, filled the silence when the silence was too much, sat in peace when silence was what Bianca needed, listened to Bianca’s pain. Now, Gerel looked pained herself, and stood there as though Bianca had space to take on her friend’s anguish.

Gerel said, “Your trip away, the fact you had to visit a mortuary, it’s … it’s affected me.”

“And how do you think I feel?”

“Of course your hurt is far deeper, but she was in my life too. I spent so much time with her in the year before she left.” Gerel lifted the broken mug, read the words on the front. “I never expected it to develop this way. I thought she’d eventually come home, or contact you to let you know where she was; I didn’t consider anything else.”

“You think I haven’t tried my best to find her? I’ve done everything I—”

“Of course you’ve tried your best, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Then what? My best isn’t good enough? I’m not fit for the task, not capable?”

“No!”

“Amos would have found her by now,” Bianca said. “What, what is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”

Gerel fixed her eyes back on her friend, the mug tight in her grip. “Amos would have done a lot of things.”

“Yes, he would.” Familiar defenses coated Bianca’s tongue, but Gerel looked at her with pity instead of sympathy, patronization instead of understanding, and Bianca wanted to shift the mood, lighten Gerel’s intense look, and said, “He’d have fixed this window, for starters.”

Gerel still looked pained. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yes.”

“Did you love him?”

“We were married for thirty years.”

“But did you love him?”

“He looked after me, he protected me. Of course I loved him, why wouldn’t I?”

“Were you happy?”

“I don’t understand why you’re asking me these questions, these stupid, stupid questions.” Bianca moved toward the kettle, wanted to occupy her hands and thoughts, but the cracked window stared straight back. She turned around, faced the hallway door and her abandoned suitcase. “I’ve got things to do, I can’t stand around chatting nonsense all day. I need to go back online, search social media again; Paulson said there’s a face recognition software I can use to see if—”

“Mira wasn’t happy.”

“She was. When she was on Brian’s medication, she was fine. And she made me that mug, didn’t she? Why would she have made that if she was miserable?”

“She was ten when she made that. All your memories are from when she was a child; what about when she was fifteen, seventeen, nineteen? Was she happy then?”

“She didn’t know what happiness was.”

“What is it?”

“She probably thought it was excitement, and drinking too much, and staying out late spending time with people who were beneath her.” Memories of an older Mira flooded her head, far removed from that nine-year-old girl in the motto T-shirts. Bianca closed her eyes, nursed her temples, and waited for the images to pass. “She was too young to understand.”

“And what is happiness?”

“It’s knowing your place,” Bianca said, and her jaw felt tight, her limbs heavy.

“Knowing your place?” The pity in Gerel’s eyes overwhelmed her. Bianca grabbed the mug back, nursed it to her chest.

“It’s knowing that everything is looked after, that you are looked after. It’s certainty, and familiarity, and the reassurance of having a set place in the world, and in your family, and I don’t know why you’re asking me these questions. They have nothing to do with this. Mira was happy, of course she was happy.”

And the pity, that wretched pity, grew stronger and fiercer in Gerel’s eyes. “She told me she wasn’t.”

Rage filled Bianca’s feet, her legs, made her arms twitch. “She was my daughter—mine! You don’t know anything!” The mug she had fixed so carefully flew from her hand, hit the floor, smashed into pieces so small no amount of glue or steady hands could fix it.

“Look what you’ve done!” Bianca stared at the shards and couldn’t bring herself to look at Gerel.

“I’m sorry.” Gerel stooped, moved to pick up the biggest of the fragments, and Bianca pulled them from her hand. “I just need to tell—”

“You made me drop it.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

Bianca heard her own past entreaties in Gerel’s apology, and part of her wanted to say, Don’t worry, it can be fixed, it was an accident, nobody’s to blame. She said, “It’s ruined, thanks to you.”

“That’s not fair.” Gerel sat back on her haunches, and Bianca knew that her expression would be reproachful, and Bianca couldn’t bear it.

“Just go,” she said, and Gerel stood up, took her coat and hat and stood by the door.

“I’ll come back another time.”

“Do what you like.” Bianca didn’t watch her leave. She focused on the floor and collected as many shards as she could and tried to forget Gerel’s words, the look on her face, the sense she was about to tell Bianca something she already suspected, already knew. Some pieces were embedded into her knees, some into the soles of her feet. The words were illegible. She would put the large bits on the table, gather the rest with the dustpan and brush.

Mira wasn’t happy. What a ridiculous notion; what a cruel thing to say.

Of course they were happy. They were a family, a happy family.

Bianca stood, stiff-backed, and emptied her palm onto the table.

We were all happy, she thought.

And a happy chord played for her then; slow yet cheerful, promising an upbeat, rallying song. The note traveled through the living room wall, then stopped.

She hoped it was her imagination, hoped another wouldn’t follow, and she ran into the hallway, made sure that living room door was closed, ran back into the kitchen and closed that too. She had earphones somewhere, probably at the back of that bloody drawer; she would find them, put them in, block out the noises, but the drawer was by the sink.

Above the sink, the window shimmered.

The left side played out a new scene.

Bianca stepped back, trapped between the music from the piano and the image on the glass, sliced in half by that crude, slanted fracture. The cracked kitchen window showed a scene that had taken place in the living room, viewed as though the witness were hunched on the stairs, peering between the banisters and into the room downstairs. And Bianca had crouched there, she remembered that now. She had crouched, and watched it all.

She could see the piano, the lid raised, her son’s hands on the keys. The slice of glass severed his body left to right and she could see his arms, his waist, and his legs, but nothing else. His hands played the chords to “Bat Out of Hell,” and the sound traveled through the wall behind her, as though she could go next door and hold him to her with his head resting on her chest and she would feel the softness of his hair and the supple smoothness of his cheek. But she had never done that.

When he played this song, Bianca had watched from the middle of the stairs. She had almost warned them in time.

Jacob and Mira thought their dad was out.

And there, in the bottom right of the glass, flitted Mira’s feet. They swooped in and out of view to the beat of Jacob’s playing, small feet light as air, happy as a thirteen-year-old’s feet could be. They were bare, and her legs had been bare because it was hot, so damn hot that summer ten years ago, that she’d danced in her T-shirt and underwear. They both thought their dad was out.

Her eyes fixed on the kitchen window, Bianca tried to move but could not. Her head felt held in place, hands crushed to her sides, feet cemented. She tried to close her eyes; they remained open. A scream lurked in the crevices of her throat; her mouth stayed shut, tongue plastered to the backs of her teeth.

The music continued, the dancing continued, and the children didn’t hear their dad’s careful footsteps as he made his way from bedroom to landing, from landing to hallway, pressed his finger to his lips when he met Bianca’s eye, and then there he was, there in the left side of the fractured glass. Lifelike, every hair on his balding head in place, every wrinkle, and when he gave one short, husky laugh the sound broke through Jacob’s playing, and Jacob stopped.

Bianca heard the laugh as though it were just next door, felt the familiar shift in the air and atmosphere. Her stomach tightened as though he were two feet away, and not cold and dead and gone.

She tried again to close her eyes; she could not.

In the window she saw Jacob still his hands over the keys. Both children were silent. Mira stopped dancing and stood, barefoot, in the far-right corner of the glass. Amos stepped in and laughed again as though everything was fine, though everyone knew it was not. Jacob stayed frozen in place, unsure of whether to carry on or stop, always unsure.

Didn’t you know I was taking a nap? Were you trying to wake me on purpose?

Amos took another step, and with a sleight of hand tipped the piano lid. It crashed down. Jacob cried out, pulled back his hands.

Amos laughed. He pretended to cry out, as Jacob had cried out.

That was clumsy, Jacob, you need to be more careful.

Amos walked further into the room and he could no longer be seen in the glass, though his voice rang clear.

Where are your clothes, Mira?

Mira’s feet turned in, pigeon-toed, but her voice was defiant.

It’s hot.

Jacob sat hunched on the stool, immobile, his face partially in view now his shoulders had curved. Bianca saw his expression, and the tremble he tried to hide in his hands. She saw him wince when his thirteen-year-old sister talked back, saw him blanch when his father responded.

Girls dress like sluts when they have nothing else to offer. That you, is it? Is it? Well, is it? Answer me. Tell me. Are you a slut, Mira? Are you growing up into a slut?

Don’t call me a slut.

I didn’t, you’re putting words in my mouth. How did you learn to be so manipulative?

And there, like a cloud in the clear black sky on the right side of the window, appeared that thing, that woman made of black hair and long shadow. Her head hung the way Jacob’s head hung, her arms reached as if she wanted to bridge the gap of time and fractured glass and hold him, rest his cheek against her chest, stroke his hair, and tell him life did not have to be like this, he did not have to become this, reassure him that he could be a man and be gentle, he could be a man and be sensitive, he could be a man and be kind, he could be a man and care deeply, love well.

The scene on the glass shifted again; it showed the banisters, then the upstairs landing, then the bathroom and the locked bathroom door, and then nothing, nothing at all, and Bianca remembered it all so clearly, remembered creeping upstairs and sitting there on the closed loo seat with her eyes closed, breaths deep, while her family had a little chat in the living room.

And Bianca could move again, could close her eyes, cover her ears, shuffle her way to the cutlery drawer and pull out a stout rolling pin and swing it, wildly, at the window and the thing trapped inside it who looked at her with judgment and blame, as though it should have been Bianca who reached her arms out and saved her children from a monster.

She heard the glass splinter and smash.

Amos was her husband, not a monster.

Some shards burst into the garden, some fell into the sink. Eyes closed tight, Bianca swung and battered with the rolling pin until she was certain the frame was bare and the kitchen counter glittered.

Amos wasn’t violent, had never hit the children, either of them, other than that one time when he swiped Mira’s legs with the back of a wooden spoon when she was twelve because she’d argued with Bianca and made Bianca cry. He’d done it to protect Bianca, so it was okay. He had done it to protect Bianca from Mira’s unacceptable behavior, so that made it all right. He had done it to protect Bianca from her daughter. And that was fine, and understandable, and acceptable, and necessary, and proper. It was right.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Avalon

TUESDAY

A MILE OUTSIDE NETHER WORTON, OXFORDSHIRE

The Cotswolds spat them out into the flat, hot middle of England, where main roads cut the countryside’s throat. Another fifty miles of field and woodland had slipped under their belt, and Avalon had settled on a plan.

“Suffolk? As in, the east coast?” Prim choked on a laugh as her gaze tracked the distance on the map that Avalon had spread on the dried mud path. “That must be … Jesus, that’s another hundred and fifty miles. And you want us to walk?”

“Not really, no,” Avalon said. “I want my passports back so I can get the hell out of Dodge unencumbered.”

“Well, I want—”

“Yeah, I know what you bloody want.” Avalon sighed, and swiped the decomposing heads of parched bluebells. “An airport’s no good if you don’t have a passport and the distance isn’t as bad as it looks—at this rate, we’ll make it in under two weeks, and it’s safer getting you out via the North Sea than it is by train, plane, or car, believe me. Once we’re over there we’ll sort you out with a new ID and you’ll be free as a bird.”

“How do you source a fake ID?”

“I know a guy.” Avalon imagined taking Prim to the small park on Rue Alexandre Cabanel, imagined Felix holding three coffees instead of two, imagined his clever eyes on Prim’s beautiful browns, imagined them on her lips, on her hips. If someone like Prim had offered herself up, he would have accepted, partner or no.

“And he’d help us?”

“He’s a good man.” Avalon refolded the map and put it in the pocket of her rucksack.

“A good man who fakes passports?” Prim scoffed.

“Yes, he’s a good man who happens to fake passports. He’s never stolen anything, never hurt anyone, he’s never—” Avalon stood and forced her jaw to relax, told her veins to cool her hot blood before she said something regrettable. Again. “He’s my friend.”

“I’m sorry.” Prim raised her arms in surrender. “I spoke without thinking.”

“Let’s crack on,” said Avalon.

It was late afternoon, the sun high, the road long, and the dense woods were far behind them. Avalon’s legs ached and threatened to cramp. She suspected Prim’s did too, though the other woman didn’t complain. They walked a narrow road between two dry streambeds, flat fields on either side, scorched hills in the distance. They saw signs for towns instead of villages, mile markers to Banbury, Oxford, Royal Leamington Spa. Trees came in small clusters if they came at all and ivy strangled everything in its path; there were no forests, no woods; even the drystone walls, ubiquitous ten miles back, were scarce. At some point, they would need to find somewhere to camp.

“Maybe we should have stayed north for longer, stuck to the Cotswold Way,” Prim said. “We could turn back?” She bent to massage her left calf. The wad of passports bulged at her hip. Prim had swapped her torn leggings for fresh the day before, and she rolled the hem up to examine the cut. The wound was half healed.

“Nah, we’ll keep on,” Avalon said. “Somewhere will turn up; if we hit a motorway we can look for one of those service-station motels, the kind businessmen use to have affairs with their secretaries.”

“Have we hurtled back to the eighties?”

“You’d be surprised how many people still carry out shenanigans in rooms you rent by the hour. They don’t give a hoot who they let in.”

“I’d rather the woods,” said Prim. “Fewer semen stains.”

Avalon laughed. “You can be quite funny when you put the effort in.”

A family cornered the bend, a white couple and two small blond children. Prim no longer shielded her face from view, her confidence bolstered by dozens of uneventful encounters; people did not look at them and see criminals, a murderer, a thief. Most did not look at them at all and when they did, when their eyes rose from their phone, or their dog, or their boisterous child, they saw what they expected to see, what they wanted to see: harmless women.

Untrimmed hawthorn infested one edge of the path, and Prim tucked behind Avalon to avoid its spikes. The family ahead followed suit; the adults bookended the children. It promised to be another run-of-the-mill encounter, another chance for Avalon to repeat her practiced small talk, for Prim to look awkward, for someone to say something about the weather. But the man looked right at them. His left eye twitched, his top lip pulled back in a sneer that he tried to stifle.

Lead replaced air in Avalon’s chest.

The man looked at Avalon, then at the ground. Looked at Prim, and then at the ground. His right hand, which had been loose and relaxed at his side, reached up and behind him to the place where his back pocket should be, where his phone could be.

And the woman too, who moments before looked the picture of maternal home comfort, froze her features in a false half smile, reached out and held her son’s shoulder.

In some act of silent agreement, the adults stopped to let Avalon and Prim pass. They turned their children’s faces away. The air didn’t shift with their breath, they made no sound, barely moved. Avalon sped up, grabbed Prim’s hand and pulled her on, but Prim, still paranoid and not yet accustomed to this new way of life, stalled and turned to look back. Her fear was infectious. They could be police, Avalon thought, two police officers married with children; one would take the kids home, the other would report the fugitives. At the end of this track a white-blue-and-yellow car would be ready. The end of this track would be the end of their road.

The woman turned and met Prim’s gaze, confusion matching confusion. The woman attempted a smile, but her top lip was so tight it looked like a grimace. She held her fingers under her nose.

One of the children gagged.

The second laughed.

Prim’s face turned a yellow shade of shame. She spun back to Avalon and let herself be pulled forward.

“We stink,” Prim said. “Like, homeless-person-dragged-through-a-hedge-full-of-shit stink.”

“Bit harsh on homeless people, don’t you think?” Avalon said.

“I haven’t had a proper wash in four days; we stank that poor family out.”

“We’ve walked dozens of miles with packs on our backs, and we’ve slept on the ground in the woods. We reek to high heaven. Are you telling me you didn’t notice?”

“I just got used to your smell,” said Prim.

Avalon laughed and said, “Is that what it’s like to be married?”

“I wouldn’t know—Ruben changed his aftershave every six months.” Prim tried to laugh but could only cough. She looked behind her again. The children had run on in front, the man and the woman held hands, whispered, the woman laughed, leaned her forehead on the man’s shoulder, and he threw his head back and guffawed.

Prim kicked at the dust. “I’d kill for a shower,” she said.

“Say that to Ruben,” said Avalon.

“Please don’t.”

They gave up the search for thick forest several miles south of Daventry. The villages morphed into one—stretches of houses, some new and some old, were broken up only by place-name signs. Parks became smaller, country estates were replaced by golf courses and wedding venues, fields that held a dozen trees were labeled as woods. Eventually, they jumped into a dry streambed and followed it away from the beaten track and between fields; low green shoots grew from the farmland but it was unclear what crop it was. The dry leaves rustled with insects and small animals. Avalon stopped and told Prim this was the place. They were a scant half mile off the path, and in the distance they saw houses, heard cars. Avalon pulled out the tarp and laid it across the hard, uneven curve of the streambed, then took out the hoodie she used as a pillow and placed that on top.

“We’ll fold the other half of the tarp across us like a blanket,” Avalon said, indicating the section of tarpaulin that overhung the bank.

When the tarp was laid out Avalon excused herself and, with a loo roll under her arm, followed the curve of the riverbed downstream. She took her rucksack along, had seen Prim eye the rounded corners of the laptop where it pressed against the sides, and she didn’t put it past Prim to steal the laptop too, given half the chance, take it to the police and throw Avalon under the bus in the hope it would make the police more lenient.

Would Prim be more or less likely to turn herself in if she knew what Avalon knew? If she had read that TV ticker tape and paid attention to newspaper headlines?

But Prim didn’t go into the shops with Avalon, was still too nervous. She stayed outside, kept her head bowed in the shadows. If Avalon told Prim the truth—the extent of the coverage, the nature of the reports, the facts that peppered the lies—would Prim stay with Avalon?

In the ditch, hidden from anyone who could judge her, she admitted that she wanted the answer to be yes. At some point in the last four days, she had stopped resenting Prim’s presence, had even started to appreciate it.

But when, in all of Avalon’s life, had she ever got the answer she wanted?

Avalon shivered, and she told herself it was because the sun had set, because it was colder out here without the insulating canopy of trees. She wiped her arse and buried her shit in the dirt, dragged up her trousers and pulled the spare jumper out of her rucksack. Doing this journey alone did not frighten her.

Still, there was something about company.

Back at the tarp, Prim had set out the hoodie-pillows neatly.

“You picked a good spot,” Prim said. “When you lie down, you’re hidden by the banks and can’t be seen.”

“It’s not my first rodeo.” Avalon tried not to feel too pleased at the praise. “Have you remembered to brush your teeth?”

Prim said no, and Avalon gave a fond groan.

“You always forget,” she said.

They brushed their teeth and spat over the bank and into the field. When they lay down, side by side, they folded the tarp right over their heads, but folded it back again when their minty breath became too strong.

In the cloudless ink sky, the bigger stars, those that could battle with the distant light from the town and traffic, shone. The women had slipped into an unspoken truce: they could talk and walk, or not talk and walk, but either way they would avoid tension, wouldn’t argue or criticize or panic. Neither said, This is all your fault.

“You cold?” Avalon turned her face to the side.

“No, I’m fine,” Prim said.

And Avalon found she could do this impossible thing, this unimaginably frightening and dangerous thing: exist beside another person, shoulder to shoulder, and feel at ease and unafraid.

Prim sighed.

“Something on your mind?” Avalon said.

The question was met with a pause so long Avalon thought Prim hadn’t heard, and she was about to repeat it when Prim turned her head and the moon glistened in her open eyes.

“What happened to you?” whispered Prim and the closeness was suddenly too close. The unafraid ease turned to clamped-up terror, brick walls, and a shrunken, barbed heart.

She knew what Prim meant.

“The other day—” Prim said.

Avalon steeled herself.

“What did you mean by not willingly?”

In the corner of her eye, Avalon saw Prim’s face, and even Botox couldn’t mask the expression. There was no desire for salacious gossip, no schadenfreude hidden there, only hope and the need for reassurance.

Avalon had none to give.

“You’re a clever woman,” Avalon said. “You know what I meant.”

Words caught beneath Prim’s still tongue; in the silence Avalon heard them: Tell me what happened to you, tell me about this thing, this unimaginable thing, that turned you into a woman who steals people’s lives, who can run cross-country without being afraid, who believes you can be brave as a lion, strong as an ox, can take on the world and make your own rules. Tell me what happened to you.

And promise it’ll never happen to me.

“Get some sleep,” said Avalon.

Prim stayed on her back. She looked at the stars and said, “My hair’s growing.”

“Hair will do that.” Avalon rubbed the top of her own bare head and felt the bristles grate her tired palm. It felt like sand on smooth skin, and she pictured her scalp evenly coated in minuscule grains that caught the light and gleamed bright gold, though in reality they’d be prison-bar gray.

“Ruben’s stubble was auburn,” Prim said. “He always hated it, had a whole routine to minimize any body hair: wash, exfoliate, shave, apply serum, moisturize. When we first met, his days would revolve around art, he’d smell of wood shavings and leather. It was all replaced by his body, his muscles and hair.”

“An artist’s knife swapped for a razor,” Avalon said.

“More frequently, a spatula of hot wax.” Prim’s voice fell flat.

“If it gets uncomfortable against the wig, we can shave it again,” Avalon said. “I’m nearly ready to redo mine.”

“When did you start shaving your head?” Prim said.

“Over ten years ago.”

“What made you do it?” Prim kept her gaze straight up, her breath quiet and unobtrusive, as though that phrase that hung between them, that half-told tale caught in two words, would grow in the peace and the quiet. Not willingly.

Avalon lay still. She knew Prim wanted to hear how Avalon had shaved her head after she had killed the man, shaved off her hair as a symbol of freedom, strength, fight, because no one can mess with Avalon like that and live, even when they’re taller than Avalon, broader, heavier, with larger hands, longer arms, thicker legs, stronger muscles.

She feigned sleep, and let Prim hold on to her fairy tale.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Avalon

WEDNESDAY

SLAPTON, NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

Avalon scanned the fields and the distant road, heard the hum of traffic but saw nothing, no one. The sun rose high enough to cast a shadow, and she propped up her rucksack to shield Prim’s eyes, and protect her slumber for a minute more. Avalon stood and stretched, walked down the dry riverbed, squatted, pissed, and smelled the strong, sweaty stink of her body.

Five days without a shower, without so much as a basic wash at a basin. She dragged up her underwear, pulled at her trousers.

“We’ll head to the town,” she said once she’d picked her way back and had found Prim awake, “find a public toilet block, somewhere we can wash a bit, get clean.”

“Wouldn’t it be safer to find a river?” Prim’s eyes were red from too little sleep, and she covered her mouth as she yawned. Avalon had expected them to walk twenty miles a day, but fatigue stressed their stamina and they were lucky if they made sixteen.

“I think the nearest river is literally the Thames; I’d prefer to wash in clean water.”

Prim said, “Fair enough,” and tossed the heel-end of a rye sourdough toward Avalon, who held it in her hand and pictured the lay of the land, or at least what she remembered of it. Northampton was closest. On the foldout paper map, the green swaths of the Cotswolds had faded to white, roads replaced streams, people replaced sheep. The bread was gritty against her palm, the cut side slightly dry, but she knew that when she put it in her mouth it would taste good, rich and dense and flavorsome. She pictured the map and knew how unlikely it was that they’d find freshly baked rye sourdough in a suburban corner shop. She thought of plastic-wrapped sliced white. She thought of sweetened, flavored, artificially stabilized, emulsified yogurt. She thought of how easy they’d had it until now.

“Maybe we can find bikes or something,” she said as they packed up their kit and left the riverbed to the insects. “Try and reach Suffolk as quick as we can.”

“With all this on our backs?”

“We could lighten the load maybe.”

“If we could lighten the load we would have done so by now,” said Prim.

They trudged to the road, walked along a track until the track became pavement and houses appeared. Avalon took inventory of her backpack: laptop, scanner, chargers, clothes, water, wigs, flashlights, tarp, map, first aid kit. She ran scenarios, removed an item and envisaged the journey without it, tested the waters of possibility. None, she knew, could be spared. Still, slowly on a bike would be faster than walking. Slowly on a bike would get her through the center of this godforsaken country, into the wilds again and across to the coast.

They had good delis in Suffolk, she thought, as though that was the reason the skies over this part of the country looked darker, as though the birds she saw first looked like crows and not sparrows.

A petrol station loomed in the distance, a lone car in the forecourt and daily newspapers ready on a dark blue rack. The houses hustled each other. They saw a sign for a school, for a hospital, for a fire station, and Prim stopped dead in her tracks.

“Are you sure this is a good idea? How important is it to wash, really?”

“Even if we don’t wash, we’ll have to get more food and water. We may as well clean up a bit, if we can. It’s still early, there won’t be many people about. It’ll be fine.”

“This all feels a little too much like England.” The sweep of Prim’s hand took in the neat semidetached houses, the porticoes and porches and the mown front lawns.

“I’d rather this than a city,” Avalon said.

“We could grab some food there and head back to the sticks.” Prim signaled to the petrol station and Avalon’s eyes rested on the newspapers out front.

“Nah, they’ll only sell junk food.” Avalon walked on at pace so Prim couldn’t dawdle and read the headlines, see the pictures. Whatever the cost, she couldn’t bear to let Prim see the papers. Not yet.

“Why do you have to be so fussy?” Prim said.

“I have standards.”

“You have issues.” Prim’s tone was light, and Avalon laughed.

A bus passed, half full of commuters, and those on the pavement side stared at the two backpacked women. Avalon looked Prim over, looked herself over, saw them as the commuters would see them, and realized that their disguise of simple country walkers had grown thin. The dirt that caked their skin was not the light dusting of mud from a brisk dawn hike, but the caked-in grime of rough sleepers. Prim’s eyes looked sunken and tired despite the tear trough filler. Her stance was wary, suspiciously alert. They did not blend in to the suburbs.

The bus stopped ahead, and one man stepped out, two others got on; all three paused and glanced at the women.

“Come on.” Avalon pulled Prim into a side street to avoid car and foot traffic, but the crowded rows of houses watched them too quietly, their front doors poised to open, their curtains ready to twitch.

They doubled back to the main road, followed it to the center of the village-cum-town and saw a pub, a newsagent, two hairdressers, a shoebox accountant. A middle-aged white man and a middle-aged Black woman stood at opposite ends of a brick bus shelter. They looked up as Avalon and Prim approached. The woman looked down first, the man a moment later.

A sign beside the shelter caught Avalon’s eye and she nudged Prim, nodded toward it. Caught between two shuttered shops ran an alley. At the end of the alley was a wooden gate that opened up, gloriously, onto the verdant lawn of a bowling green. At one end was a pavilion. At the other, made from drab gray blocks and windowed with frosted glass, was a public bathroom.

“Bingo!” Avalon said, but pulled back before they set foot on the green. “Hang on, let me go to the shop first and get some soap. Public loos never have any.”

“Maybe there’ll be some decent food.” Prim nudged Avalon and smiled, and Avalon wanted to pause their journey right there and stay in that moment of early morning sunlight, where one woman smiled at another as though they were friends. Where they were both alive and well, a journey laid out before them that they knew would be difficult, but they had yet to begin in earnest. Avalon felt that same doubt, that subtle fear; they’d had it easy till now.

And beneath the fearful doubt that voice again, as quiet as her conscience. Don’t trust her, it said. Don’t let her be your downfall.

“I’ll see what they’ve got.” Avalon left Prim by the wooden fence, one elbow rested on the top rail as she surveyed the cut lawn, her red wig straggly and in need of a comb.

The alley felt darker when Avalon walked through it solo. At the bus shelter, the middle-aged man and woman had been replaced by a youngish guy in a sports jacket. His hair was thick and dark, his eyes small, his posture so straight that Avalon knew he had been raised to sit tall. A brown leather belt held up his clean chinos, a pristine leather rucksack hung over one shoulder. He watched Avalon cross the road, watched her walk into the newsagent. He had a mobile phone pressed to his ear and she caught the tail end of his conversation: “No harm, no foul, she loved it, yeah?”

The shop offered slim pickings.

A dark-skinned, balding man watched Avalon from behind the counter and she smiled at him. He smiled back and continued to watch. She picked up a bar of soap, deodorant, and six bags of salted peanuts because they were the least processed thing she could find and released their energy slowly. She felt the man’s gaze on her, felt inexplicably like a shoplifter, that any second she would put this bag of nuts in her pocket against her will, that he’d call her out and humiliate her and drag her off and she’d never again see Prim.

She shook the idea free—she’d never stolen from a shop in all her adult life.

The bell above the door rang and the prickle on the back of her neck relaxed as the shopkeeper greeted the new customer.

“Vanilla vape please, mate.” It was the man from the bus stop. His voice had the same drawl as the cyclist from days ago, the same accent Avalon imagined Ruben had. He grinned at the shopkeeper. He looked over his shoulder at Avalon.

On a rack below the till were the morning’s newspapers.

She had seen the same story repeated day on day, watched it spread from the locals of Gloucestershire to the nationals of Oxfordshire, knew the same story would be told in every county, jammed into gaps in every paper. Prim, who stood outside when Avalon shopped, was oblivious to the extent. Avalon knew and yet an invisible gag bound her tongue. A part of her, dark and perverse and self-destructive, wanted to buy one of those newspapers, run with it along the alley to the bowling green, hold it aloft at the right page, the important line. But the gag bound her hands and her wallet.

She told herself it wasn’t her problem.

Warned herself not to grow too attached to Prim.

“You got enough nuts?” the other customer said, and Avalon snapped her head up. He nodded to the dark blue bags nestled in Avalon’s arms. He blocked her path to the till.

“Have we met before? You seem really familiar,” he said.

“If you’ve finished paying, then jog on, my arms are about to fall off.”

“Here, let me help you,” he said and moved forward, then swiftly back when he came within sniffing distance. His face dropped, but some black thing caught in his eye—dark intrigue, dark interest, dark humor.

She growled, “Leave it.”

The bar of soap was visible between the peanuts and deodorant.

“Can I get you anything else?” the shopkeeper said to the man, who rubbed his hand over his mouth and chin and said no.

Before he walked out, he looked at Avalon once more, said, “I’m sure we’ve met, I wouldn’t forget a beautiful face like yours.” He gave her a half smile of practiced charm and Avalon wished she had something heavy to throw, because clever Avalon, wary Avalon, smart-as-a-button-sharp-as-a-pin Avalon had learned the hard way: when you had a face not even a mother could love, you learned to be wary when men called you beautiful.

Yet the familiarity woke something inside her, a feeling she couldn’t quite grasp yet knew well, better than any other.

“The local lady’s man.” The shopkeeper rolled his eyes, but he noticed Avalon’s glimmer of discomfort and asked her, “Are you okay?”

“If only all men were such gents,” Avalon said, and there, on the rack, was Ruben’s smug face and on impulse Avalon picked up the paper, added it to the nuts and the soap and deodorant, and before she had a chance to change her mind, she found she had paid.

“Boys will be boys,” the man said.

Asking for a refund felt ridiculous. She looked at Ruben, looked at his arms wrapped round Prim, and she convinced herself Prim looked miserable. She rolled the paper up and hid it at the back of her rucksack and didn’t know why she had bought it, or what she hoped to achieve, but knew she would throw it away before Prim saw it; she could tear out the dangerous pages and use the rest to line a crapping hole.

Outside, the bus shelter was empty.

She crossed the road, was about to walk through the alley, but stopped. The sensation of being watched remained. It crawled over her skin, plucked at the hairs on her neck, and she turned, half thinking and half hoping that the shopkeeper stood in his doorway, but it was empty. The bus shelter was empty. There was no one there.

Perhaps the feeling had less to do with eyes on her back and more with the grenade in her rucksack.

Before she hit the end of the alley, Prim called to her, “Got soap?”

“And deodorant.”

“You legend.”

The unease rooted deep in her gut; Avalon couldn’t shake it, knew better than to ignore it, but didn’t want to smear shit on Prim’s joy.

“I hope it has hot water,” Prim said, and she looped her arm through Avalon’s and pulled her on. “I’ve never been so happy to see a public loo.” Prim laughed, looked behind her to make sure they were alone, and whipped off her wig. “We can clean these too.” Her excitement was infectious.

They speed walked across the green with their heads down and giggles caught in their throats, like high school kids who had narrowly missed detention. “Thank God,” said Prim, voice low, “thank God.”

“We’ll use the disabled, there’s more room.”

They hurried inside and sealed the door.

Their laughter died.

The room was cold and stank of dank urine; there was no fresh air, no breeze. The bare floor was gray concrete, the walls tiled in cracked, dull squares of white. A strip light severed the ceiling but didn’t respond when Prim flicked the switch.

“At least there’s soap in the dispenser,” she said, and began to fill the low sink with water. “Damn, it’s only got cold.”

While Prim pulled off her top, Avalon stood on the toilet seat, reached up to the lone window and unfastened it. She pinned it open as far as it would go, took a lungful of fresh air and breathed out through her mouth.

“Wash your body first,” Avalon said, “clothes second. Use your T-shirt as a washcloth.” Avalon jumped like a cat to the ground, steadied herself against the wall. In the space behind the sanitary bin and the edge of the room was a hypodermic needle. She grimaced, looked away, told herself it was from a diabetic.

“Is this going to be my life now?” said Prim, all joy gone from her voice. “Washing in public bathrooms every few days, shaving my head so my wig sits right?” She slipped down her leggings; the cut was healing clean.

“Could be worse,” Avalon said. “You could be trapped in your loveless marriage.”

Prim stood in her knickers and sports bra, leggings and top in a pile at her feet. The bathroom tiles reflected clinical sunlight and turned Prim’s face a bilious gray green. “It wasn’t loveless.”

There was no mirror, and the dryer didn’t work. They’d have to let their skin drip-dry, would have to wring out their clothes and tie them to their backpacks to warm as they walked. They had passed a quiet pond two days before, tucked away behind holly bushes and rosehips, where the sun would have dried them off in mere minutes. They could have swum there. They should have washed their clothes and stretched them across branches and sunbathed on the bank.

Avalon blinked, wondered what else they should have done differently. What else she could have done. She blinked again and the thought, like the past, was gone. “Put away the rose-tinted spectacles, Prim; he was having an affair, or have you forgotten?”

Prim splashed water under her arms, rubbed her pits with liquid soap, and splashed again. “It was a mistake; it doesn’t mean our marriage was loveless. He made a mistake.”

“Why are you defending him?” Avalon pulled off her T-shirt, threw it into the sink, and water splashed. “Jesus, it wasn’t just the one time. He was a total fuckboy; he spent all your money and shagged around. He deserved everything he got.”

“There’s one sink, can we just take turns?” Prim pulled out Avalon’s shirt. The water swirled with brown and Prim swore under her breath, took out the plug, rubbed the silt from the side of the sink, filled it again and did not look at Avalon.

“Who said you got first go anyway?” Avalon said.

“Fine, you go.” Prim stood back. Her folded-up leggings caught in her feet and the bulge of Avalon’s passports rested at her ankle. Avalon stared at their shape. She could push Prim, slam her head into the toilet bowl, grab the leggings and her bag and hotfoot it to freedom.

Prim sniffed. Her chin puckered.

“Don’t bloody cry about it.” Avalon turned her back, splashed water on her chest, belly, arms, and then lathered soap in her hands.

“I’m—” Prim didn’t finish. She sniffed again and let out a quiet, strangled noise that made Avalon’s muscles clench, brow furrow, jaw ache.

“Crying isn’t going to get you anywhere.” Avalon rubbed at her wet skin with her wet shirt, so hard her flesh looked burned. The water was already brown, but the smell of stale sweat had reduced.

Prim sat on the closed loo seat, forehead cradled in the nest of her hands. Her shoulders rose smoothly but fell with a judder. Her knees trembled. Avalon felt every one of Prim’s tears like a fishhook’s tug, unpleasant, unwelcome, unstable.

“I’m done, all right?” Avalon said, though she had yet to wash her face or the dirt from her neck. “You can have your go, no need to bloody sob about it like some spoiled brat, jeez.”

Prim shook her head, sat up. “It’s not that,” she said, and her eyes were puffy, the whites shot with blood.

“Look, it’ll be all right. We’ve got a plan, if we stick to that we’ll be fi—”

“It’s not that either.”

“Then why the hell are you bawling?”

“Last week I was at work, I had a husband at home, I had a beautiful house, a secure future, and now—what am I now?”

“You’re Prim, same as you’ve always been.”

Prim shook her head. Avalon turned to the sink, filled it with clean water. “Do you want a wash or not?”

“I’m a criminal.”

“Fine, I’ll carry on.” She washed her neck.

“I’m a murderer.”

Avalon scrubbed behind her ears, under her chin, focused on the water and soap, on the grime that spiraled in the basin, pictured the map and the direction they should take.

“I’m a murderer,” Prim’s thin voice warbled. “This was never in the plan. Everyone will be so ashamed of me; I’ve got so many people who rely on me and I’ve let them all—”

“So a few oligarchs might make less money this year and the predatory females will have to find someone else’s husband to fuck. These are small problems. Look forward and focus. Christ.”

“Easy for you to say, you’ve got no one. I’ve got to look after my fa—”

“Easy? You think any of this has been a walk in the park? You’ve messed up my entire plan, possibly my whole life, do you see me falling to pieces?”

“Your whole life?” Prim’s chin lost its pucker. She straightened her spine.

“Yes, my whole—”

“What life? You don’t have one, you steal other people’s instead of building one of your own. You’re an aimless, historyless fuck-up.”

Avalon spun on her heel. “Crying your eyes out ’cause you did something wrong five days ago, because you’re worried you’re a bad person now, a crook, criminal, killer—well, who gives a crap? You know why you’re worrying about that, Primrose? You want to know why your head’s stuck up the ass of the past, your past, my past, Ruben’s? Because you can’t bear to face the present, that’s why. You can’t face the fact that you’re miles from home, that you’ve lost everything and that you’ve aligned yourself with the woman who took it. So who’s the fuck-up, Prim? Me, because I planned a heist and stole your precious pennies? Seriously?

“Why don’t you look in the bloody mirror and ask yourself this: Why are you still following me? You’re a clever woman, you could work this shit out for yourself. I’ve seen you; you’re capable, determined, street-smart. Why not go on your own and leave me the fuck alone like every—” She stopped before the rest of the sentence could escape her lips and crack open her chest and her heart. She busied her hands to still her thoughts, squeezed water from her T-shirt like blood from a neck.

Prim stood in her underwear, wiped a finger under her right eye, stared at Avalon’s toes. “Can you turn around, please?” she said with the meekness of a chastised child. “I need to change my pants.”

The whisper annoyed Avalon, Prim’s hunched shoulders annoyed her, her dipped chin annoyed her. She wanted to pull the woman up, force her back straight, grab and shake her, shake her until she saw in herself what Avalon saw, believed what Avalon believed. Instead, Avalon stood her ground and did not turn. She yanked down her own underwear, pulled off her bra, stood naked in the white public bathroom.

“Stop fucking hiding”—Avalon spread her arms wide—“and accept the moment you’re living in. Stop thinking about a guy who cheated on you and focus on yourself, only ever think of yourself. I did you a bloody favor.”

The light changed, a shadow moved.

Prim’s face turned from self-pity to disgust, and Avalon heard a low-pitched groan.

“Jesus.” Prim shielded her body with her hands.

Eyes peered in through the open window.

They were pale and glazed with excitement, young and hungry and male. He moaned when Avalon turned and he saw the weight of her breasts, the hair on her sex, but he didn’t linger. He jumped down, ran off, and Prim started to gather her clothes, but Avalon ran to the door, leaned out, saw the pristine leather backpack, the belt and pale chinos, called after him that he was a perv.

“Do you think he heard us?” Prim said. “Will he go to the police?”

“I don’t think it was our conversation he was interested in.” Avalon stomped to the sink and washed the last of the dirt from her body in quick, brutal strokes. “He was an adult. A grown-ass Peeping Tom. Your turn, but be quick about it. That guy’s given me the creeps. What’s wrong with some people?”

Prim took her place at the sink. “You’re one to talk,” she said.

Avalon pulled on cleaner clothes from the bottom of her pack. She jumped onto the loo and closed the window, kept her back turned so Prim could undress in private, and listened to the slosh of the water. There was no sign of the man outside, but she still felt the filthy slick of his gaze.

“He’s probably some sad-sack old man on the hunt for cheap thrills,” Prim said. “And I mean, he must be desperate; look at the state of us, we’re hardly fit for the lunchtime shift in a back-alley strip club. Shake it off.”

Avalon kept her eyes on the frosted window, kept her ears tuned for footsteps and male voices. “Two things,” she said to Prim. “One, any strip club would be lucky to have us and don’t ever forget it.”

“And two?”

“Never underestimate a pervert.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Bianca

WEDNESDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Bianca had slept in the living room, had thrown a cushion inside the upright piano to still the strings and it worked, it must have worked, because she hadn’t heard a thing all night—no stark, slow notes, no rattling bedroom door handle or brush of cotton close to her side, no call of Look, foxes!

The clock beside the family portraits claimed that midmorning had already arrived, and Bianca jolted upright at the shock of it. It was the longest she had slept in a week, and the difference—oh my! Though her neck had cricked and her spine moved stiffly, she felt more alive, alert, aware, more foolish too. How ridiculous it all seemed in the bright, clean light—her fear of ghosts, her hallucinations (what else could they be?), her despair all fictitious, born from overwork, sleep deprivation, and the cursed images placed in her mind by the people she met in that morgue.

Her iPad rested on the coffee table, beside the remote. She picked it up and woke the screen, determined to continue her search of foreign yoga retreats, Nepalese communes, anywhere a young, ridiculous girl might run. There was too much of her mother in her, that was Mira’s problem, according to Amos. He had been right, Bianca knew that. He had always been right.

Google greeted her, along with last night’s search history. Not hippy collectives, but demons: Charail, Churreyl, Chudail, Chudel, Chuṛail, Cuḍail, Cuḍel, Churel. These evil creatures lured folk into the woods and murdered them in dreadful ways. With a head full of sleep, it felt more ridiculous than ever. This thing attacked people who had done wrong, men mostly, and Bianca hadn’t set a foot out of place for thirty-five years; Amos had seen to that. There was no reason she would be targeted, none at all.

She snuffed those thoughts like a candlewick, laughed out loud. Ghosts indeed.

The kitchen door rattled, as though someone wanted to come in, and Bianca remembered that Brian had promised to return with properly measured plywood and good strong nails, and it was good that he was coming back to help her, good that she didn’t have to try and fix it alone. She knew better than to try things for herself; they always went wrong.

Even parenting.

Bianca cleared the search history, returned the tablet to the coffee table, stretched out her spine’s stubborn crick and slippered her feet. The piano top was raised, balanced on the cushion inside it, and she laughed again—how dramatic!

In the hallway she saw all the way to the back door, but Brian must have given up and gone home. No one waited. The radio played in the background, low and cheerful, and Bianca’s stomach grumbled for the first time in days. She would drink some tea, then go to the shop and get some eggs and bread for an omelet with toast, buy the ingredients for her famous cake.

She stepped into the kitchen and the grumble turned to cramp.

The rolling pin, used as a battering ram last night, lay discarded on the tiles, surrounded by the fragments of Mira’s broken mug, World’s Best Mum unreadable. No glass shards glittered on the floor.

None on the countertop.

There was no draft, no broken-glass breeze.

She raised her gaze from floor to sink to sill.

The window, which she had battered, smashed, obliterated last night, stared back at her, the crack like a lopsided grin.






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Avalon

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE COUNTRYSIDE, NORTH OF TOWCESTER

For an hour they walked in silence, alternating between pavement and dirt tracks, and each step smothered that clean scent of soap. The wet clothes, tied to their rucksacks like flags to dry in the breeze, gathered dust and dried petals from dead elderflower. A hundred and fifty friendless miles squatted between them and the sea.

They agreed not to wash in public bathrooms again. At least, Avalon said they wouldn’t and Prim hadn’t argued. Avalon replanned their route to avoid towns and large villages, said they’d feel safer, and though it added twenty miles to their journey Prim didn’t complain. The argument had been abandoned in the bathroom.

Once the close-built houses diminished and their path cut through fields instead of estates, Avalon’s hackles relaxed. Prim looked over her shoulder more than Avalon did and gave a running commentary of anyone she saw: an Asian woman with a small white dog; a boy reading a comic as he walked; a white man in chinos and a leather backpack.

“What did you say?” Avalon spun on her heel and scanned the field, panic trapped like an itch in the top layer of skin. “Where is he?”

“He went that way.” Prim nodded toward a deconsecrated church at the edge of the field.

“That perv had a leather backpack.”

“That was three miles back.”

“Yeah, okay, you’re right.” Avalon still scanned the abandoned church. “We’d have noticed if he had followed us. Right?”

“You scared that guy away, he’ll not follow.” Prim sounded tired. In the bathroom, Avalon had noticed Prim’s rucksack-bruised shoulders and the weight that had dropped from her ribs and upper thighs. Now, Prim looked at Avalon cautiously and said, “What did you mean back there?”

Avalon heard traffic in the near distance. The roads were loud and close, hidden by woods, fences, and bramble-thorned hedges.

“Back where?” Avalon turned to face forward and tried to quell the fear that they were still being watched by the man from the public bathroom. She dug out a blue pack of peanuts and threw some into her mouth. They had reached a wooden fence with a stile and dog gate that led to a field of thin green stalks; a faded sign warned them to stick to the path and keep off the crops.

“You said you did me a favor,” Prim said, and Avalon chewed slowly to give herself time.

“I’ve done you heaps of bloody favors. How’s the cut on your leg for starters?”

“Much better.”

“There you go then.” Avalon didn’t smile or laugh or meet Prim’s eye, she only took a handful of peanuts and ate them. They climbed over the stile, and the field sloped upward as they followed the path around the edge. The air stank of manure and molded hay and was cut by the sound of their feet on parched earth and the crunch of nuts between teeth. The sound bounced off the dry ground and made it seem as though there were three sets of feet, four. The dry, hot air inflated the smell of cow shit.

“We were talking about Ruben’s infidelity, and you said you did me a favor. What did you mean?”

“Infidelity? Who actually calls it that in real life?” The next breath Avalon pulled tasted of dung and wet straw and sat heavy at the back of her tongue.

Gooseflesh polka-dotted Prim’s forearms. “You had something to do with his affair.”

“What the actual?” Avalon faked gagging. “Look, I did not sleep with your husband, all right?”

They hadn’t cleaned the wigs and Prim’s stuck up in odd angles and unevenly framed her face. “But you had something to do with his affair.”

Avalon shook her head, kept walking. “The only actions I’m responsible for are my own. I had nothing to do with that knob-head’s inquisitive cock.”

“Then how, exactly, did you do me a favor?” It was past midday and Prim’s shadow fell across Avalon’s; their two forms merged into one dark mass, their backpacks swollen malformations.

“What, and me sleeping with him would have been doing you a favor?”

“Stop twisting my words and answer the goddamn question.”

“What’s your problem? A few days ago, you begged me to let you tag along because you were desperate to escape that whole life. I set you free; I opened your eyes to the reality of your existence. That’s how I did you a favor.”

“Don’t pretend you’re some higher-consciousness guru. Your original plan was to steal all my money and leave me in the hands of insurance companies and police.”

Avalon emptied the last of the peanuts into her mouth, stood with the sun full on her face, and narrowed her eyes at Prim. A Black woman in a floral dress crested the hill and passed them, a baby strapped to her chest. She smiled and said hello, and Prim followed suit, but for once Avalon stayed quiet.

“I made sure your dad was okay, didn’t I?” Avalon said when the woman was out of earshot. “I left you enough cash to get home, more than enough, in fact. And I agreed to let you come with me.”

“Only because I have your passports,” Prim said, and Avalon winced.

“I agreed before that—you stole my ID ’cause you’re paranoid, but I gave you the opportunity to start over, free of all burdens.”

“What do you mean by free? What else did you do to me?” Prim said, and her dread was so strong Avalon felt it infect the marrow of her bones.

“Don’t talk as if you had no agency in all of this; you’re the one who attacked Ruben and you’re the one who ran away afterward.” Avalon picked up her pace and walked to the top of the field and Prim had to trot to keep up. Another stile led to another field, and Avalon stood with one foot on the wooden rung, one hand on the post, took a breath and told herself to calm down.

“I’m not a total monster,” Avalon said. “I saw what was happening, and I made sure you knew about it, all right? I’d cloned his phone too, and backed up all his messages to a file in the cloud so you’d have evidence of what he had done and could divorce his ass before the insurance paid out.”

Prim stared, silent, and when the expected thank-you didn’t arrive Avalon carried on talking.

“I thought I was doing the decent thing. I didn’t think you’d find out any sooner, and I definitely didn’t think you’d try and do him in.” Avalon climbed over the stile, and though her heart had dropped to her heels she tipped her chin high and was five strides into the pasture before she realized Prim hadn’t followed.

“How dare you,” Prim said.

Avalon thought back to the photos and messages, the shock of those words on the screen, the assault of bare flesh.

“You had a right to know,” Avalon said. An ocean of land stretched between them then, interspersed by spying oxeye daisies and a red crisp packet faded pink in the sun.

“It was none of your business,” Prim said.

“Maybe not, but it was your bloody business. You needed to know.”

“Why?”

The question knocked Avalon’s certainty. Prim climbed over the stile.

“Because,” Avalon said and threw her arms up and could think of nothing else to say.

“I already knew.” Prim stood and did not move; she did not walk, or turn her head, or do anything that might startle her bare confession. “I knew, all right? I knew.”

“Jesus Christ, then why didn’t you kick the lazy twat out? Why let him drain you of everything? And if you already knew, then why did you—” She didn’t finish the sentence.

The rest of field had gone to grass, and Prim walked away from the question. “It’s not as simple as that. You think marriage is the plain matter of keeping your dick in your pants? Dream on. You have no idea what it takes to make things work, the sacrifices you both have to make. I knew he was having an affair. But I also knew he would never leave.”

“Did it ever occur to you that you could leave him?”

And the pause in Prim’s footsteps, the jerk of her head, told Avalon that no, it had not.

“I had my job,” Prim said, “and I worked all the time, and I never had a spare minute for him and he was lonely—he told me all the time he was lonely, and how hard it was spending all day alone while I followed my dreams. And I never talked to him about how hard it was seeing his own dreams dry up, or asked him why he stopped sculpting, or why he felt the need to always look good and smart and fit, or how it felt to be a househusband and not an artist. But I knew that one day I would ask him, when life was quieter, when we had time. And I didn’t blame him for finding that comfort elsewhere, I was only sad I hadn’t tried to give him that comfort myself.” She looked as though she might cry, but she didn’t. More worrying to Avalon was that Prim looked like she believed her own bullshit.

Those midnight whisperings had spun a different tale, and Avalon wanted to remind her of that and to retell Prim her own story the way Avalon understood it, but fear made her doubt her own understanding, made her doubt the importance of those intimacies.

Far safer to stick to what she’d been told in the daylight. “You hated that job,” she said. “You weren’t following your dreams, you were miserable.”

The field rolled on and on; a village rose to the left of them with blocks of brand-new, large brick houses and an unfinished children’s play park. The windows reflected the sun and blue sky, and Avalon pictured the people behind them, staring out at the countryside view with their flat-screen HDTVs on the walls, the keys to their Audis by the door, their wardrobes full of in-season clothes, and their lonely partner crying in the bathroom.

“You’re missing the point,” Prim said. “You can’t criticize something you don’t understand.”

The words stung. They sought out the doubt that crouched at the back of Avalon’s chest and whispered into her poor heart’s ear: She thought you were asleep, she was talking to herself, not to you, never to you, and bitterness stepped in and offered protection.

“I understand it perfectly well,” Avalon said. “He was a lying, cheating bastard and you were A-OK with that.”

“Judging it from a safe distance isn’t the same as understanding it.”

“Then explain this, Primrose; if you already knew, why did you try and kill him?”

“My God, you really don’t get it,” Prim said, and her voice was patient now, too patient, and Avalon wondered if this was how she spoke to her father and she wondered if he hated her for it. “While it was a secret, I could cope with it. Behind locked doors, unsaid and safe, I could know it and pretend I didn’t. But out in the open, to have the barefaced proof shoved at me so I couldn’t look away and pretend, to have to face my own failing as well as his, that was too much.”

And Avalon pictured Ruben in that clean cream bedroom, his back to the wall and the paintings on the floor and the brutal nail that protruded from the plaster. She saw Prim scream at him, throw the phone, and watch, petrified, as Ruben stumbled backward and lost his balance.

“But you worked so hard for him,” Avalon said. “Everything he had, he had because of you.”

“And what did he have? Nice clothes, a home gym, an art studio he’d lost the confidence to enter.”

“You didn’t deserve to be cheated on.”

“And he didn’t deserve to die.”

“Did you love him?” Avalon said, still in her tracks. The houses cast half the field in darkness; bright banners advertised homes still for sale.

“I knew him,” said Prim and she picked up her speed, as though she wanted distance from the memory of that text, and of Ruben’s caught-out look, and of the stout nail that stuck from the bedroom wall bloodied with her husband’s blood. She walked as though she wanted distance from Avalon.

The newspaper was still in Avalon’s rucksack.

Villages hemmed in the next field on either side—one old and built from yellow stone and one new, built from brick so fresh it was still pink. Prim walked in front, and Avalon let her and didn’t know what the other woman felt and told herself not to care. She put one foot in front of the other. Her muscles sang and her back ached. At the end of the field was a small wood, so small she could see the end of it before she’d reached the first tree.

“We’ll have to make an effort to get the miles in, make it out to somewhere remote before nightfall,” Prim said, though it was only the afternoon and they wouldn’t think about sleep for hours yet.

“Fine,” Avalon said. She had a childish urge to say, It’s not my fault, I tried, I thought I was doing the right thing.

“You were right about the bikes. We should find a pair and get to the coast as soon as we can. It’ll be faster.”

“Eager to be rid of me?”

Prim didn’t reply. She entered the wood, and through the trees, Avalon saw the village of new houses, heard the main road’s buzz.

“We’ll need to stop for more supplies,” Avalon said.

“We stopped this morning.”

“I didn’t get food, other than nuts.”

“A petrol station will have something,” Prim said, and Avalon knew she had wanted to sting. The passports bulged against Prim’s right thigh.

Out of the woods, back into the sunshine. The village and road were on the right of them. To the left and straight ahead were yet more flat fields, and beyond them more and yet more, and not a steeple or silo broke the horizon and the land was unpeopled. Avalon felt she might drown.

“We’ll go this way.” Prim didn’t glance at the map or consider Avalon’s route.

“You’re angry,” Avalon said.

“Don’t pretend you know me.”

A fine dust of cloud waited on the skyline, the first significant cover in days, and crept forward as slowly as blood through a bedroom carpet.

“Maybe you should be angry,” said Avalon, and she thought about the boys she had known growing up, the disagreements that were dealt with swiftly, violently, and then laid to rest with the blood in the rubble. But Prim had not been taught to show such passion, and even when she swore, even when she said, “And maybe you should go and buy your fucking supplies and leave me be,” she spoke straight and civil, undertones of resentment caught in the cut-glass vowels.

“I’ve got food in my bag—I’m not the one too scared to go into shops. It was you I was thinking about.”

“Don’t bother.”

They walked in silence toward another small wood, and Avalon dwelt on everything she had told Prim, all her secrets and truths, and she wished she could undo Prim’s head like a tin of anchovies, and scoop out those diamond secrets that Prim had mistaken for sea glass. Screw her.

Halfway through the third field Prim stopped, stretched out her right leg and grimaced. “Damn it, I’ve cramped up.”

Yet another man with yet another dog approached from the trees, heard Prim’s complaint, said, “You need to up your salt on a hot day like this,” and walked on.

There were five more packets of salted peanuts in Avalon’s bag. She sat on the grass and watched Prim stretch and stamp out the cramp. She reached into her bag, tore open a blue packet and decided to eat them herself and the other woman could go straight to hell, and Prim wouldn’t appreciate it anyway. If Prim wanted salt, she could bloody well ask for it.

Prim stretched and groaned, and her teeth clamped in pain.

Goddamn it.

“Take these.” Avalon handed her the stupid packet of stupid nuts. “Don’t eat them all, I want some too.” She felt eyes on her back and looked round, but the only eyes looking were those of the dog walker’s dog.

The ground was hard and warm beneath her seat, but the sky was cooler as the thin clouds rolled in. There would be rain eventually, and she hoped it would come much later, when they no longer had to sleep rough but could lie in beds with clean linen. She thought about saying this out loud but Prim was still sullen, and hadn’t even said thank you for the peanuts, and Avalon was too tired to make peace with small talk.

“We should get a move on,” Avalon said.

Prim stretched her calf, hands on her thigh, head bent. It took a while before she straightened up and when she did her eyes were rimmed red and puffy. She sniffed, and Avalon walked ahead this time, didn’t want to see Prim’s juddering shoulders or see her hands wring. Didn’t want to be made to feel guilty for something she only did because she thought it was right.

They walked toward the bank of light clouds, through the field and through clumps of trees, and Avalon felt the eyes on her still; birds, insects, animals, Prim. The unbearable relentlessness of being seen.

“I’m sick of this,” said Prim.

“You think I’m not?” Avalon knew she sounded petulant but couldn’t stop it.

“I’m so sick of it,” Prim said again. “I want a bed, and a shower, and hot food. I want to go home. I want Ruben to be alive and I don’t want to be a fucking murderer and I want to go home.”

“Then go,” Avalon said. “Just give me my damn passports first.”

“Go where? Do what? What options do I have? You stole my damn life.”

“The nail in Ruben’s head did that.”

The push from behind was swift and strong and knocked Avalon off her feet. She fell to the side, but the weight of her rucksack twisted her body and she landed on her stomach in the dirt. She rolled, tried to stand, but Prim pushed her again.

“Don’t,” Prim said. “Don’t you dare act facetious, and don’t pretend I’m not here because of you. You did this to me. You turned me into this.” Prim pulled off her wig and flung out her arms and showed Avalon all she had become—a stray woman in the wild, dust on her clothes, and etched on her mud-smeared face all those miles walked as a fugitive.

“You’re in charge of your own actions.” Avalon pushed herself up, readied herself for that teenage-boy battle, but Prim’s shoulders sagged and she let her bag fall to the ground.

“I’m sick of it,” Prim said, and there was anger, but also exhaustion. There was self-pity and there was regret. “I want to go home.”

In the depths of Avalon’s bag was the newspaper.

“Then why don’t you?” Avalon expected Prim to weep again, or sag to the ground, but the other woman cried out and thumped her fist to the nearest tree. She cried out again, hit the tree again, and Avalon realized that Prim had no words left, no way to express the desperate problem. She was a murderer; she could never go home.

She thought she was nothing more than a murderer.

And she was with Avalon only because she had no other choice.

Avalon opened her bag and she saw the top of the newspaper and felt her heart crack. “He didn’t love you,” she said as she stared at the black text on gray. “He didn’t know you.”

Before Prim could argue, Avalon hauled out the paper and held it out to Prim.

“Just remember that,” Avalon said.

Prim took it and Avalon readied herself for more tears. Prim skipped to page ten, read more, and her face was blank, her eyes hollow, but her fingers shook with what Avalon guessed was fury.

“He’s not dead,” Prim said.

“No.”

“He’s alive.”

“Yes.”

“And he didn’t tell the police it was me.”

“They think you’ve been kidnapped.” Avalon kicked her toes in the dirt.

“I’m not a murderer.”

“No.”

“How long have you known?”

“A few days.”

Avalon expected thunder, fireworks, the full wrath of a woman scorned, but there was only silence and the cold, unflinching emptiness of Prim’s stare. Shallow breath moved Prim’s chest. The only movement. Avalon felt, for the first time, an apology rise in her throat, take seed on her tongue, but when she opened her lips, tried to utter it, Prim shook her head.

“Don’t even,” Prim said, as she stared on, teeth gritted, and Avalon felt something like terror, something like heartbreak. She wished she had a heel of sourdough to share, or a slice of the flapjack they’d split at Crickley Hill.

The newspaper fell to the ground. Ruben’s smug face shone upward and Avalon remembered the words in the article, and she said again, pleading and hopeful, “He doesn’t know you, Prim. He never loved you; he doesn’t know you.” But the words were the wrong words and Avalon knew it.

Prim snarled and flexed her fingers, but Avalon knew she wouldn’t lash out. Instead, Prim plunged her hand into her pocket, pulled out the three passports and launched them, one at a time, at Avalon. They ricocheted uncaught and landed in the dirt, and Prim shouted, “You know nothing, nothing. Get away from me.”

“You need me,” Avalon said and felt like she had salted her own wounds. “I’m going to help you get out.”

“What I need is for you to get the hell away.”

And there was the familiarity that Avalon craved.

It had been missing these last five days, had fooled her to think that the universe had changed, that there was another way to step through life. But here was the reassurance that the world would continue its usual spin and would treat Avalon as it had always treated her and always would—get out, leave me be, you are not welcome, go away.

She shuffled around in the dirt like a pig for her passports.

“Fine,” Avalon said and waited for Prim to say it too, but she didn’t.

“I’ll carry on alone,” said Avalon. “Good luck trying to survive without me.” She waited for a beat, waited for a refusal or apology or even a softening of Prim’s stony glare but there was nothing.

“Stay away from me,” Prim said.

Before any emotion could show on her face, Avalon turned. She stalked out of the trees and up the curve of the hill and left Prim on the edge of the wood, alone.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Bianca

WEDNESDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Bianca staggered backward, away from the rolling pin and shards of broken pottery, until her back slammed into the wall. She tried to breathe. The air was sour, sweet, rotten, and sharp, colored white and blue by the stark sunlight. From beneath the cabinet door under the sink, a fly emerged. It struggled to its feet, shook its wings, flew and circled. Another followed. And another.

The old pain awoke in the pit of her chest and she pressed her hands to it, tried not to cry but sobbed instead, and she heard that sound, that dreadful sound, in the flies’ incessant buzz, in her labored breath, in her gulping, hiccupping sobs.

Through the living room wall came those cursed piano chords: a long, slow D#, an F, and, before the A# took over, Bianca pressed her hands to her ears and in the echo-chamber space between her palm and skull, she heard Gerel’s whisper. He played even when Amos was at home?

This was ridiculous. She was tired and all the rest of it; she just needed to pull herself together. She dreamed that she had smashed the window, and, after so many dreamless, sleepless nights, the dream felt real. She gulped down the last sob, dropped her hands, forced her back straight, and nothing was there, nothing was wrong, it was all in her head—

Look—foxes!

“Will you stop it!” She didn’t know to whom she shouted—herself and her overactive mind, to Jacob, or the memory of Jacob, or Mira, or—what had the detective called that thing?

A fly landed on the nape of her neck and she swatted it away, swatted another as it flew close by her face. The house just needed a clean; she had been slovenly this past week. If she emptied the bin, bleached the kitchen, and cleaned the carpets the smell would go, the sounds would go, these damn flies would go.

You should have seen the state of this one.

She jumped, screamed, watched in frozen, horrified awe as the window’s cracked pane shimmered, the fracture melted; the pane, now whole, showed Bianca who waited outside, who made the door handle rattle, who spearheaded these sounds into the center of her skull.

The air congealed around Bianca’s nostrils and ears, the smells coagulated, sounds curdled. She was in her kitchen at home—she was trapped in a mortuary in tropical heat; she was surrounded by familiarity—she was surrounded by something uncanny. She tried to pray but no prayers came, and in among the sounds and smells and shadows, she relived it: Not the foxes, or Mira’s fall in the mud, or what happened afterward in the cold, clean family kitchen. Not Jacob’s song on the upright piano, or Amos’s reaction, or Bianca’s.

But what happened there, in that hot, humid country, one week before.






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Prim

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

Prim sits heavy on the earth and kicks the edge of the newspaper with her foot, which aches and feels tight from the walk. There isn’t a part of her that doesn’t ache from the walk. This godforsaken, goddamn walk.

Ruben stares out from a photograph she recognizes from the hallway back home; his tanned face smiles from a backdrop of sand and blue water but she can’t recall which exotic island they were on, which holiday or when. In the photograph, Prim is far plainer, and her long hair is plaited over one shoulder, her skin pallid from so long spent indoors. She doesn’t look tired, so maybe it was several years ago, before her father was locked in his care home and her brother left for his once-in-a-lifetime job in New York that he couldn’t pass up, even if it meant leaving his older sister to deal with their dad alone.

Prim feels her scalp. Stubble bristles her palm, and she runs her fingertips over her face, feels the swell of the cheek, chin, and lip filler, and wonders if Ruben would recognize her, if he would prefer her like this. She wonders if, in front of a mirror, she would recognize herself.

She hasn’t recognized herself in so long.

A breeze teases the newspaper, turns the page, and Prim lifts it and rereads the story. Ruben is in hospital but out of ICU, his statement released to the press via the police. He begs for his wife’s safe return. The article doesn’t mention the affair. Instead, it tracks the changing story of the investigation—Cara’s discovery of Ruben’s body in the bedroom and the bald, pale woman who fled the scene; Ruben’s recovery and adamant belief that his wife is a victim who’s been kidnapped for her money.

She’s the nicest person, he says in his press release. She’s the sweetest soul, you couldn’t find a kinder, gentler, more generous or forgiving girl. If you have her, let her go. Please send her back to me, we’re lost without each other. She needs me.

His eyes bore out of the thin page, and Prim feels them on her, feels her skin prickle beneath that impossible gaze, and the muscles in her neck and back stiffen. He has lied for her, and how much easier it is to lie than say sorry. How much easier it is to lie than just stick to your goddamn vows.

“What would you be without me?” he used to ask her in the soft-warm glow of reconciliation, after they had argued and she had inevitably relented into his embrace. “Who would you be? You’d have nothing but work.”

On Friday he had not lied, hadn’t apologized, hadn’t excused.

“Can you blame me?” he’d said.

She closes the paper, sets it aside and stares out in the direction Avalon stormed. The land feels empty—the small patch of woodland, the wide stretch of field, the roads and buildings and vehicles.

He doesn’t love you, Avalon said.

Prim’s head sinks into her hands. Again, she touches the stubble and feels the uncanny realization that she isn’t the woman in the newspaper photo or the sweet, nice girl Ruben described. The discarded red wig lies in dead leaves, and Prim reaches for it and pulls it on, comforted by the hair around her face.

He doesn’t know you, Avalon said.

And on the ground in the wild, Prim thinks of the person who had known her best, who had pushed her forward and taught her true strength through their strength. She thinks of her dad.

She could go home.

The pull of that place tugs her heart. The police don’t suspect her, Ruben clearly wants her back, she could visit her father in his secure care home and rest her head on his shoulder, feel his hand on her hair, hear his voice tell her that it will all be okay because she’s tough and capable and he has faith. He would say, Remember when your mother left? We pulled ourselves up by our bootstraps.

She pulls herself up.

Any direction would eventually lead to a road, to cars that could be flagged down or to towns that have police stations and telephones. She could hand herself in, explain that she’s been kidnapped, that the woman responsible dragged her cross-country but has since fled, and Prim could go to the hospital and see her husband, who thinks her nice, sweet, generous, kind.

Forgiving.

And incapable of surviving alone.

She could visit the secure care home where her father sits in a chair, enveloped by wool cardigans and tweed blankets. She could rest her head on his shoulder and hear him scream in horror, shout out in fear or confusion or anger, and his hand would fly and hit her cheek and he would demand to know who she is, where he is, where his wife is, and he would cry inconsolable tears because he couldn’t remember that his wife left him ten years ago for a Milanese woman with long legs and no money. He wouldn’t remember that his daughter is an adult and not a twelve-year-old girl. He hasn’t recognized Prim for two years, even when she had her long hair, her thinner lips, her natural cheekbones. He wouldn’t recognize her now.

Still, there is Ruben. She could go home to a place that feels like a very nice house. She could stay married to a man who thinks her unwaveringly sweet and forgiving, who gets his affection and stimulation elsewhere. She could go back to the job that keeps him so happy.

The sky feels lower now she’s alone, solid as a ceiling, and vehicles whir in the distance; it’s early enough to walk several miles more, it’s late enough to have the first of the bats cut the sky.

The decision as to whether to go home or not needn’t be made straightaway, but even the lack of the decision is one in itself. It’s a choice to be alone, to walk and sleep and survive alone, and that feels possible while she’s awake. But behind that decision lurks another, far less inviting thought: the idea of sleeping outside on her own—vulnerable, unaware, unguarded.

A thought of Avalon needles, the first benevolent thought she’s had about that woman since their argument. She remembers Avalon’s words: Not willingly.

She remembers that, with Avalon beside her, she did not feel afraid.

That feeling returns of eyes on her back and she spins to the woods but sees no one, hears nothing. The field is empty, Avalon is still gone.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Avalon

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

I am Avalon Dale, she reminded herself, as the clouds above dissipated and the path ahead pulled her onward. And I’m a survivor.

Each tread dragged more than the last and the passports felt lead-weighted, too cumbersome to carry alone. At a stile Avalon turned, searched the horizon with hope in her chest, but Prim hadn’t followed. The sensation of eyes on her back had long gone.

She swung a leg over the stile and looked at the field ahead, one she would walk through alone. She imagined what she would do when she made it out of this country, imagined the ritual of transferring her newly stolen money into the accounts that held the rest of her stolen money and then preparing for a new job, alone.

She walked.

Life was safe when lived alone, she knew this. A fleeting memory swam through her head and she caught it, locked it away. It was a memory of a person who she thought was a friend and who took her in and taught her so much—fraud, phishing, identity theft. It was a memory of this person’s hand against Avalon’s cheek as it pushed her face to the hard wood floor and pinned her body to the ground.

Life is safer when lived alone.

But a new lesson has since been learned: When you finally understand what it is to have a companion, footsteps beside your footsteps, a life lived alone feels desolate.

It would take her a while to get used to.

A divided highway cleaved the landscape, the first she’d seen for miles, and in the distance was a sign for a service station and a cheap chain hotel. There’d be a cleanish bed in that place, a duvet, a hot shower; Avalon could get the first good night’s sleep she’s had in a week. She could wake up refreshed and could continue her journey, alone.

A vague path cut diagonally through the grassy field, faint enough to tell her it wasn’t walked often but solid enough to prove it was real. On she strode, stunned at how quickly the urge to turn to someone else and say, “Shall we take this path or that?” had melted. She would find comfort in that, eventually.

And she preferred it this way, she did. She told herself she did. Prim was never supposed to follow, was never meant to click at Avalon’s heels or steal half the food, use up the first aid kit or make Avalon laugh so hard she forgot she was on the run.

Another footstep and another. Soon Avalon would have to find somewhere to sleep.

The last real bed Avalon slept in had been at the cottage on Thursday night. The mattress had been thin and lumpen, and she doubted the hotel beds ahead would be any different; it looked the kind of place you could rent by the hour. Beside it sat a bank of long-distance lorries.

But a bed was a bed, the door would have a lock, and she would be able to think clearly after a solid night’s sleep; decisions would come more easily, her body would regain strength, and so too her resolve. All she needed to do was cross the footbridge over the main road and sidle up to reception.

She undid her bag and fished out the wallet to count how much cash she had left. Plenty. Four packs of peanuts remained, bought before the pervert peeped on them washing, and there, at the bottom, sat a crumpled pack of wine gums in a vintage-style wrapper.

The last time she had eaten wine gums like this was years ago, a decade even. She’d shared them with Felix, the first time she’d met him in a Parisian park, when he’d looked at her in that peculiar way, as though he had expected one thing and found quite another, and seemed to realize she needed a hell of a lot more than just fake IDs. He’d given her guidance, and a smile she had never forgotten.

She stuffed the sweets back in the bag—she had plenty of food, didn’t need sugary crap that would infest her guts with bad bacteria, rot her teeth, and crash her mood.

And behind her, in the woods or in a ditch, was Prim, who couldn’t get a hotel room because Avalon had all the money. She couldn’t eat because Avalon had all the food. The remnants of the first aid kit were with Avalon, the baby wipes, toothpaste, and painkillers too, and she wondered if she should have split them before she left. It would have been fairer.

She thought, Prim may have calmed down.

May have forgiven her.

And though Avalon’s jaw clamped against that last thought and she willed herself to look at the hotel, to focus on survival, and swore blind she’d done nothing that need be forgiven, the thought remained.

Along with the realization that she was sorry, truly and genuinely, for all that had happened.

Quick on its heels, a third joined it, surprising her with its force and clarity. There are derelict cottages in France, Greece, Spain, cottages in the hills that can be bought cheap as chips with gardens Prim could transform. She didn’t need to go to her old home, she could make one. Avalon could help her. Maybe.

Ahead, the sky solidified and pulled shadows across the hotel, as though unable to choose between cloudy and clear. Behind her, the sky gloamed an expansive dusky blue, and Avalon thought of all those fairy stories and films, and the trouble characters got into when they chose the dark path. Perhaps Avalon could choose the bright path. Perhaps Prim hadn’t meant it when she’d screamed go to hell.

There were no other people around. It was past the time for dog walks, past the time for dinner, or for putting children to bed, and the fields behind Avalon, those that held the imprints of her lone footsteps, were empty. They’d be empty where Prim was too.

Maybe Prim had started walking home.

Maybe she hadn’t.

Avalon turned back.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Bianca

ONE WEEK AGO

SOUTHERN ASIA

Bianca and Paulson, the retired detective turned PI, had walked two miles from the negligible hotel district through dusty streets shaded by tropical trees, had mistakenly gone to the wrong police station first and were directed on by a tired-looking woman with a round belly and stains on her lemon-colored dress. She had pointed out directions, disdain on her face, and said one phrase three times that Paulson had looked up on his phone.

“What did it mean?” Bianca said when they were out of earshot and hidden from her sights by a stunted peepal tree, and she could tell by Paulson’s expression, and how his tan seemed to fade and his veteran’s creases deepened, that Paulson didn’t want to say. Bianca pushed him again and soon wished she hadn’t.

“It’s where they deal with the Pishacha’s work,” Paulson said.

“Pishacha?”

“A demon.”

“Like the devil?” said Bianca.

“If you like.”

“I don’t.”

“No,” Paulson said, “nor do I.”

The correct police station was a whitewashed three-story building surrounded by a chicken wire fence. A man clad in a brown uniform and black peaked cap waited by the door and greeted Bianca and Paulson in fluent, accented English.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said when he took Bianca’s hand, and Bianca pulled back, reminded him that it might not be her daughter, and the policeman looked on with pity.

“Of course,” he said. “Forgive me. Come, follow.”

He led them away from the police station, then cut into an alley so narrow Bianca would have missed it. The houses on one side were plastered in bright blue, on the other, terracotta, and the colors were so vivid and clashed so violently, Bianca felt she was walking through a film set. The path rose steeply. Steps had been cut into the bare, brown earth and a banister had been bolted to one wall. Bianca wondered how it was that she was here, in this alley, holding this banister, heading toward a pale orange building with a mortuary sign.

They were all out of breath when they neared the top, and the policeman apologized, explained that they liked to keep bodies such as this far from the center of town.

“Why?” Bianca asked.

“They are unlikely to be claimed immediately, so…” The policeman trailed off and waved his hand in the air, but Bianca didn’t know what he meant.

“Because there would be a”—Bianca struggled to find the right word but none seemed appropriate or respectable—“a backlog of … of unclaimed bodies?”

“No.” The policeman looked uncomfortable. “Because of the—”

He didn’t need to finish. They were close enough to smell it.

“A lot of the fridges are broken,” the policeman said in apology, “but we have masks you can wear.”

“You gonna be okay?” Paulson whispered and Bianca nodded because if she dared speak she would have said, “No.”

They strapped on thick cotton masks. The mortuary was a single-story building split into two rooms—a morgue on one side, an autopsy room on the other. A short corridor divided them, floored with dirty yellow tiles and lined with metal chairs that felt warm to touch. Bianca and Paulson stood, eyes watering and breaths held, while the policeman spoke to the flustered attendant in a tongue Bianca didn’t understand.

“She was found in the woods.” The policeman opened the mortuary door and ushered them in. “These things are often in the woods.”

“What things?” Bianca said, her nervousness mask-muffled.

The detective looked confused, as though he couldn’t settle on the right English phrase, and Bianca remembered the word Pishacha.

“The body was discovered three days ago,” he said instead. “But we think she was dead for some days beforehand.”

Clerestory windows rationed the sunlight. Two empty gurneys lined one wall; two occupied gurneys lined the other. Gray sheets shrouded the corpses and trolleys alike, held in place by wide black straps, and the attendant rushed in with a cardboard screen, which he leaned against the bodies so only the covered toes could be seen, and Bianca saw them and she thought, What if that is my daughter?

Three steel fridges waited at the back; one hummed, two did not. The policeman signaled the correct door, turned the handle, and, before he pulled it open, he looked over his shoulder to make sure Bianca and Paulson were ready.

Bianca was not ready.

“She is covered, so you will not see the wounds,” the policeman said, as though that was an easy thing, a kind thing, and in some part of Bianca’s mind she recognized that it probably was, but that part was closed off, braced against impending disaster.

And she hadn’t known that the body had been dead for days before it was found, did not know the cause of death; she only knew that there was a girl, that the description and poor-quality photograph matched Mira, and that the only way to confirm it was to travel there herself, and she had done that without a second thought.

She hadn’t taken the time to think that there would be wounds.

Or that decomposition had already begun.

Or that the body would be stored out of the way, in a place reserved for victims of the devil.

The fridge door opened and sucked in the last of the clean air. Bianca’s head felt light, her blood too thin. Paulson laid his hand heavily on Bianca’s shoulder and bowed his head; an act of solidarity, comfort, reassurance. Only Paulson wasn’t the one who had to look, so where was the solidarity in that?

The detective pulled out the body. It was as small as Mira, the tendril of hair that fell from beneath the sheet was as dark and thick as her hair, and the policeman held the cloth delicately, said, “Are you ready?” Paulson’s grip on Bianca’s shoulder tightened and she stiffened, jerked, terrified that Amos might see until she remembered, with a jolt just as strong, that he was dead.

Bianca was eye level with the trolley, eye level with the shrouded head, eye level with the woman who would or would not be her daughter but would still be dead either way, and she looked up at the detective, nodded.

“Okay,” the man said, and he slid his gaze to the right so he wouldn’t have to look, and the ceiling strip lights flickered and buzzed with the sound of nearly dead flies.

Bianca’s head swam and she readied herself to look, to see her daughter’s lifeless face, and she did this so quickly, so rigidly, that she did not prepare for anything else. She did not prepare for what happened next. And Bianca looked away too as the cloth was pulled back, looked toward the end of the body where the black shadows of the cabinet engulfed the girl’s feet, and in her periphery she saw the sheet move away and in its place was the blurred outline of a profile. A fresh wash of stench broke through the cotton mask. She gagged. Her vision rippled, the shadows wavered as though something lurked there, and she remembered, again, the other woman, swollen-bellied in her yellow dress: This place is for victims of the Pishacha.

Bianca dragged her eyes from the shadows to the light, scanned the thick gray shroud, saw first the girl’s neck, bruised purple and black. She saw her chin, lips, nose, and her clouded, milky eyes, which looked both dead and undead, and they bored into hers and there was something inside them, something she couldn’t bear to see or admit to knowing, and she tried to spring away from the body but her footing was weak and clumsy.

She faltered, nearly slipped, instinctively reached out a hand and held the shelf, touched the shroud, felt the body beneath it and felt something eke out of it and cling to her, as though the devil were a desperate child.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Prim

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

The decision of where to sleep weighs on her. The tarp is in Avalon’s bag—Prim only has the rope, and what use is that when she has nothing to drape across it? She could search for a low, deep ditch, and huddle between moss and grass. Or she could choose a tree in the woods and lean against it, and wake with a cricked neck, sore back, dead buttocks.

She steps out from the edge of the woods and into the field through which Avalon fled. Behind her, twigs break and she stops, looks behind and tells herself it was an animal or bird, or dead wood falling from a tree. There is no one there.

It is still bright, and she hasn’t a phone or watch or any way to tell the time. It feels late, but it could still be early enough for dog walkers, or for kids to muck about before dinner. She follows the slope of the land, convinces herself that it is still early, that there are still people about, kids about. She will walk until she finds a safe hollow and then sleep, and tomorrow she’ll decide what to do.

Someone clears their throat.

Prim’s heart rate soars, and she tells herself not to be foolish. She tells herself that it’s an old woman behind her, walking a dog. She tells herself to turn and say good evening and she tells herself not to be foolish, but her heart is beating hard and all those thoughts quiver and despite herself she picks up her pace.

A decision forms then, clear and sensible, a golden light in the uneasy fear. She will find the main road and, whatever she decides to do, she will do so along a main road where cars pass, and people will see her.

Maybe Avalon has picked the main road, too. Maybe if she’s quick, Prim can catch up with her, and the thought is a glint of brief hope.

The footsteps behind her are crisp.

After days of avoiding people, she has an urgent desire to be seen, to be seen by as many people as could possibly see her. The hair on her neck is high, her spine tense, her arms clamped tight at her sides, and she is aware of how alone she is.

Someone is behind her.

She tells herself it is an old woman walking a dog and she is being foolish. But she knows it is not an old woman. She tells herself it’s kids, but she knows it’s not kids. And that feeling on the back of her neck, that twist in her gut that is loud, so loud, tells her she is no fool.

“Your friend left you, then?” The voice is male, deep and well-spoken, and Prim’s mouth is washed with saliva.

She says nothing. She does not turn around. Ahead, at the top of the field, is the stile that leads on to another field and beside it is a tall stick, the kind kids find on walks, doggedly carry, absentmindedly discard. She will reach it, she will hold it in her hand.

“Is it just you alone?” he says and she doesn’t turn, or ask him how he knows she had a friend with her earlier. The idea sickens her but strengthens her stride.

He is taller, his gait longer. He is next to her.

“I’ve always loved redheads,” he says.

Prim rips the wig off and throws it.

“I’ve always liked bald girls, too,” he says, and laughs and sniffs.

In her periphery Prim sees him, sees cream chinos and trainers, a leather belt, a leather rucksack, and she remembers the man she saw earlier. The memory is fleeting and unimportant. It does not matter who he is, or for how long he has followed.

“You not going to talk to me?” he says. “You’re not scared of me, are you?” He sniffs again, and Prim wonders if he’s high on something other than testosterone. “Nothing to be scared of, I just want to talk to you.”

The brightness of the sky makes no sense. The blue of it, the beauty of it. Prim feels she should be in a dense city street, that it should be late at night, that she should have her house keys poised between knuckles.

“No need to be so fucking stuck-up about it,” he says, and Prim doesn’t say anything, keeps her eye on the stick, which is close but not in reach.

“I just want to talk to you, that’s all. Why don’t you want to talk to me?” His hand reaches out and holds Prim’s arm, and she flinches, pulls away.

“What’s wrong with you?” He sniffs, and then says, “What’s fucking wrong with you, stuck-up bitch?”

And she thinks, I’m not going to reach that stick.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Avalon

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

Avalon walks alone, but tells herself she will not be alone forever. She will go back to the field, she will find Prim, track her like she tracked her back at the cottage when they were still adversaries and not yet friends.

How long ago that seems.

All her life, Avalon longed for someone to accept her. To stand up and say, Stick with me, I choose you. But the terror of such vulnerability, the sheer horror, the risk. So she has braced herself for rejection, welcomed it as a means of safety, nursed it to her chest because she knew that if anyone ever got close to her, ever knew her the way she knew herself, they would flee, the way a child flees a monster, the way a dog flees a kick.

Avalon could laugh at her own shortsightedness. For a moment, any fear of rejection is obliterated by a single, unequivocal truth: Prim is her friend. Buried in a plan that did not go to plan, and for only a short while, she had found someone.

She had a friend.

And she would try to make things right—split the money, introduce her to Felix, whatever it takes.

It is halfway dark.

She follows the shape of her own footprints, and they lead her back through fields, over fences and walls, through gates. She passes no one. The sky is ink and shadow. It is early enough to keep walking. It is late enough to sleep.

Will Prim try and sleep, alone?

Avalon won’t let her.

One more field and she’ll be back at the place she left Prim.

She hears something. The sound carries through the blue air and Avalon knows what it is before she sees it. The sound wakes up her legs, picks up her pace. Her eyes see the grass, and the wall with the stile, and the field beyond it, which slopes to the wood where she left Prim. But her memory shows her a basement flat, a wooden floor, reminds her what it was like to feel those floorboards grate her tender cheek.

She runs, jumps the stile, skids on the hard earth, knocks over a broad stick, picks herself up and runs on.

Prim’s wig lies like a dead red fox.

Prim’s rucksack is open on the footpath.

Prim is face down on the ground by the woods.

Blood seeps from her shoulder.

A man kneels on her back.

Avalon yells and the man turns, holds up the knife to the last dying light, and his wild eyes lack reason. She recognizes him. A rope is tied around Prim’s arms and legs. The same rope they had used to create tent after makeshift tent, which kept them safe and warm as they slept on the land.

There are no words that leak from Avalon’s throat; the noise is pure noise, pure fury and horror and fear.

The man moves the knife to Prim’s neck.

Avalon skids to a halt.

Prim turns her face toward Avalon. Her mouth has been filled with dirt, leaves, grass, moss, twigs, and they dampen her nasal screams. Her eyes are at first as wild as the man’s eyes; they hold the same furious determination, the same resolve.

“Fuck off.” The man presses the knife into Prim’s neck. Blood blooms.

Avalon holds up her hands in surrender.

Prim’s eyes widen, and it is fear now, not fury. It is pain, and possibility. Her cheek has been scratched by the rough woodland floor. Her clothes are torn, her head is bare, her flesh is cut, and Avalon knows that this event will mark her life, ruin her sleep, threaten her peace, and she knows how much worse it is about to get for her. She knows how, in mere moments, this man will transform those nightmares of attack into nightmares of a different genre. He will give Prim the nightmares that Avalon has. He will give Prim Avalon’s shame. Her eyes scan the field, but there is no weapon in sight, nothing but her bare hands, her feet, her strong legs.

All she has is her body.

“Fuck off,” the man says again, and the knife is still at Prim’s neck and the blood spreads down the blade, drips onto his wrist and chinos, marks the grass, and if Avalon jumped on the man maybe she could pull him off, maybe she could stop him, but not before that blade went through Prim’s neck.

Avalon takes a step forward, hands up, and she thinks, How has the sky not cracked? How have the clouds not fallen?

The man does not move the knife. His knee presses hard into Prim. His eyes roam Avalon’s body and Avalon knows what he wants to do to her friend, what he will do if Avalon doesn’t stop him.

How can she stop him?

She knows.

It is an instinct, not an idea. It forms in her heart before her head, gathers momentum the way lungs gather breath. She looks at Prim and softens her eyes, hopes that the look tells her friend not to be scared, not to worry, not to fear, because Avalon has found her and Avalon will not let her have those same nightmares, will not let her live with relentless fear in her chest, with unwavering panic that sits beneath the surface calm, with that uncertainty, that inevitability, that feeling that won’t wash away. She will not let Prim experience that shame. That shame, that shame, that shame. Avalon has learned to live with it. She will not let Prim sit that same lesson.

Avalon doesn’t have a gun or a knife or a rock in her hand, no weapon with which to save her friend. All she has is her body.

Understand, Avalon thinks. Please understand.

Avalon’s gaze switches to the young man. “Take me,” she says. “I’ll not struggle.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Prim

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

The mouthful of mud dampens Prim’s cry but still she cries out, bucks her body and kicks. The man’s knee on her back is less forceful. His hand pushes Prim’s face further into the dirt, but with less vigor. Prim rolls her eyes to the side, can see Avalon’s set expression, can see the man stare at Avalon. The man stands up and points the knife at Prim’s friend.

“Go on then,” the man says, and he unbuckles his belt with one hand; the other holds firm to the blade.

“Not where she can see,” Avalon says.

Prim shakes her head, tries to scream and half chokes on the leaves and the earth. She kicks her bound legs, arches her back, tries to pump her arms but they’re tied tight. She wants Avalon to look at her, to see the fight in her eyes that says Don’t, please don’t, don’t do this for me, but Avalon will not look at Prim.

The man takes off his belt.

“Turn around,” he says and Avalon does, and he yanks her arms back so hard she cries out. He binds her wrists with the leather.

He leads her away and Prim rolls her face in their direction, watches Avalon stumble past trees in the small, small wood until they are both out of sight.

She hears nothing.

Sees nothing.

She rolls her shoulders in their sockets and the knife cut spasms with pain. Her neck throbs and stings. She tries to prize her fingers free, tries to break the thick rope.

An owl swoops over the field and the sky at last begins to darken. The woods’ shadow is denser and Prim hears leaves rustle, a groan of male pleasure, and she tries harder to move her fingers, wrench them free, and she thinks of Avalon in the pain that should be Prim’s.

Blood leaks in a steady stream from her neck to her chest and her back, it forms a slick strip along her arm. She twists her limbs, arches and wrenches and contorts her body, ignores the pain in her shoulder. The owl swoops away with a vole in its beak and from the depths of the wood comes a scream.

A high-pitched, blood-bare scream.

And Prim does not pause to consider it, or pause to think, or pause at all. She is wild now, and cares nothing for the rocks that dig into her body as she fights with the rope. She lets her skin tear against uneven ground, and the rope is looser; it gives at her elbows, she rolls it down, down, and her wrists are free, her palms, her fingers.

She yanks back the rope, shoves it over her feet, stands on legs that are strong from pure will. Her feet are ready to run, her fists ready to fight, and she launches herself through the trees.

But stops dead.

A figure approaches.

Small, slim, with a wig askew and hands bound with a rapist’s belt.

Her top has been yanked over her head and onto her back. Her bra is cut open. Thick black-red liquid oozes from her teeth, across her lips, down her chin, and drips onto her bare breasts and stomach and Prim reaches her, holds her face in her hands, looks to see where she’s hurt.

“Don’t worry,” Avalon says, but her voice is nearly a dead voice, the sound of a woman on the brink of defeat.

But not quite.

There is one final spark in Avalon’s eyes. “It’s not my blood.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Bianca

ONE WEEK AGO

SOUTHERN ASIA

Bianca’s hand fell quickly, fingers on fire, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s not her.”

Her fingertips pulsed where they’d touched the corpse. Her palm throbbed. “Please, put her back, it’s not Mira.”

“Are you sure?” Paulson said.

Bianca turned her back. “Of course I’m sure.”

“Are you all right?” Paulson turned with her, put his hand again on Bianca’s shoulder, and she hoped this new feeling would leave her and seep into Paulson, as it had seeped from the body seconds ago. She wondered what she had touched and felt sick, corrected the unholy thought and rephrased it: She wondered whom she had touched.

Outside in the stagnant air, Paulson gave her a bottle of water while the policeman lit a cigarette.

“What will happen to her?” Bianca said. She looked behind, as if the body, or something like it, peered out from the clerestory window.

The policeman shrugged one shoulder. “If it’s still not claimed by the end of the week, it’ll go to the medical school.” Bianca had the urge to correct him and say she, but held back.

“We were told these are victims of a demon,” she said.

“The Pishacha?” He blew out a stream of smoke and for a second Bianca smelled nothing but tobacco.

“Yes.”

“If the Pishacha is real, then so is the Churel, and I’d be out of a job.” He laughed as though the joke were an old one.

“Churel?” Bianca said.

“It’s—what’s the word—fantasy? Superstition? It’s a vengeful old hag from fairy tales—she targets those who are cruel to women by masking herself as a beauty and luring men into the woods. Some locals find it easier to blame a ghost than to believe these are victims of man, or worse—victims of their own stupidity. Do you want one?” He held out the packet of cigarettes and Bianca shook her head, and asked what the policeman meant by stupidity.

“You should have seen the state of this one when it arrived.” The detective nodded toward the morgue.

“Were her injuries severe?”

“Just bruising to the neck, but there was evidence she had been pregnant and had either miscarried or—” He held out his hands and let Bianca silently finish the sentence. “Probably for the best. Imagine someone like her as a mother, the example she would set, the reputation—she hardly wore anything. Tiny shorts, a bikini top, a thin shirt.”

“Is that bad?” Paulson asked, a hint of challenge in his tone. Bianca thought back to the hotel, and the women who had walked back and forth from the beach, and the desire that had boiled within her to grab them, one by one, and cover their bodies with loose, long-sleeved dresses, and teach them about risk management and self-respect.

The detective tapped his cigarette and ash scattered. “Women like this don’t need the Churel—they need to take some responsibility. If you go into the jungle dressed as a steak, don’t be surprised if you’re eaten by a lion. That’s what I would tell my daughter, if I had one. Luckily, I only have sons.” And then he looked embarrassed, as though he had momentarily forgotten why they were there, and for whom this woman searched. He stubbed out the cigarette on the wall. “I apologize,” the man said. “Looking at you, I can tell you raised your daughter to behave.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Prim

WEDNESDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

It’s not Avalon’s blood and yet it’s in her mouth and on her bare chest and pools at her navel, slips over her stomach and into her underwear, and Prim stares at the blood and then at the woods over Avalon’s shoulder.

She undoes the belt around Avalon’s wrists.

More sound comes now, quiet and dull, the mewing of an animal in pain, and Prim hears it clearly, walks past Avalon and toward that sound, and in her head a phrase replays. The words are not It’s not my blood. She doesn’t hear Take me.

The words, repeated, are Avalon’s words: Not willingly.

They seethe through her veins and muscles and flesh until they throb in time with her pulse. A rock waits on the ground by a tree as though it has been waiting a lifetime for Prim. She lifts it.

The sound of pain grows louder and she runs toward it, and behind her Avalon shouts her name, shouts for her to stop, but Prim doesn’t.

She finds the man on his back in the dirt, trousers round his ankles, his hands pressing down hard on his blood-gushing groin.

“Please,” he says.

The blood on Prim’s neck is just as fresh, just as wet as his blood. His words are the same she’d used when his knife pierced her shoulder.

The rock is in her hand.

“Please, help me.”

She won’t.

“Think of my mum,” he says and lifts an arm to shield his face, cries out at the pain from his severed dick and presses his palm back to his groin. “Don’t hurt me, please, think of my mum.”

Prim holds the rock above her head and crashes it down onto his. She thinks of Avalon and the belt around Avalon’s wrists, and the rock fractures his eye socket. She pictures Avalon’s torn-apart clothes and Avalon’s dead voice, and the rock caves in his skull, splashes blood across Prim’s face, arms, hands, and she thinks of the blood between Avalon’s teeth and brings the rock down again. And again. And again. And not once does she consider the rapist’s mother.






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Prim

THURSDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

They don’t cover the body; they know it will be found. The rock is thrown deep into the woods; Avalon dresses quickly in untorn clothes. They run.

They run through fields, up gradual slopes and down them, through woods and across quiet roads and past houses and on into a nature reserve. The moon rises and the sky becomes black.

At a stream they stop to catch their breath and wash the blood from their faces and bodies, clean the cut on Prim’s neck. Their muscles beg mercy. Unable to run any further, they walk until they reach thicker trees.

“Here,” Avalon says, and puts down her bag. It is the first thing she has said since she prized the rock from Prim’s bloody hands and whispered in her ear, “That’s enough, that’s enough now, that’s enough.”

They are deep in the trees, off the footpath. They are together.

“Are you okay?” Prim says.

“We need it to rain, real heavy,” Avalon says, and they both look up for clouds, but all they see are dark branches and a dark sky. “The heavier the rain, the less evidence there’ll be.” She does not say, when they find the body, or if they find the body. They both know it will be found, and soon; the woods back there were small and the footfall heavy, and Prim is glad it will not be she who stumbles across the mess of blood and genitals on a 6:00 AM dog walk. She’s glad, too, that it won’t be her friend.

Avalon draws the rope between two beech trees. It is the same rope they have always used, the same rope the rapist used to tie Prim, who finds it hard to look at that rope, imagines the particles of her skin and blood caught between its strands. Instead, Prim unfolds the tarp from its tight, neat bundle and readies it for their makeshift tent. When it is up, she helps Avalon weigh the sides down with numerous stones, and the stones they choose are bigger, heavier than before, and each time Prim lifts one she thinks of that other stone. Every time she puts one down, she thinks of bringing that other stone down.

Beside her, Avalon trembles. Her teeth chatter. Her limbs shake. Prim thinks of the flesh caught in her teeth, of the blood on her chin, neck, and breasts.

“You go in first, I’m going to block the ends with branches,” Prim says. She helps Avalon inside and sees, by her ear, a last echo of blood that they’d failed to clean. Prim licks her thumb and rubs it away.






CHAPTER FORTY


Avalon

THURSDAY

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE

The warm night was dry, the ground firm. Avalon rolled onto her side and listened to Prim drag branches across the foot of the tent and tried not to remember the sound of her feet being dragged across leaves. And she tried not to remember the sound from years ago of her feet being dragged down carpeted stairs and across a stripped wood floor. Prim ducked under the tarp and lay down, yawned, whispered to Avalon to see if she was awake, but Avalon didn’t answer.

She couldn’t. Her jaw had clamped so tight her teeth ached. If she tried to speak, she would scream.

In her head, Avalon begged to hear the patter of rain. She prayed to wake and be drenched head to toe, so muddy and wet that to walk would be a struggle and the dog walkers would all stay indoors and leave that corpse for another day. Prim’s blood and Avalon’s saliva would be rinsed clean before the police could string up their yellow crime tape.

Inside the tent, the air smoldered dark green, mossy as seaweed. In her head, Avalon recited the old, familiar forecast: Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Forties, Cromarty, Forth. She waited for Prim to fall asleep and pictured the cold, calm sea and a boat that was steadfast and seaworthy. Tyne, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight. She built a dam against old memories and instead imagined standing on the shore in the sun with cool water up to her ankles, safe in the knowledge that she would survive. Humber, Thames, Dover, Wight. But there was only so long, only so long she could hold it.

It moved like a tide. It swept in with memories of her hands bound by leather in the woods only hours ago. It swept in with the memory of the look on his face, of the sound as his knife slashed her clothes, of the rough earth as she dropped to her knees. It pulled back and exposed memories she couldn’t bear. Those memories dissolved the years in between, pulled away at distance and growth until she was that teenage girl again and felt the fear that teenager felt, until she felt alone and helpless, unimportant and intolerable, until she remembered what it was like that first time.

The feeling was not a memory of pain; it was pain. It was not a memory of fear; it was fear. It was there and inescapable; it couldn’t be blocked, couldn’t be stemmed. She was both an adult and a teenage girl. She was both with Prim in the woods and trapped in a basement with a man far bigger, far stronger than her.

It all came back.

She cried the way adults cry when there’s no one else around. Her eyes screwed tight and her brow furrowed hard, so hard it turned numb. It was not a shriek or a sob or a little girl’s whimper. It was mostly silent. Head to the ground, mouth open to the mud and the ants and the dried leaves from last year’s autumn, her shoulders heaved and her chest wracked and a stone wedged under her breastbone. She didn’t move it, couldn’t. She cried like she was alone, like she did after that first time, when she was left face down on bare floorboards and felt the reverb of cars on the road, of pedestrians’ heavy footfalls, of a stick thrummed against the basement-flat railings by a child, oblivious. The dried earth beneath her cheek was as rough as those wooden planks. She cried like she was alone.

But she was not alone.

And Prim does not say thank you, or how could you, or don’t worry, it will all be all right. She rolls toward Avalon and wraps her arms around Avalon’s body and presses her own body to Avalon’s back. Awake and aware and unwilling to look away, Prim holds her and holds her all night.

And hopes a silent hope that there is someone out there who will help them.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Bianca

THURSDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

It was past midnight when Bianca melted to the floor, trembling and exhausted; another few hours passed before she woke on the tiles with chips of porcelain stuck to her cheek. The room was silent, the smell gone. Head lowered, she staggered to the sink, splashed water over her face, cupped her hands beneath the tap and drank and did not lift her eyes to the window.

The broken cup still littered the floor. She gathered the small pieces at last, and wondered how many had been lost to the soles of shoes and the cracks between floor tiles, and did not dare wonder what had happened to her, what was happening to her still. Even her knees were peppered with porcelain chips. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to save it.

Piece by tiny piece she began to reassemble the cup. The twelfth fragment she lifted sliced her thumb and sprayed blood across the rest. It was glass. She dropped it, sucked at the cut, quenched a fresh sob and dared look again.

It was porcelain.

She was losing her mind, feared it had already been lost.

The radio told her the time by hourly news bulletins and they were the same, all the same.

Until they were not.

She sat on the chair with her back to the window, the tiny, blood-splattered pieces spread across the table. She didn’t want to look outside and see the top of Mira’s boatshed through the thin trees, to think of Mira or how her face would crease with disappointment if she discovered the mug had been broken. She would discover it, eventually. Bianca had to keep hold of that; her daughter would come home.

The news reporter interrupted her thoughts and chilled her rigid body with the words twenty-four-year-old.

Just one year older than Mira.

—found dead in woodland—

She listened in cold dread—a body, a dog walker, a brutal scene—and it was too much. She snapped off the radio, but the image had embedded and instead of a nice young man in the prime of his life, Bianca saw her daughter. She needed to move, couldn’t bear to look at the kitchen table, or out the window at the path and the trees and the boatshed, because she feared it would blur to nothing and in its place would be a dead woman on a slab, a ring of bruises at her neck, and she repeated aloud, “It’s not her, it wasn’t her.”

The sun tipped over the windowsill, streamed through the kitchen and woke the groggy flies. Bianca moved. She brushed her teeth, showered, dressed in linen slacks and a white blouse, pulled a brush through the gray knots of her hair. And everywhere she saw that shrouded corpse, lifeless face, deathless eyes, and behind the image lingered a realization far worse: It was not her daughter, but it could have been.

And yet could be.

She steadied herself on her vanity table.

There were people out there, bad people, who hurt young folk, who strangled them, beat their heads in with rocks, stole their lives. Such evil people.

The still room replayed Gerel’s question.

Perhaps it’s time to ask why she left.

Fury replaced fear, anger at the injustice of it, incredulity at the nerve. Bianca had done nothing wrong, did not deserve any of this; she was a good woman, she did what she was supposed to do. She had never hit anyone, never raised her hand, never bullied, brutalized, bruised, and, as if in recognition of this fact, Gerel’s voice melted away. It was replaced by another, uncanny and grotesque.

Tell me what you did do.

The voice came again. It wasn’t Gerel, Mira, Jacob, or Amos. The tone was sickeningly sweet, thick as toffee, unrecognizable as grief. It sounded like her own.

Tell me what you did.






PART 
Three







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Prim

THURSDAY

OUTSIDE WESTON UNDERWOOD, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE

They run as if they’ve been running all their lives, hide as if they’ve been hiding. Gone are the pit stops to eat by quiet ponds; they eat as they walk, drink as they walk. Prim tells Avalon to keep on the move while she stops to piss; she’ll catch Avalon up.

And as Prim crouches to the earth she doesn’t consider the trees, or what might lurk in or behind them. There is only the east coast of England, the need to be there and then leave, to get away from what she has done, who she has become, and the life to which she can never return.

It is only when she leaves the cluster of bushes and sees Avalon stride ahead that she pauses. One moment between strides that is longer than the rest, and that moment is filled with her father. She will never see him again.

When she puts her foot down it is heavier than the last time. The land is flat, but when she trots to catch up with Avalon, she must drag her legs forward as if running uphill.

Yesterday the clouds were thin, white, and dissipated with the breeze. On the horizon today lies a thick bank of them, white on top and gray blue beneath. Only directly above them is the sky blue; a pale egg blue as fragile as an English summer, and it seems so high, so unreachable, and somewhere behind her is a secure care facility, where nurses drape cardigans around an old man’s shoulders and soothe him when he fails to recognize their faces.

“How’s your shoulder?” Avalon looks over at Prim but doesn’t stop.

“The cut’s only skin deep. How’s my neck look?”

“It’ll heal. You okay, otherwise?” Avalon asks.

And Prim could lie, or swallow it down, but she wonders what the point would be in that. There seems little reason to hide herself from Avalon, and she thinks she’ll say, I was thinking of my father, but when she opens her mouth and her tongue forms the words, all she says is, “I can never go back.”

Avalon nods, considers Prim’s sentence and says, “He’ll be all right. I made sure.” And Prim wonders how it is that Avalon knows the inner workings of her mind. Wonders at a woman who can steal with one hand, pay years of care bills with the other, and muddy the horizons of her evil with goodwill.

They stare at the dark cloud ahead and the pale land beneath; their feet will only carry them forward.

“We really need it to rain,” Avalon says.

They keep to fields wherever they can, avoid roads and cars and houses, and when they see someone approach, they are cautious; sometimes they take opposite sides of the field, sometimes Prim doubles backs or pretends she has asked Avalon for directions. They hear sirens and freeze like lamped rabbits; the sirens fade and they’re revived by the silence. They speak little, and save the energy for their legs.

But their bodies, hungry, demand food. Their muscles cramp, their stomachs ache; eventually they will have to stop.

“Nowhere with CCTV,” Prim says.

“Obvio,” says Avalon. “Somewhere we can run in and out of.”

When they reach the next town, they don’t arc around it, but skirt the bordering fields. There is a sign for a supermarket, a school, a church, but it is the sign for the industrial estate that catches Avalon’s eye.

“Bet you they’ll have food trucks,” she says.

And Prim does stop then, stares at Avalon. “A food truck? You don’t eat fast food.”

“Nor do I bite men’s cocks off, but look where we are.”

“How far have we walked?” Prim says, and she means how far away are we from that place, that terrible place, and Avalon knows this, too.

“About fourteen miles,” she says.

“That’s not very far.”

“No, it’s not. So we’ll find a food truck and keep going.”

They keep their heads down and walk through the edges of the town, through the car parks and forecourts of the industrial estate, but there is nothing. No burger truck, no sandwich kiosk, no greasy spoon. A lorry conceals the entrance to an alley and they slip beside it, lean in the dark space with their backs to the wall and consider their options. They’ll keep walking. They will find somewhere else.

They hear a door slam and the lorry’s engine turns to life. Prim jumps.

Avalon whispers, “It’s okay, they can’t see us.”

They hear the burr of an electric window, the slurp as the driver sips a drink, the sound of the radio and the six o’clock news.

The identity of the murdered man has been confirmed as that of Florian Smith—

The alley feels small, incredibly close, and the walls slick with lichen, damp, and moss, and it cannot be mid-June, cannot be summer at all, because the air has no heat, and Prim trembles. Avalon stands still as ice and just as cold, her face turned toward the sound of a radio, and Prim remembers the dying man’s last words.

—the twenty-four-year-old son of local MP Laureline Smith.

Prim closes her eyes. Hope drains from the soles of her tired, tired feet.

“Shit,” Avalon whispers. The lorry pulls away.

“They said he was hit on the head,” says Prim, “nothing about the other thing.”

“You think a politician would let that out?”

“What are we going to do?”

“Run like hell.”

They backtrack through the industrial estate, into the wild, and walk in catastrophizing silence. Their stomachs growl and they ignore them. They stop in a graveyard and refill their bottles from the outside tap, lean against an oak tree and catch their breath. Avalon unfolds the map.

“How far to the coast?” says Prim.

“A hundred miles, give or take.”

“And when we get there?”

“We’ll head to Felixstowe, sneak onto a boat headed for Amsterdam.”

“Why Felixstowe?”

“I know it like the back of my hand. Used to, anyway.”

Prim closes her eyes, shakes her head, and the rough bark grazes her scalp. “We’ll get caught,” she says.

“You’d be amazed at how few people get caught.”

“How long will it take to walk there?”

“A week at this rate.”

“A politician’s son,” Prim says, and for the first time in days she lifts her hands to her head, drags her fingers over her scalp as though she has handfuls of invisible hair.

“Makes sense to me.” There is a bitterness in Avalon’s voice that Prim has not heard till now. “A boy who grows up being told he can be whatever he wants to be, and is pressured to be assertive instead of kind, physical instead of thoughtful, powerful instead of polite. I bet he was never told that he was bossy, or abrasive, or shrill, or that you had to consider what people thought of you, or how your actions made them feel. As a kid I bet he wasn’t forced into a pink T-shirt emblazoned with Keep On Smiling.”

“Why did he have to be an MP’s son? She’s going to demand that every police force in the country works on this.”

“I doubt she has that power,” says Avalon.

“But she has the press,” Prim says.

Avalon stares ahead, bounces her gaze from grave to grave, then up over the low churchyard wall and across the grass and into the thicket beyond. “They don’t know it’s us.”

“Yet,” says Prim.

“It’ll take a while for any DNA evidence to come back, I reckon.”

“His mother will have the tests rushed through.”

“Even so.”

“We need to move,” Prim says.

“We also need to eat and sleep. You find a safe spot and set up camp in those woods over there. I’ll head into the village and buy some food, then I’ll come back and find you. We can leave at first light.”

Prim agrees and watches Avalon pick her way through the churchyard and doesn’t turn her head to the woods. She stares at the ground and walks, looks over her sore shoulder to track the other woman’s progress, then back at the churchyard wall as she clambers over and into the field beyond, and she does not acknowledge the woods until the trees are close enough to touch. Even then, she keeps her eyes on the bases of the thick trunks and not the branches, on the fallen leaves and the slugs that crawl through them, and not on the shadows of the woods. Sure that, if she looks, she will see a ghost of Avalon with flesh in its teeth. She will see the glint of that man’s knife.

But the ground offers no solace and Prim feels her throat tighten and her mouth fill with the memory of mud and leaves, and the slugs. The grit that she had so fastidiously rinsed out returns to coat her teeth, and she crouches on the edge of the woods, rubs her fingers across her gums, into the space beneath her tongue, to the sides of her cheeks, to her lips, but her hands are unclean.

Alone on the edge of the wood, she remembers what it was to be alone on the edge of that other wood, and then to suddenly not be alone. Remembers what it is to think you are strong until you are faced with someone far stronger.

Low to the ground with her palms pressed in prayer, she tells herself it isn’t the time to fall apart. She must find two steady trees and unfold the tarp. She must use the rope that bound her limbs to make a shelter. Heavy rocks must be found to weigh down the tent’s edges to keep them both safe.

Safe rings in her ears and she tells herself that’s what she did, that’s what Avalon did: acted to keep each other safe. She didn’t know she could go to such lengths. She doesn’t know what to do with the knowledge. It is not a comfort. It does not reassure. It terrifies.

Her hands tremble when she opens the rucksack and pulls out the rope. A length of dirty cord; Prim cannot tell which brown marks are dirt and which are blood. Her arms and legs are rope-burned, thick bands of sore red flesh that Avalon sprayed with the last of the antiseptic. She holds the rope, lifts her chin, and steps into the shadows of the canopy, finds two trees off the path and ties sturdy knots to hold it in place. She stretches the tarp over. But the shock that kept her in autopilot yesterday has worn off, the adrenaline worn thin, and there is only so much she can do.

There is a rock half buried in mulch and dead leaves, and it is the right size to weigh down the tent. Prim moves the woodland debris and carves the rock from the soil with her hands and lifts it into her palm, a deadweight. Think of my mum. Memory shows Prim his face; she sees him as someone’s child and she sees him as a man, sees his eyes grow wide and his mouth beg Prim for the mercy he didn’t give her. She sees in him the innocent baby and the questioning boy and the rebellious adolescent and the man he was when she killed him, and each version calls a lament for his mother.

When Avalon finds her, Prim says, “Can you weigh down the tarp? Please?”

Avalon holds a thin carrier bag and pulls from it a paper-wrapped bundle; the air fills with the smell of vinegar and fried fish ’n’ chips and she says, “Let’s eat first, while it’s hot. It’s late, the chippy was the only place open.”

They sit on the floor with their backs to a tree and say nothing. It’s the first hot food Prim’s had in a week, and the flavors are so strong, the tastes so delicious, that her eyes prick with tears. She sneaks a glance at Avalon, who despite her antipathy toward junk food, opens her mouth and shovels in batter. The portions are huge; they finish the lot.

“Did you get a paper?” Prim wipes the grease from her fingers on a napkin. Avalon shakes her head.

“But I saw the news; there was a telly in the chippy. It’s grim. They’re lauding him as the perfect son, cut down in his prime. The police think he was lured to the woods, and they appealed for witnesses.”

“But no mention of us?”

“Not yet. But the further away we can get, the better.” Avalon looks at Prim so hard and for so long that Prim knows her friend’s thoughts are grave.

“I passed a fair few bikes,” Avalon says. “As soon as it’s dark I’ll shoot back and get a pair; I’ll bring them here and we’ll sleep for a few hours, then ride as fast as we can.”

Prim closes the lid on her chip carton. Her stomach’s full and her muscles are weary. Two days ago, she would have panicked and urged Avalon not to take any risks that could draw police attention.

“Okay,” she says, “but aren’t they locked?”

Avalon laughs and from the side pocket of her rucksack she pulls out a ring of slim tools. “I know my way around a bike lock,” she says.

“Can it wait until morning?”

“You’re not ready to be left alone in the woods?”

“I couldn’t even finish the tent. I need to weigh the sides down, but whenever I try I…” Prim’s voice is thin and she feels her throat quiver even though she’s told herself to ignore it, to buck up and find some bloody grit, try to bury that inner voice, which tells her that if she lifts one of those rugged stones, she’ll remember. If she brings a stone down, she’ll relive it.

Avalon digs a rock out of the ground and it’s as wide as the span of Prim’s hand. The underside is wet and black with earth, the top dusty and pale. A small beetle crawls along the tideline. She pushes it into Prim’s hands and holds her by the shoulders, looks at her until Prim lifts her chin and meets her eye.

“It’s not the same rock,” Avalon says. “These aren’t the same woods; this isn’t the same place and it’s not the same rock. Tonight, I’ll weigh the tarp down. Tomorrow, we’ll do it together.”






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Avalon

FRIDAY

OLNEY, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE

Avalon couldn’t sleep, though her body screamed out for it. She rolled away from Prim and pushed back the branches at the far end of the tent; the night air hit like caffeine. She had said she would wait till morning to get the bikes, but no firm promise was made and it was a safer bet to steal them in darkness. It would take her less than half an hour. She would sleep better, she knew, once the task was done.

She left her rucksack next to Prim and whacked her passports dead on top; if Prim woke, she’d know Avalon would return. The moon’s secondhand light turned the woods gray and Avalon stalked through the trees in pure silence, then field, then churchyard, until she reached the lane that led townward.

It had been many years since she’d last played cat burglar, but the skill and instinct remained. She slunk between shadows as the houses drew near and her quick-fire gaze missed nothing—doorbell cameras, security lights, home CCTV, but nowhere is ever completely secure and it wasn’t long before she found what she needed: a courtyard bike storage unit.

It took a minute per bike.

There were lights on each, but no helmets. She wheeled the bikes out to the road, turned to face the woods, and thought she’d come up with a suitable solution on her way back to Prim, whose face flashed before her eyes.

And for a blithe moment it was as if the image of Prim’s face was a figment, conjured by Avalon’s memory.

It was not.

Across the street was a house, the windows dark save for the front room, and through the glass Avalon spied a wide-screen TV. She leaned the bikes against a wall and crept closer.

A man slumped, out for the count in an armchair, two empty bottles of wine and a tumbler with amber liquid in its base by his side. A twenty-four-hour news channel played on the seventy-two-inch screen, and half was taken up with Prim’s face, or the face she’d had before Avalon filled her tear troughs, cheeks, chin, and lips.

Only this image of Prim had no hair. Then the picture changed to Prim in a long red wig and beside her was another face. It was like looking into a carnival mirror. It was Avalon, and it was not Avalon. It was a picture drawn in shades of gray, a facial composite of Avalon where the eyes weren’t quite right, the nose and lips didn’t quite fit, and yet it was her.

And below it scrolled words that Avalon was not yet ready to see, because it was too soon, far too soon, and they were too close to that body and those woods.

Two suspects wanted in connection with the murder of Florian Smith.

Primrose Meath’s DNA was found on the body, along with that of an unknown female.

They assume Primrose is working with the thief who attacked Ruben Meath.

Police are appealing for witnesses.

They will search all surrounding areas.

The image changed and the rapist’s mother appeared. Her face was red, swollen, tear-stained. Avalon couldn’t hear her through the glass but had a good idea of what the MP said: She would not let up until her son’s killers were found.

Avalon grabbed the bikes, wheeled them either side of her until she reached the church and hid them out of sight.

She told herself to keep calm and breathe steadily, yet she ran through the churchyard, threw herself over the next wall and into the field, and called Prim’s name as soon as the hazy outline of their tent came into focus.

“We have to go!” She threw off the rocks that pinned the tarp. She discarded the branches, yelled into the tent, “Now, Prim, we have to go now.”

Prim snapped awake, leaped upright, and the urgency must have been clear because she didn’t ask why. She hauled off the tarp, folded it while Avalon unknotted the rope and stored it away, and they ran together through the field, over the wall, through the graves, and grabbed the bikes.

They flicked the lights on and they pedaled.

Through the darkness they rode and Avalon told Prim what she had seen. The air was still, the roads mostly empty, the villages like ghost towns, and they flew for an hour before they stopped and Avalon unfolded the map; they’d traveled eight miles.

“We’d go faster without the bags, but there’s no way I’m leaving them.”

“We could dump our spare clothes to make them lighter,” Prim said.

They buried their clothes deep in a bin and each kept back one spare pair of underwear and one hoodie. It made little difference. Prim yawned, and Avalon clamped her teeth, tensed her neck, and forced herself not to follow suit. “One more hour,” she said, “and we’ll stop to get some sleep.”

They clambered back on, and Avalon felt every newly used muscle complain and her stomach cramped against the fish and chips. Prim rode alongside, the silence cut by the metal spin of their pedals and the harsh whoosh of wheels on the road, and they were too tired to speak, too tired to do anything other than look dead ahead and ride on.

The handlebar lights picked out a scant few meters of road, but the distance ahead was unfathomable. Avalon scanned the asphalt for potholes and stones and immediate dangers that could trip them up and make them fall. When she looked to the side the ghost of the light bleared her vision. She did not look behind.

They rode past signs for woodland adventure centers and nature reserves and campsites and a host of other places that offered woods and ditches and multitudes of potential witnesses. Another hour passed, but they did not stop. Weary legs drove them forward at painstaking speed, and Prim rode with her head hung low.

“Engage your core or you’ll get a bad back,” Avalon said, and Prim gave a tired nod.

“It’s not my back I’m worried about, it’s my bloody groin,” said Prim.

“Pulled muscle?”

“Chafed skin.”

Avalon winced and mentally scanned through the contents of her first aid kit. There should be some barrier cream inside; she’d check.

“I need to stop,” Prim said, and her bike came to a standstill. She rested her head on the handlebars.

Avalon turned off the lights and waited for her eyes to grow accustomed to the darkness. The thin moon offered little help, but she thought there were trees in the distance.

“Over there.” She pointed. “We’ll rest up for a bit. It’s not far, we can walk if you like?”

They climbed off, walked toward the trees with the bikes tilted at their sides to stop the pedals hitting their legs. The sweat on their skin sapped their warmth and evaporated into the humid night air, and Prim’s teeth chattered briefly, then stilled. Avalon felt the exhaustion not in her limbs or tired back, but in the scratchiness at the back of her throat, the swell of her eyes, the sensation of an impending illness.

They reached the tree line and it was too dark to tell how big the woods were, or where they were, or if trespassers would be shot on sight. They lifted their bikes into the trees and the ground was soft underfoot, the air warm, and Avalon could not hold back her yawn. Her fingers fumbled with the clasp on her bag, and she told Prim to get out the rope, but Prim shook her head, waved the request away. She couldn’t walk a straight line. A wide-trunked tree loomed before them, and Prim rested her bike on the ground, sat by the tree, leaned her head back, and fell asleep.

Avalon took the rope from Prim’s bag and tied it around the two bikes, tied the loose end around her waist. Her body wanted sleep but her vigilant mind remained wary. She remembered the image of a shaved Prim on the TV screen, and the composite drawing of herself, and so pulled out the blond bob and the longer brown wig and roused Prim long enough to pull one over her scalp and then let her rest. She fixed the other to her own head, then sat down on the soft, dry leaves and told herself that they would sleep for an hour and then go. Just an hour.

She told herself they were safe and no one would find them.






CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Bianca

FRIDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

What did you do?

The voice followed Bianca. It was a solid, tangible noise and it filled her from toes to ears, stodgy as an undercooked cake. It strangled her appetite, shadowed the edges of her vision, and even before she heard it, she could feel it creep across her skin.

The radio didn’t drown it out, the TV showed her nothing but horror films and damn foxes. Beneath each sound and image lurked an undeniable, obvious truth, obvious to Bianca, at least. If she could find Mira, drag her home—kicking and screaming if necessary—then all this would stop. She phoned Paulson.

“Hello?”

“It’s Bianca Lucetta.”

The sigh reminded Bianca that she had agreed not to call Paulson more than once a week. It reminded her that it was still early and most people were not yet awake. “I wanted to talk to you, to see if there are any more leads.”

She sat on the bottom step, readied herself for the man’s annoyance, but Paulson said, “The trip must have been very difficult for you.” His voice, measured and calm, was suffused with unbearable sympathy.

“I was thinking, we should look into Nepal some more, she had such an affinity with—”

“—I found it tough, too. Did you follow up on what we spoke about on the plane? About finding a counselor, someone to talk to?”

And Bianca’s suitcase was still in the hallway, her passport still in her jacket, and everything Paulson had said on the plane was a blur.

“Are you still searching for her?” Bianca said.

The man sighed again, and Bianca heard them all sigh—Jacob, the detective, Brian, Gerel, and her body both stiffened against them and longed to relinquish control and say, You do it then.

“Of course,” Paulson said. “I’ll search until you tell me to stop.”

“I’ll never tell you to stop.”

“Then I’ll keep searching until…”

“Until you find her?”

“Or until it becomes unviable.”

“Unviable?”

“Unaffordable.”

Bianca ended the call.

The house was empty, the living room shut off. Her eyes flew to the gap between door and patterned carpet, and her ears pricked for the soft press of piano keys, but the only sounds this early were the flies in the kitchen and the creaky groan from her unfed stomach.

Perhaps she had simply not done enough to find Mira.

She remembered a brief period, early on in her relationship with Amos, when she must have still doubted herself and her ability to make a relationship work, and had thought she wanted to end things but was really just confused, must have just been confused because she wasn’t very good at this sort of thing—relationships, living a meaningful life, putting anyone else ahead of her own selfish needs and unrealistic expectations, let alone the man who had so clearly given her so much and stood by her despite everything she continually put him through and put up with her selfishness, thoughtlessness, lack of intelligence. If women gave up after every little argument there wouldn’t be a relationship left standing.

“You can’t always trust your feelings,” Amos used to remind her. He’d reminded the children, too, when they were old enough to understand. “Feelings lie to you.”

What would Amos do now, she wondered.

Tell her to unpack the suitcase, most likely, and chastise her for not doing it sooner. He would say it in such a way that she wouldn’t be sure if it was a joke, whether to laugh and risk making him angry, because why would he joke about a disgusting thing like that, or not laugh and have him accuse her of being oversensitive and unable to hear a single joke without taking it personally, and why did she always have to make him out to be the bad guy when he was trying his best and surely she, of all people, should see the best in him.

She pushed herself up from the step and winced in pain when her right foot took her weight. Right ankle balanced on left knee, she examined the sole of her foot; something had embedded in the gap between her first two toes. A smooth, crisp, beige wedge of … what was it? She pulled it out, placed it in the palm of her hand. An eggshell.

Another was pressed in her heel, another on the ball, and she pulled them free, held them in her palm and felt rage shake her, top to toe, and there wasn’t an inch of space left for fear. She looked at the shell and thought of Gerel’s stupid questions, and of Mira’s stupid suggestion when she was sixteen, after Jacob had left home. We could just go, Mum, you and me. We could go.

That voice came again.

What did you do?

Bianca stormed into the kitchen, palm held out to the shimmering window, and the eggshell glittered in the light like glass, and when she looked again it was glass, three fat slices of it. She startled, dropped them, and they fell onto the table with the rest of the broken cup. And she blinked, hard, and looked again. It was all porcelain, all slices from the same ruined mug.

“Was this you?” she called out, face puce and mouth tight. “Eggshell, bloody eggshell, that turns to porcelain chips? Did you do this? Do you think you can drive me mad?”

The window shimmered, the left side swirled, and she knew another image would rise up and try to swallow her whole but she wasn’t going to let it, no sirree.

“What will you do then? Show me another memory? Try to scare me with something I’ve already lived through? Is that all you can do, all you’re capable of? Do you think that can break me, a bit of light bullying? Do you?”

In response, the glass shifted and there, on the left-hand side of the glass, was Mira at sixteen years old, sitting on her floral duvet cover beside Bianca. Bianca’s arm was loosely around her, Mira’s eyes were bloodshot, swollen from crying. Who knew what had upset her, it could have been anything; she was too sensitive, couldn’t ever take a joke.

We could just go, Mum.

Bianca opened the drawer, grabbed the rolling pin, threw it, and it bounced off the frame.

We could just go.

She threw the tea caddy, a knife, a milk pan, and still that infernal pane would not shatter, and like a resounding echo she heard her own voice again: What did you do?

“I’ve done nothing wrong!” she screamed. “I won’t take it anymore. You can…” The words fuck off wriggled across her tongue and she saw her reflection in the window: Her gray hair was unbrushed, her clothes hung from her bony frame, her eyes were untamed, but she was not untamed, she would not let this thing, this stupid, petulant thing untame her. “You can go away and leave me alone! I don’t deserve this!” She scrabbled for her phone, held it face out to the window, and the screen reflected back at her: A news site displayed two women with no hair and the headline screamed brutal murder.

“There are women like this, out there! Torture them! Make them miserable! There are murderers, rapists, molesters, sex traffickers, drug lords, pimps, prostitutes, adulterers, sluts, gold diggers—harass them! Show them windows into the past, play them stupid songs. These are the sorts of women who need punishment, women like this!”

For a moment, the room was still; not even the flies moved their wings and she was right, she knew she was right. She had done nothing wrong; she was good at not doing anything wrong—she had built her marriage on it. The injustice of this … this harassment burned her cheeks.

“Bianca?” Gerel stood at the threshold, alarm on her face, in her voice, in the way her shoulders were tight and hunched. “What’s going on?”

Bianca wanted to say, “I don’t know, please help me, I don’t know,” but she had never been able to say that.

“The window,” was all she could say.

“You want me to board it up for you?” Gerel inched toward Bianca as though Bianca were wild, or scared, or both.

“I want…” Yes, she wanted that window boarded up, and she wanted the pain to go away, and she wanted someone to tell her what to do, how to make it all right, and beneath all of those things was one hard, cold truth. “I want my—” She couldn’t complete the sentence. Gerel rushed forward, folded Bianca into her arms, and finished it for her.

“You want your daughter,” she said, and Bianca didn’t have the heart to correct her and say husband.

“I’m so sorry,” Gerel said, then held Bianca at arm’s length and looked at her. “You have to stop torturing yourself.”

Bianca jerked back, said she wasn’t torturing herself, and in the window Mira said to her mother, Please, Mum, please.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Gerel said, and Bianca looked at her friend, then at the window, and she was about to say, “Look behind you, please, and tell me if you see it too,” but there was a desolation in Gerel’s eyes that warned Bianca not to, that whatever Gerel was about to say was going to be catastrophic, and with that flash of insight came another. She knew what her friend was about to admit. Bianca longed to reach up and cover Gerel’s mouth, beg her not to say it, because if she said it how could Bianca ever forgive her and without her friend who would she have left?

“I did it. I told her to leave.” And there it was.

Bianca felt the shreds of their friendship dissolve. She stared down at the broken cup, and at Gerel’s green shoes, and at the tiles on the floor and the legs of the chair and prayed a silent prayer that Gerel would stop now, go home, leave her be to her misery and her wretchedness.

“She came to see me and she was so upset, and she—”

“Go home,” Bianca said, and the heat in her chest burned like hatred.

Gerel didn’t move. Her words flowed as though they had been dammed too long. “She had hinted at many things over the years, but never spoke plainly, never admitted to me how unhappy she was until she came to me, two years ago. She had hoped things would have been better once Amos—you know. They were different, but not better, and she didn’t know what to do. I had never seen her so low, so hopeless, and she asked me, ‘Is this all life has to offer?’ What could I tell her?”

Bianca screwed up her eyes and tried to block out the images of her daughter in tears, her easily led, credulous daughter who was capable of such love, forgiveness, sweetness, and care. Mira needed to be shown the right path, that was all. She needed to learn how to behave, how to suppress those unhealthy thoughts, and how to be grateful. “And did you tell her that she was lucky? That she had a mother who needed her?”

Gerel spoke slowly, calmly and in great pain. “I told her that the world has much to offer, that it’s wide and wonderful and needs to be seen and that she should go out and see it, but I didn’t think she would do it like this. Not for a minute did I think she would take it so literally, that she would up sticks in the night and run off—”

“She was twenty-one.”

“I didn’t think she would just go—”

“She’s Mira, what did you think she would do?” Bianca shrank from Gerel’s touch. Gerel’s skin had turned gray, and she shook her head, unable to say more.

“You told a twenty-one-year-old girl to go out into the world and find an adventure.”

“She’s a woman,” Gerel said.

“Synonyms.”

“They’re different.”

“Don’t deflect! You told a girl with severe psychological problems—”

“She was traumatized, not—”

“—You told her to run away, when she should have stayed with me. You told her to go it alone and now she is alone!”

“You don’t know that—”

“I don’t know anything! And now—”

And behind Gerel, Bianca saw it.

The scene at the window moved on. Mira looked at her mother, waited for her to say something, do something, and then there, right there for Bianca to see as plain as day, was the terrible, inexcusable, unforgivable thing she had done.

She heard Gerel take a step forward. “Bianca, please, tell me what happened on your trip? This isn’t like you—”

The window froze on that dreadful scene, and Bianca told herself, No, that’s not why Mira was miserable. She didn’t leave because of her mother, she left because of her mother’s interfering friend. “Don’t tell me what I’m like!”

“Was the body … Was it Mira? I’d never forgive myself—”

Unable to watch anymore, Bianca turned. “I told you it wasn’t!”

“Then what’s happened to you?”

“Leave me be.” There was no explanation; to try and explain would be reclaiming madness. The usual excuses echoed; she was stressed, jet-lagged, she hadn’t slept, couldn’t eat, her mind wasn’t what it was, she had always been weak, always sensitive, hysterical, stupid, good-for-nothing, unable to cope alone, unable to take a joke, unable to understand the simplest goddamn instruction and is it any wonder her children are useless when she is so useless herself. And to top it all off, she couldn’t even choose her friends wisely.

“Talk to me, for God’s sake!”

“Don’t take his name in vain!” Bianca shoved the chair and it fell on its side, and with it Gerel’s sympathy expired. She marched to the chair, righted it, looked Bianca square in the eye.

“You can blame me all you like,” she yelled, “but perhaps it’s time you asked yourself this: Why did she want to leave you? Amos was dead, she should have been happy.” Gerel knew she had gone too far, but her words could not be reversed. “I didn’t—”

“Get out!” Bianca held the door open, yelled again, and watched Gerel retreat toward the tree line.

The house was empty, should have been empty. Anger shimmered in the air, an element all of its own; it filled Bianca’s lungs, fogged her mind, strangled her gut, and reflected its light from that damn window. The face that stared back was her own. The fracture scarred her reflection like a knife wound, left to right; it distorted her features, twisted her mouth, and there was no resemblance to Mira anymore.

She picked up her phone and looked at the criminals imprisoned on the screen. Bianca had lived her whole life properly, to the point where she could no longer tell where the coil of expectation ended and her own free will began, while these two women, these ungrateful, greedy, probably promiscuous, women were set to get away scot-free. Where was the justice in that?






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Avalon

FRIDAY

CROSS END, BEDFORDSHIRE

“Wakey-wakey!”

The voice, low and East End harsh, was accompanied by a kick to Avalon’s leg, and her eyes sprang open.

A man stood above them, and Avalon cried, “Jesus,” and made to jump up, but the rope that tied her to the bikes tripped her effort. The man was middle-aged, narrow-framed, looked rough as brickwork, and his scent overpowered the woodland—earth lost to leather, dry mulch killed by musk.

Prim woke in unison, and she scanned quick and sharp for an exit.

“What the fuck yer doin’?” The man held a dog on a lead made of rope and it wasn’t the kind of dog Avalon wanted to pet. Prim shielded her face with one hand as though sun was in her eyes, and her fingers brushed the blond wig.

“Just resting,” Avalon said.

“No place to rest, this land’s private.”

“We’ve had a long journey, we’re sorry,” Prim said.

“Don’t give a shit if you’re sorry.”

Avalon swallowed. The dog growled. She waited for the man to tell the dog to shut up, but he didn’t. He looked at his dog. He looked at Avalon, at Prim. He smiled.

“You scared of dogs?” he said.

“We’re really sorry to trespass.” Prim scrabbled onto her haunches. “We just needed a pit stop. But we’re fine now, we’ll go on our way.”

“Think it’s so easy? Think just ’cause you’re a girl you can ‘sorry’ your way out of trespassing?” There was a bitter twist to his leer. A scar puckered his chin. The trees, which had felt insubstantially thin in the break-of-dawn light, now smothered like a hellish camouflage.

“Have you never been so tired?” Prim said and it was a plea, a sign of weakness, and Avalon tensed, but the question knocked the man’s focus. His leer faltered.

“Watcha mean?”

Avalon felt Prim’s energy peak, as though this was a boardroom deal that begged closure, an opportunity to be taken and taken swiftly. Prim spoke before the man’s leer could return. “We’re exhausted. We’ve been doing the coast-to-coast ride, you know, for charity. Breast cancer.”

Avalon kept her eyes on the man and not his dog, read the tattoos on his arm, saw the spear of a heart on his bicep, another heart on his forearm and the three-letter word below it.

“We’re doing it for our mum,” Prim said. “She died last year.”

Avalon was amazed to see his eyes soften. He tugged on the lead and the dog slunk behind him.

“Yeah?” He looked at them closely, scanned his eyes across their bodies and bags as though on the hunt for proof of a lie.

“Yeah,” said Prim, “to raise money for a support group.”

“You can sponsor us, if you like,” Avalon said and thought, In for a penny.

“What’s it do, this support group?” he said.

“It’s for the families, especially the kids. It helps them when their mums fall ill.”

The man nodded and the dog sniffed the wheel of Prim’s bike.

“Right,” he said, and when he looked at the women the glint in his eye had gone. He tugged the dog’s lead again to keep the hound back and Avalon saw four letters inked on his knuckles: ACAB.

All Cops Are Bastards.

The man stepped back. “Where are you going next?”

“Heading east.” Avalon held her bike by the handlebars and pointed it toward the road. The dog rolled onto its back, rubbed its spine in the dirt, and its tongue lolled wet and pink.

“Suffolk coast?”

“That’s right.”

“Hundred miles to go,” the man said.

“The home straight,” said Prim.

“Right. Well, good luck.” He stepped aside, clicked his tongue, and the dog hopped up, and they were about to head further into the woods when a sound cut through the canopy. They all looked up.

A helicopter thrummed.

The trees hid the blades but the noise was distinct, unmistakable, close.

“Some politician’s son got done in,” the man said and looked at them again, really looked at them. “The pigs are crawling all over the place, think two women did it and are on the run. Literally on the run, as in walking. As if anyone could escape a police search on foot.” He stared at the bikes, a half smile caught in his teeth.

“Well, good luck to them,” Avalon said.

“The murderers or the police?” he said, and Avalon was caught off guard, and her indecision made him cough out a laugh.

“Some folks say the son was a bad ’un, got what he deserved.” The man rubbed his chin. Faded prison tattoos marked his skin: five dots on the back of his hand between thumb and index finger, like the fifth face of dice. A cobweb tattoo covered his elbow.

The chop-chop-thrum was above them and the dog raised its nose and barked until the man tugged the lead once, twice, and the dog was quiet. “Probably have heat sensors on ’em,” he said. “If they scan here, they’ll see three people, a dog, and two bikes. Not what they’re looking for, is it?” He waited until the helicopter passed them, then tugged the lead and walked on.

The road was void of traffic when the women left the woods and the helicopter was quiet and distant. They stood on the roadside, tried to find their breath.

“That was lucky,” Prim said.

“That was close,” said Avalon. “You’re a smooth liar.”

“When I need to be. Just over a hundred miles to go?”

“We can make it in two days,” said Avalon.

“My body hurts like hell.”

“Mine too. But we can make it. How’s the cut on your neck?”

“It feels okay,” Prim said. The cut was red but a scab had formed and the edges looked clean enough. “We need food.”

“Then let’s find some.”

They took to the road and pushed up the hill. The bags were heavy and pulled them back, but they fought it and moved forward, and the further they went the flatter the land became and they rode side-by-side on the lanes. Few cars passed them, some cut too close and Avalon gave them the finger.

Whatever happened, they rode on.

The miles slipped away: two, five, eight, ten. They saw signs for St. Neots and skirted north of the town, and Suffolk felt reachable, possible.

Another helicopter flew overhead.

They stopped at a food truck in a turnout and ordered burgers that leaked grease onto their hands and wrists and coated their tongues with salt, peppery mustard, and fat. They washed it down with warm cans of Coke, bought two chocolate bars, which they ate in three bites. The radio in the food truck played music and ads, no news. They found a newspaper in the bin but it was two days old and redundant.

Prim said, “I have a feeling we’re going to be okay.”

Avalon’s chocolate-scented smile dropped. “Don’t tempt fate.”

“I thought that last guy was going to set his dog on us.”

“So did I.”

“But he didn’t. It gave me hope.”

“You can’t rest on hope, hope’s not going to get you anywhere.”

“Better than despair.”

“You don’t get it,” Avalon said and her smile may have dropped but her anger had too, and she stared at Prim like a lioness teaching a cub to hunt. “You can’t let yourself hope and you can’t let yourself despair. You have to push through both and keep pushing; it’s all on you and no one can help you, but no one can stop you either.” It was the same lesson Felix had taught her when they’d first met in Paris more than ten years ago, when he’d found her asleep on a bench and bought her a bowl of soup, the first hot meal she’d eaten in weeks. The following day, he’d gifted her her first cobbled passport and put her back on her feet. She intended to stay there.

They pushed on, and another hour saw another eight miles wash behind them, and the sores on their inner thighs took root. They stopped at farmland on the outskirts of Papworth St. Agnes, where a wide strip of trees split two marshy fields. The woods weren’t dense, but were far enough off the road to render them peaceful and away from dog walkers’ tracks. They unpacked the rope, unfolded the tarp and made a tent, like the good old days.

“It still hasn’t rained,” said Prim.

Avalon said, “It will, but hopefully we’ll be in the Netherlands by then.”

“Is that where we’ll sail to?”

“Probably. We’ll see what boats are at the docks.”

“And it’ll be safe?”

“Course not,” Avalon said. The first aid kit was in her hand. “How are your sores?”

“Sore.” Prim rolled up her top to reveal her stomach, grazed from the stones and twigs that had rubbed against her. Her neck wound had scabbed over, but the flesh was bruised. The surgical-grade antiseptic was all gone, used up on Prim’s lower leg and her neck, but there was still half a tub of barrier cream. Prim spread a thick layer on the damaged skin at her belly and wiped more across the cut on her neck.

Avalon said, “Go easy, it’s the last of it.”

“Can we buy more?”

“All pharmacies have CCTV, and I don’t fancy that risk.”

“Pine sap’s a good antiseptic,” Prim said.

“All right, Survivor McGee. Where’d ya learn that?”

“My dad,” said Prim. “When I was seven, we went camping. He fell and cut his leg on this thick briar; it tore open his sock and cut that soft place behind your ankle bone. I helped him walk for half a mile until we found a pine tree, and he taught me to cut into it with his penknife and pour sap onto the wound.”

“Was your mum not there?”

“She sat outside the tent drinking cans of gin and tonic.”

Avalon made a vinegar face and shuddered. “I hate it when you talk about that shit, it makes me feel wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“Twisted inside, like my heart and my stomach both hurt.”

“It’s called empathy.”

“Well, it’s a pain in the bloody arse.”

“I don’t think pine sap can help with that.”

“Since when did you become the comedian?”

“You must be rubbing off on me.”

“In your mum’s dreams, more like.”

They lay down, bodies close. The sky was still light and the tent was lit green—green from the tarp and green from the trees, and it made Avalon think of the sea. Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Forties, Cromarty, Forth.

“We’ll be okay,” Prim said into the evergreen light.

“Didn’t I say don’t tempt fate? All that matters is this moment, right now.”

“And in this moment, right now, we’re okay.”






CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Prim

FRIDAY NIGHT

INSIDE THE TENT

Light sleep comes in dream-crested waves and recedes with drowsy awareness. Prim feels Avalon’s spine against her own but sees nothing when she flicks her lids open—the moss-green moonlight has succumbed. All is dark.

She wills sleep to come, but the tide’s out. Prim waits for her brother’s ghostlike form, waits for Ruben, waits for memories of her father to creep alongside. Each has abandoned her. She tries to believe the last words she had spoken aloud but darkness makes them dubious, and instead of her husband’s words or her father’s screams, she fears she will hear a helicopter.

Deadness weighs her limbs, her inner thighs sing, and she keeps her eyes closed, tries to quash the paranoia and force sleep, because God knows she needs it and worrying about helicopters and keen-nosed Alsatians won’t help.

A sound then.

“Prim?”

Quiet, soft, and so unlike the robust, straight-talking voice she’s used to that it takes Prim a moment to realize it is Avalon, and in that moment Avalon must presume Prim is asleep, because she carries on whispering, as though only the trees can hear.

“I never had anyone to show me how to use pine sap; I was in care from six years old. It wasn’t the sort of thing they taught.”

Prim wonders if she should move, say something, let Avalon know that she’s awake and they could talk openly, but she doesn’t. She remembers those first strange nights in the tent, her need to speak and be heard but not acknowledged. Would she have spoken so openly if Avalon had talked back?

“I was seventeen.”

And in a flash of insight, Prim knows what Avalon’s going to tell her and part of her wants to turn then. Slap a hand across Avalon’s lips and say, No, I can’t bear it, please.

“I ran away from the home a year before and ended up in a den near Felixstowe; two guys ran it with their silent girlfriends and trained the kids to steal wallets and IDs.”

How many nights has it been since Prim asked Avalon to tell her what happened? A generation of selves has since passed. She asked because she had wanted to know, then, because she felt horrified and interested and superior and Not willingly had rung through her ears. She had asked when Avalon’s story was something Prim could offer sympathy for, not empathize with.

“They thought I had luck on my side but I didn’t; I was good, that’s all. I was bright and worked hard, and I picked things up quick as lightning. I thought it was heaven; a warm bed, hot food, safety—no one messed with the guys who ran the place, and no one messed with us kids. When they taught me to hack and phish, I picked that up quick, too. I was too clever for my own good, it turned out.”

Darkness presses in and Prim keeps her eyes open, prefers the black night to the images that roam her thoughts. She feels unprepared to hear more, but keeps her breath shallow, her body still, heart ajar.

“They moved me to a maisonette in another town, headed up by a guy who ran lines and laundered money and lived in the basement flat below the main block. I didn’t want to go, but nothing in life is free, they said. I had to pay my dues.”

And despite her open eyes, Prim pictures it—a vulnerable kid, a predatory asshole—and the space behind her nose and eyes stings. She doesn’t move.

“There were three other kids—two girls, one boy; each had a job. None of them legal. On my third day there, the main guy gave everyone a tenner and told them to piss off for an hour and buy lunch. He didn’t give me anything, kept me behind, and one of the other girls looked at me before she walked out and I knew something was off but I was still just a kid. I didn’t know what to do, or how to stop it.”

Avalon says no more and their tent is quiet again and Prim’s open eyes have accustomed to darkness. She sees the vague shape of the creased and folded tarp a few inches from her face, sees the outline of her wrist and hand where it rests on the ground. Her breath is shallow, her tongue feels thick, and she doesn’t know what to do; doesn’t know if Avalon wanted her to listen, or wants her to do something now, and then the silence is broken by one clean sob.

“I tried to fight. I did try to.”

Prim finds Avalon’s hand.






CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Prim

FRIDAY NIGHT

INSIDE THE TENT

“It was never your fault.”






CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Bianca

SATURDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Bianca bought five papers at the village shop, and even though the girl at the counter questioned her, asked if she wasn’t just buying five different papers that would tell the same story five different ways, Bianca ignored her. She took them home, held the articles up to the window.

“Here,” she said aloud, and jabbed her finger at the page. “Find these people, torture them; they deserve it.” Those same two women who had a life and yet wasted it. One had money, a lovely home, a handsome husband, and yet spoiled it with her incessant need to rock the bloody boat when she could have just as easily shut her damn mouth and shown gratitude. There are other stories, of course there are, details of men suspected of crimes, white-collar and blue-, women accused of this and that, but these two—well—these two outnumber the lot. The country’s obsessed with them.

Developments came in overnight, and the news sites on her phone showed the same images: Florian Smith with his handsome face and neat hair, and the two shaven-headed suspects. The news also featured a photograph of the MP Laureline Smith on the steps outside a police station, late last night. Her sandy hair was clipped back, her cheeks red and eyes swollen with tears, but her jaw was set. A square of video played her statement.

“These two women have robbed me of my child.” Her eyes did not stray from the camera, and though emotion cut through her voice she didn’t cry. “And they have robbed the world of a brave and wonderful young man.”

Behind her stood the boy’s father, his expression sallow, broken, and when Laureline called their son wonderful, her husband winced and washed his hands across his face.

“We will not rest,” she said, “until his vicious murderers have been brought to justice. We will not rest until these dangerous, abhorrent women are removed from our streets. We. Will. Not. Rest.” Her clear voice spearheaded its way into Bianca’s chest.

There would be no rest until she bought Mira home.

The tabletop thrummed with an incoming call and she picked up her mobile—Gerel. The call cut out, no message left. Bianca knew Gerel would come round to try and talk again, to apologize, defend herself, grovel, and she would see the rejected food left to fester in the bin, would see the empty fridge and would try and make Bianca eat, and though part of her yearned for that attention, another part couldn’t bear it. Her skin grew clammy, and she remembered the other attention that she missed and craved still, and though the image turned her stomach it also proved a point. She didn’t just remember Mira as a child, as Gerel claimed. And she didn’t just remember all of Mira’s difficult behaviors, the times she misbehaved, stepped over line after line after line, talked back. No. She remembered Mira at twenty, and at twenty-one. She remembered Mira’s hand on her hand, the way her fingers felt hot and slid against Bianca’s sweat as she said, Please, Mum, please. I said I’m sorry, you have to eat—

She shook the memory clear, feared it was too late.

It was.

Look—foxes!

“Shut up!” She flung the scissors; they bounced off the rim of the sink, clattered to the porcelain base.

“Bianca?” Brian stood at the back door. “What’s all this?”

With fresh eyes, Bianca saw herself as he must have done. Untidy hair, creased clothes, no makeup, bad breath from two days without brushing, and what must he think of her? She stood, tried to smooth the lines from her linen dress, and gathered the newspapers into a pile. “I wasn’t expecting you, I’m not presentable.”

“It’s gone two o’clock.” He had a board in his hands. “I cut it to size, do you still want me to cover it up?”

“Yes!” she cried, and smiled at him but could tell her smile looked manic.

“Are you all right?” His eyes gleamed, and she knew from his face that he wanted her to say, No, no I’m not all right, not at all, I need your help, won’t you fix it all, won’t you save me?

She said, “Quite all right, thank you.”

“I’m worried about you,” he said, but didn’t look it. His mouth lifted at the corners, tongue poked out as though she were a cupcake covered in frosting. “It can be hereditary, you know.”

She knew what he meant. He had diagnosed Mira three years before, shortly after Amos’s death. Bianca had dragged Mira into the surgery, made her sit in front of Brian while Bianca reeled off all that was wrong with the twenty-year-old—defiance, unpredictable behavior, mood swings, a habit of crying alone in her room late at night, the inability to stick to an appropriate career path, a habit of talking back, a desire to stay out late, drink too much, mess around with people who were no good at all, and what’s wrong with her, doctor, what’s wrong with her?

“Borderline personality disorder, of course,” he had said. “Classic symptoms. It’s very common.” And he wrote out a prescription for three sets of drugs, advised talking therapy as a last resort, and sent them on their merry way. And Bianca had to bargain with Mira to make her take them, said she wouldn’t eat until Mira took the pills, and she was good at going without food by that point, very good indeed, and it wasn’t long before the lack of food made her faint and Mira relented. She was so good after that. So quiet and good.

For six months, anyway.

And then she vanished.

“I don’t have BPD.” Bianca almost laughed. She was traumatized, for goodness’ sake, couldn’t the doctor tell the difference?

He sat at the table and beckoned her to sit opposite, tried to take her hand in his, but she moved and neatened the papers.

“Some of us aren’t meant to be alone.” He cocked his bald head to the side, smiled through his thick gray beard.

There was a sudden feeling of inevitability; she saw it all clearly, suddenly so clearly, and Brian took the papers out of her hand and imprisoned her fingers in his.

“I don’t think you’re very good at being on your own, are you, Bianca?” His eyes shone and his hand felt fat and hot.

Bianca wished Gerel would come but knew she wouldn’t.

Brian said, “I think you need someone to look after you, don’t you?”

She didn’t say anything and stared at their hands, and though her stomach felt uncomfortable and tight, she found herself nodding. It all felt so familiar, so fated. If Gerel came in through the door she would put a stop to it; she would tell Brian to go home. It didn’t occur to Bianca that she could say that herself, not when he was looking at her with spotlight intensity, not when his presence returned that tight, cold ball to her belly that was as familiar as it was unpleasant.

“Why don’t I come back on Monday afternoon, and we can talk about it then.” He moved closer, put his free arm around Bianca’s back, cupped her shoulder, stroked a bare patch of skin by the strap of her dress with his dry thumb, and though she flinched, he didn’t move. “You can finally make me that dinner you promised. Remember how you said you wanted to make me dinner, and how you wanted to make me your famous cake? I can bring a bottle of wine, it’ll help you relax. No, no, I insist. It’s just what you need. Now, why don’t you make me some tea while I board up this window? Nice and strong, half a sugar—just half—and a little dash of milk. Not too much, just to take the edge off. Up you get now, there’s a good girl. Oh, I must say you look very fine in that dress, very fine, I think you’ve lost weight. You look delicate, it suits you.”

By the kettle was another newspaper. The front page showed Primrose Penelope Meath in the arms of her husband, the man the police now say she had attacked, before running away with all their money in some foolish attempt at freedom with a shaven-headed woman who the press claim is probably a lesbian, and Bianca looked down at that woman and the ball of fury roiled, white-hot and grotesque.

We could leave, Mum. You and me, we could just go.

“Why should I?” She said it aloud, couldn’t stop herself. Brian, standing at the table with plyboard and nails, looked at her with his head cocked as though she were interesting, funny even, and not the slightest bit frightening.

“Are you sure you’re all right? I still have some sway at the surgery, you know, I can ask the new GP to prescribe you something.”

Behind him the window shimmered, and there was Mira again on the bed, her cheeks tearstained and blotchy.

What did you do?

“I couldn’t afford to live on my own, I couldn’t pay the bills by myself, I had to stay. And we had a good life, he protected me, he looked after me, and as long as you kept in his good graces he was fine, you just had to keep on his good side.” She spoke to the window, but Brian stepped toward her and blocked her view, and he held her waist, as if to steady her, but his fingers trembled and he moistened his lips, and she thought he was about to say something about Amos, about how happy their marriage had looked, how strong a couple they seemed, how exemplary.

He said, “My goodness, you’re so delightfully small.”

She squirmed but he held on, told her to calm down, it was all right, he was there now, and it was so sad that Amos had died but he was there, he would look after her because she needed to be looked after, and he pressed her cheek to his chest, rubbed her back.

The flies woke up.

Two, three, four lifted into the air, more joined them from the hallway and the half-open kitchen door and, with her cheek pressed to Brian’s chest, Bianca could see the window again.

Mira had disappeared.

Bianca squirmed, Brian held her in place, said, “There, there now, there, there.”

The sky was white, no birds or insects flew outside, the trees had ceased to sway. Something flew through the garden.

It could have been a dark bird, it could have been a fast animal, but Bianca saw shadow, saw a thin frame and the billows of dark hair, a spine that arched, a neck that pulled back, far back, as the thing spat.

The window shattered.

A knife-sharp slice, as long as Bianca’s forearm, broke free from the splintered pane and landed with the scissors in the sink. The pointed end marked out Brian.

Bianca screamed.

“Good grief!” He dropped Bianca and turned to survey the window, and the Churel was there, right there outside with her arms up and her spine arched and her hair like gruesome smoke, and yet Brian didn’t notice her, didn’t turn to Bianca and say, My goodness, is this what you’ve been dealing with, you poor thing. He said, “What’s the matter?”

Bianca looked again at the window. It had not smashed. There was no glass shard in the sink, sharp and tempting as a knife. The window’s only blemish was that same diagonal fracture.

“The glass, I thought it had…” What had she seen?

“You’re afraid it will break?” He stroked her arm again, rubbed his thumb across her gooseflesh. “I did tell you to remove that glass, didn’t I? You should have let me take it out when I first came round, like I said. Remember? When I told you to take out the glass but you wouldn’t let me. You should have listened.”

But Bianca wasn’t listening. She remembered the shard in the sink, the razor edge of it, the potential.

She did not want to remain in that house.
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CAMBRIDGESHIRE/SUFFOLK BORDER

Foot push pedal spin wheel. Again, and again, and Avalon didn’t think of the burn in her thighs, or the raw, red swelling of her chafed flesh, the ache in her lower back or the confession she made last night. She thought foot push pedal spin wheel and went faster.

Prim kept up, and Avalon could have kissed her for it.

They saw new headlines this morning. They caught snippets of radio broadcasts, saw themselves on a television as they passed a lone house, saw monochrome images of their faces and saw full color. The words dangerous, unpredictable, do not approach repeated themselves, and Avalon thought, Good, don’t come near us, leave us be, but the thoughts trembled in her head, her fingers trembled when she released her grip.

So she did not release her grip. On they rode and Avalon ignored the pain, and when she called out directions, she did so through gritted teeth.

The police knew they were a team, though their idea that Prim had been involved in the theft rankled. Avalon was surprised to see that it was fear for Prim that troubled her, rather than the usual desire for sole ownership. If they were caught, they would both be held culpable for all three crimes: theft, attempted manslaughter, murder.

“Stop,” called Prim and Avalon stopped. The wheels stilled and the pain returned, bleak and sharp. Avalon didn’t ask why they stopped, or what was wrong. She couldn’t bring herself to speak. They had no painkillers, no more antiseptic. Now she would risk CCTV for a pharmacy, but they hadn’t passed one, hadn’t passed anything other than low, flat fields, farms, farm shops, clusters of houses, the odd pub. Welcome to Cambridgeshire, she thought.

Prim climbed off her bike and doubled over, hung her head low. “I’m going to be—” but the words weren’t needed, because Prim hurled acid onto the side of the road, and Avalon rubbed her back. Another heave. Avalon worried Prim was ill, that the burger yesterday was bad or some foul germ had caught her at night.

“I’ve hit the wall.” Prim spat on the ground, wiped her arm across her mouth. Sweat coated her brow.

“The wall?”

“I need to eat.”

Avalon nodded and looked around; a wheat field spread to their left, marsh to their right, more fields up ahead, and it was so flat, and the emptiness persisted for so long, that Avalon doubted she would ever see civilization again.

Then she clocked something.

“Look, right here.” She hobbled toward the sign half submerged in ivy and briars, then looked into the distance in the direction the sign pointed. Sure enough, up ahead and concealed by a scant screen of trees, she made out a couple of buildings and the occasional glint of metal in sun. “Old Spot Bakery, half a mile. Think you can make it?”

“No,” Prim said. She touched her cut shoulder, winced. “But I’ll make it anyway. Think we can walk for a bit?”

They walked with their legs wide, keen for their thighs not to touch, and each step was painful, but the pain was a different pain and so a relief in itself. Their calves were sore and rigid, their backs ached, their knees jolted at every step, but eventually their faltering steps led them to the turn in the road and, beyond the trees, they saw the cluster of buildings, more a hamlet than a village.

“We’ve got to get back on and ride up, else we’ll stick out like a sore thumb.” Avalon nodded toward the glinting metal, and sure enough there were half a dozen cyclists, Lycra-clad and drinking espresso. They climbed back on and with painstaking strokes rolled their bikes to the bakery. It was an unobtrusive building tucked between houses, and a few metal tables and chairs sat on the pavement outside. The front was all glass, and behind it, on metal trays, sat cakes, pastries, biscuits, buns, breads, sausage rolls, croissants, and the smell told Avalon they were all freshly baked; the look on the owner’s face told her he made them himself.

“They have sourdough,” Avalon said, amazed to even get the words out because she was so choked up with relief and joy, and Prim put her arm around Avalon’s shoulder and kissed her head. Avalon was so happy she didn’t even push her off.

“Self-supporting?” the owner asked and nodded to their bikes and bags.

Avalon said yes and the man looked impressed, said, “Well, you better fuel up then. What would you like?”

Avalon stared through the glass. “This is what Christmas must feel like.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty close.” Prim laughed, but her eyes softened as though they read the untold story behind Avalon’s words. She didn’t look at Avalon, knew by now what was too much, what would make Avalon clam up. Instead, she reached out a hand, touched her elbow and Avalon felt warmth where before there was chill.

The owner said, “What’ll it be?” and Avalon jumped straight on it.

“Rye sourdough, an almond croissant, a Far Breton, and an apricot Danish please. Oh, and a flat white.”

“The moon, then?” Prim laughed.

“Damn straight.”

“I’ll have the same, and two sausage rolls for the road.”

“Two each or to share?” The man raised his eyes from his notepad and took in Avalon’s expression. “Two each it is.”

They sat at a table near the edge of the pavement, their bikes propped against a wall, and sipped at their coffee and sighed. Avalon closed her eyes. It had been days since she last had proper coffee, real sourdough, real food, yet it felt like months, like years. A different Avalon had eaten those things.

The owner served them a tray full of pastries, each on a brown cardboard plate. “I put some paper bags under there, look, in case you want to save any for later. I’ll just grab the loaves.”

Avalon watched him, overwhelmed with gratitude. Her nose caught scents of coffee and sweet, yeasty pastry. Prim was by her side, the sun was not too bright, and even her thighs didn’t hurt. On the tip of her tongue lingered the words she had chastised Prim for last night, the phrase she was almost ready to believe, and she parted her lips, watched Prim sip her coffee and look back at her.

And behind Prim, at the far edge of the circle of tables, a Black female cyclist in pink-and-black Lycra caught Avalon’s eye and swiftly looked down. She held a phone in her hand, showed the screen to the wiry-muscled man beside her and then he looked at Avalon and Prim.

An anvil crashed through that short-lived sense of well-being, crushed her appetite. “Drink up, and casually as you can, pack away the food,” she said. Prim’s smile dropped.

The cyclists nodded to each other, looked at the phone again, whispered without glancing up, and it looked to Avalon as though they purposefully avoided her gaze.

“What’s happened?” Prim said.

“I think we’ve been clocked.”

And, through the window and at the back of the bakery, a TV played Sky News. A man stood outside the black door of Downing Street; how long until the story switched to Florian Smith and the women wanted for his murder?

“Two loaves wrapped and ready. I’ve added a pack of butter in there and a couple of water bottles too.” The owner put the paper bag on the table with a wink, wished them luck, and returned to his till.

“Now, Prim, now,” Avalon said and, cool as could be, they lifted their bags onto their aching backs and ignored the ache. They climbed onto their bikes, pushed off and rode. A final glance over her shoulder told Avalon the cyclists had seen them; the guy held his phone to his ear.

Foot push pedal spin wheel. Again, and again, and Avalon and Prim didn’t speak, they rode. They pushed forward and pushed through the pain, and the sun felt hotter, the air more humid, the threat more real. They rode on.

Five minutes, and Avalon still felt too close.

Eyes on the skyline, she waited for police cars, ears pricked for sirens.

The road wound around wheat fields, curved into the curve of a dry streambed, and the only junctions led to cracked-mud, pot-holed farm tracks. There was nowhere to go but forward.

“Do you hear that?” said Prim, and Avalon heard it.

A whir, distant but getting closer, and Avalon looked up, expected to see a police helicopter on the horizon. The white-cloud sky was empty, but the sound grew louder.

“Behind us,” Prim whimpered, and Avalon felt the fear.

She looked behind and there, moving at a speed Avalon couldn’t match, were the two cyclists from the cafe. Pink-and-black Lycra, jet-black road bikes, hands on their drop bars, they came closer. And there was something in the way their chins were lifted, the way their eyes centered on Avalon and Prim, that told Avalon these cyclists were not out for a simple weekend ride. They were out for blood. They were out for them.

Prim and Avalon pumped their legs and adrenaline killed their pain, drove them forward, but there was no comparison. No escape. She imagined these cyclists as off-duty cops, imagined they were the dead rapist’s friends.

And before Avalon could imagine anything more the cyclists were on their back wheel.

Then beside them.

Then in front.

And the two Lycra-clad shapes rode on and Avalon felt the breath of relief build in her lungs, thought they were on a simple ride after all, thought she was safe.

But the cyclists pulled up ahead of them.

They moved their bikes and blocked the road.
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“Stop!” The cyclists held out their arms, made themselves big. Ditches paralleled the road. There was no turning back.

Prim stopped first and Avalon followed suit. They looked at each other and not the two people who fast approached them. The cyclists were tall, toned, and filled the wide road with their presence. Avalon stretched out a hand. Prim found it. Gripped it. Avalon thought of the sun rising over a hill in South Gloucestershire, and how she ran up that hill with a needle in her hand, determined to hunt Prim down. Somewhere on the long road behind them, that paradigm shifted—the need to chase Prim became a need to run at her side.

“Don’t get off your bike,” Prim said. “Wait till they’re closer, then we’ll ride through them.”

Avalon knew this wouldn’t work, but nodded anyway and tightened her squeeze on her friend’s hand, and the cyclists drew closer.

“You’re them,” the woman called. “The ones on the run.” She removed her helmet. Two black braids raced down her back. She looked about thirty. The man beside her, also with black hair and the same eyes, mouth, poise, was a little older. They looked like siblings.

A short sigh escaped Prim, torn between fight and surrender, and the man stepped closer with his chin lowered and hands raised, as though the women he approached were untamed.

A tsunami of panic swelled from Avalon’s toes, engulfed her hips, ribs, shoulders, and she gripped the handlebars, would have used the whole goddamn bike as a baton and beat the pair to a harmless pulp had the woman not called out.

“We want to help,” she said.

A beat of silence.

The humidity grew thick, the clouds seemed to drop, and Avalon said, “You what now?”

“We want to help.” The man pulled out a phone from his jersey pocket, held it screen-out showing a Bluesky feed, and said, “We’ve read all about it. We’d have done the same thing.”

It made no sense, but Avalon had stopped looking for that. Prim climbed off her bike and together they stumbled into the no-man’s-land and read the cyclist’s screen. The fact that Florian Smith was trending was no surprise, but the response to the hashtag floored them.

“His mother acts like he was a saint, but over the last three days dozens of posts have been shared. Other women have told their stories—women he grabbed in bars and pretended it was all fun and games, the women he flashed in alleyways, the women he got drunk at parties and then assaulted when he offered to walk them home.” The cyclist passed the phone to Prim, let her read, and continued, “And the other women he raped. One went to the police, but dropped the charges before it reached court, the process was too much.”

Prim’s knees buckled, as though in that phrase it all rushed back—the dirt in her mouth, the stone in her hand, the ache in her arm. The blood that smeared Avalon’s chin. The stab in her shoulder, the slice in her neck.

Avalon held her up.

Prim pressed her fingers to her mouth. Her eyes gleamed with tears, but they didn’t fall, and Avalon felt what she felt—the fear, the shock, the helplessness, the injustice, the mud on her tongue, the knife at her throat.

And the anger.

Another hashtag caught her eye.

#SelfDefenseNotMurder

A wail escaped Prim’s throat. It was too much to take in, to believe.

“That’s the hashtag we subscribe to.” The woman stood beside her brother.

Prim handed the phone back. “Why would you help us?”

“Someone has to. Come with me, Achoja will check over the bikes.” She held a small purple bag with a Red Cross logo and beckoned for Avalon and Prim to hop down with her into a ditch. “Keep your back turned,” she called to her brother and then, to Avalon, “Take off your leggings and underwear, rub this into your skin.”

Avalon did as she was told, pulled her leggings clean off and held her knickers at her knees. She rubbed the barrier cream into the sores on her thighs and moaned at the pure, cool pleasure of it. The woman rolled Avalon’s leggings into a ball and, before she could be stopped, chucked them into the road.

“We need to swap,” the woman said.

“What?” Achoja began to swivel around and his sister yelled out no.

“Keep your back turned but throw me your bib shorts. They’ve only got thin leggings.”

On the road, Achoja pulled off his cycling jersey to reveal the over-shoulder straps of his bib shorts. He took them off, lobbed them over his shoulder, and scrabbled on the road, bare-arsed and blind, until he found the discarded leggings. His sigh was loud but resigned.

“You’ve got about eighty miles to the coast; you’re going to want some padding,” the woman said as she followed suit and flung her own shorts, inside out, at Prim.

Avalon caught the man’s Lycra shorts. They were sweaty and smeared with barrier cream and carried the scent of a bare-backed fifty-mile bike ride. But they were padded. Gloriously padded.

“You can keep the tub,” the woman said and held the cream out to Prim. “It’ll stop the chafing.”

Prim took a smear, and when it touched the sore red flesh of her inner thigh she gasped.

“Doesn’t it feel good?” Avalon stood in the ditch with her legs wide apart, knees bent in a squat, and she swayed side to side; she had no leggings on, no underwear, and the man’s bib shorts were held in her fist. Her crotch was smothered in cream. “My God, that feels so good.”

“Thank you,” Prim said. It was all she could say. The woman shrugged, said no problem at all, and when he was given the all clear, Achoja joined them and asked what their plan was. Avalon told them.

“Felixstowe?” The woman, incredulous, shook her head. “You’ll get caught. They’re monitoring every airport, train station, and dock; you need to go smaller, or wait it out and try in a few months.”

“Months?” It was Prim’s turn for incredulity, and the woman shrugged.

“A bleak choice, but better than the alternative.”

“Though, to be fair, you’re already a celebrity in prison,” Achoja said. “Any female con who’s been rubbed the wrong way by a guy—”

“—And that’s all of them—” the woman put in.

“—thinks you’re the nuts. But I wouldn’t recommend that route.”

“How do you know all this?” Prim said.

“I’m a prison warden,” said Achoja.

“And you?” Avalon asked.

The younger woman frowned, said, “Don’t ask,” but her brother mouthed the word copper. Avalon felt her bowels clench and had a sudden desperate urge for the loo.

So close, she thought. Too close.

From an underseat pack on her jet-black bicycle, the woman pulled out a ring of Allen keys and set to work on the saddle. She adjusted the height and the handlebars, had Avalon hop on and then off and adjusted them again.

“Know how to change a tire?” she said and Avalon shook her head no, so the woman showed Avalon what to do if they got a puncture, taught her a trick with a ten-pound note in case they ran out of inner tubes, and the man explained to Prim how to fix a broken chain.

Finally, the siblings looked at the fugitives’ feet, looked at each other, and, with another resigned, sorry sigh, they took off their shoes and passed them to the women, and the man said, “They might not fit perfectly but they clip into the pedals, so your feet won’t slip off.”

“You’ll make it to the coast by tomorrow evening.” The woman gave them an encouraging smile.

“And think small,” added Achoja. “A fishing village or a hamlet on the coast. Somewhere with lots of holidaymakers and boats. Do you know how to sail?”

“I’m brave as a lion, I can do anything,” Avalon said.

“Pick the right boat and it’ll not be reported for days.”

“A bit like cars and bicycles,” said Avalon.

“Those two have already been registered as stolen”—the woman nodded to the pilfered bikes—“so be careful. We’ll ride these back and then drive them south toward Kent. We’ll abandon them there with a burst tire, make sure they’re found. It might give you an extra day.”

“Plan a route,” Achoja said. “Split up if you need to—”

“We’re not splitting up,” said Prim.

The woman looked serious. “They’re looking for two women on bikes headed east. When you hit the main roads, you’ll need to split—”

“Then we’ll avoid the main roads,” Avalon said.

“And shed some of the weight from your bags, carry as little as possible.”

“Already have—everything we have left we need.”

“You’ll be surprised how little you need to survive,” Achoja said, and Avalon pictured a dark prison cell, a mattress and blanket and a book if she was lucky, the rank smell of a toilet in the corner. She looked out at the road ahead and pictured sea-blue possibility.

“Good luck,” the siblings said, almost in unison but not quite. The man rushed forward and hugged Avalon and then Prim, said good luck again, and the woman watched with a worried frown.

“You’re going to need it,” she said.

“Brave as lions.” Avalon beat her chest with her palm and swung her leg over her bike.

“Both of you?”

“Both of us,” said Prim.

“That was bloody lucky,” Avalon said when the cyclists were out of sight. The afternoon had grown cool, the clouds gray.

“It was bloody close.”

“You know what, I think you were spot on.”

“About what?”

“About us being okay, and everything being all right.”

“What happened to tempting fate?”

Avalon kept her head down. Prim rubbed her cut shoulder. Ahead the land rolled out flat and wide, the horizon vast, and in the far distance, where the clouds were the dark blue gray of rough seas, rain fell.

They rode straight toward it.
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Avalon whooped as they rode past the sign and pumped one fist in the air. “See that, Prim?”

“Fifty miles to the coast,” Prim said.

“Fifty bloody miles!”

They pulled up and ate their second sausage roll. Avalon unfurled the map.

“I say let’s ride another fifteen, then stop to sleep.”

“Can you make another fifteen?”

“With this padding and chamois cream? I’d ride another hundred if it wasn’t so late.”

They set off again. The land was flat, and smooth roads drifted through small villages; people looked but didn’t stare. They hadn’t seen a police car for hours and Avalon thought the cyclists must have kept their word about the bikes, and that the police had all fled to Kent. It felt good, felt right, and Avalon had a buzz in her she hadn’t felt for months.

When did she last feel this? Not while preparing for a job, where she’s on edge and is all nerves and focus. And not even after a hit’s gone well, when adrenaline kicked in and the escape plan leaped into action, as though puppet strings pulled her forward instead of her own limbs and agency. Off the coast of Denmark, then, the summer before last, when she had hidden in a lake house and waited for the noise of a German job to die down. The ice-cold water on her muscles, her skin alive with it, where she swam so far out, she wasn’t sure if she’d make it back, but she did.

They were headed for that same stretch of water now, the North Sea; South Utsire, Fisher, German Bight.

“Thames, Humber, Dogger, and Tyne,” Prim said and Avalon laughed, realized she’d said the regions out loud.

“You all right?” Prim said.

“Never better.”

“You seem oddly cheerful.”

“We’re nearly there, that’s why. This could be our last night sleeping on the ground, in the woods, the last time we have to shit in a ditch, or wear the same old dirty clothes.”

The padding and cream helped no end, but it was the shoes that Avalon was most thankful for. She felt molded to the bike and it to her, as though she was part animal and part machine. Beside her, Prim rode with a straight, strong back and a tilted chin, showed more determination in her eyes than Avalon had seen so far, and she knew Prim felt it too. The cut on Prim’s neck was healing, the cut on her shoulder must be too; she hadn’t complained about either.

Pine trees clustered the horizon, a wide stretch of them, and they passed a sign for a nature reserve that pointed that way. Perfect, Avalon thought. They could sleep there tonight, wake early, and head for the coast. They could be eating Dutch croquettes by teatime.

The road forked at a village and they took the north route, skirted around the houses and church spire, and headed for the pines. Outside the village the road rose, a lone hill in a land of flat fields and Prim laughed, said, “I’d forgotten what a pain in the arse hills are on a bike,” but she didn’t give up or get off, and Avalon knew that even though it made her muscles burn, Prim liked the hills the most. She could tell from the way she bit down on her teeth, lifted her chin to the challenge, from the way she didn’t give up.

Avalon dropped behind but kept close to Prim’s back wheel. They’d kept their word and hadn’t split up, never lost sight of each other. A fat drop of rain fell on Avalon’s right hand. Another landed on her knee.

“Keep going,” she called ahead to Prim, who turned her head slightly at the sound of her voice.

“Always,” she called back, and as they neared the top of the hill, Prim fell back and they rode side by side. More rain fell, but it would take a torrent to make the dry road wet and the trees were in sight; they had the tarp to keep them dry tonight, they had each other to keep each other warm.

“My favorite part,” Avalon said, and Prim called to go carefully. The road dipped, the descent was sharp, steep, and clear; not a car in sight. Only the trees ahead, and the sea somewhere beyond that and further on (but not too far now, not too far) was the end of it all.

“See you at the bottom.” Avalon pressed foot to pedal, felt pedal spin wheel, and she was off. The wind pushed her cheeks, dried her eyes, pressed into every bare patch of skin, and it felt alive and like life itself.

Feet parallel, she could have let the road carry her, let gravity pull her on, but it felt too good and she wanted to be part of it, wanted to carry herself forward and not just be carried, so she pressed her feet down, again and again, and went fast. So fast, the rain drops spiked like broken porcelain. So fast that the wind was a knife at her throat. So fast she didn’t see the crack in the pavement.

The wheel hit.

Tires slid.

The bike threatened to topple.

Avalon leaned into the slant, tightened her core, moved with the bike, and it didn’t fall and nor did she. Her heart pumped wildly as she hugged her thighs in, gripped the handlebars. Rain blurred the road ahead and she steadied herself, focused, laughed at the near miss. Now wasn’t the time to fall off the bike, she thought, and laughed another nervous laugh, didn’t hear the motorbike behind her.

The road was wide enough for two cars at least, but still the vehicle came too close. Avalon felt, and then heard, its movement, and saw it too late. She swerved to the left, knocking herself off-balance, suspended in time and disbelief for a beat. Long enough to realize what had happened. Long enough to realize there was nothing she could do.

The wheels skidded beneath her.

The motorbike sped off.

Avalon veered to the left, the thin wheels slid on the rain-damp lines that marked the edge of the road. She tried to steer right.

Nothing.

And Avalon went fast. Fast over the top of the handlebars, fast over the surface of the road, fast into the grassy verge and the sharp rock that cut her shorts and gouged her thigh.

Her head hit the ground and her helmet cracked.

Motionless, but alive.

Prim screamed, and Avalon thought, Good, I can hear.

Grass and rain and asphalt were in front, and she thought, Good, I can see.

Prim pulled her bike up, jumped off and ran to her, eased off Avalon’s rucksack and helped her sit. She removed Avalon’s helmet and checked her head, her neck, felt her shoulders and arms and asked, over and over, “Are you all right?”

“I’m alive, aren’t I?” Avalon laughed but her limbs trembled. Blood raced through her veins quicker than she had ever felt it race, and she heard a noise from Prim, thought she laughed too, but the look on her face didn’t fit.

“Lie down,” said Prim, and she pulled her bike over and lifted Avalon’s legs onto the frame. “So they’re higher than your heart,” she said and then stopped. Avalon looked at her legs, held up on the bike. She saw what Prim saw.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she said, and Prim said nothing.

The bib shorts had ripped on her upper left thigh. A wound, two inches long, stared out like a ball-less eye socket. Blood pooled and spilled with every beat of her heart, and the blood was black in the wound but turned an angry red when it mixed with the rain.

Prim grabbed the rucksack, tore it open, dug inside, and pulled out the first aid kit. She grabbed a T-shirt and held it to Avalon’s thigh, made Avalon press her own hand against it while she assessed their medical supplies in the rain.

“Press hard, bloody hard,” she said, and Avalon did.

“It’s not that bad, it’s shallow enough,” Avalon said. “It’ll scab and heal—just like your neck.”

“I’m not going to let you die of blood loss when we’re this bloody close.”

“I won’t die of blood loss.”

“Good.”

“It’ll be the sepsis that kills me.” Avalon laughed but Prim didn’t. Avalon watched Prim’s face. The eyebrows were drawn as much as the Botox would allow, her bottom lip pressed against her teeth, and her fingers fumbled and shook as she rifled through the contents of the first aid kit. Avalon’s thigh screamed, but she didn’t think about that. Her blood ran woozy in her head and her guts, but she didn’t think about that. She watched Prim and realized that this is what it was like to have someone care about you. This is what it was like to feel cared for. And she thought, I could die of sepsis, of blood loss, of a lorry hurtling too fast down this hill, and that would be okay because what else is there in life but this?

Dressings, butterfly stitches, superglue, bandages, painkillers, tape; they lay in Prim’s lap and the rain fell harder and formed small puddles in the creases of the rucksack. Avalon stared up at the sky, felt the rain on her face, pressed the bloody T-shirt against her thigh.

“We don’t have any more—” Prim didn’t say the last word. She searched through the rucksack to find what wasn’t there, and Avalon turned her face, said it was all right.

“But where’s the spray? The one you used on my leg and neck and—”

“I used it all, there’s nothing left.”

“The barrier cream?”

“All gone.”

“We don’t have any antiseptic?”

“No, just use water to rinse out the wound and tape it up. It’ll be fine.” Avalon reached a hand toward Prim’s to hold her, and smeared blood on Prim’s hand, wrist, and leg. “I feel better, the pressure’s doing its magic. The bleeding will stop, we’ll rinse it and bandage it and it’ll be fine. It’s not deep.”

The pain had spread to Avalon’s arm and she saw the mottled red-and-brown graze that the pavement had cut into her skin. The same road rash marked her left calf. She told herself it would be fine.

Prim set to work and Avalon helped as best she could, feigned clearheadedness and held back the Lycra, and all the while she kept her ears pricked for cars or cyclists, her eyes alert to any movement on the road. If a vehicle passed they might stop, try to help. They’d ask questions.

Water poured over the gash, and Avalon clenched her teeth against the sting. She pressed the sides of the wound together, and Prim stretched butterfly stitches across the flesh, sealed it with the superglue before Avalon had a chance to tell her not to, to say that she was better off without the glue until they could get some antiseptic, because the last thing she needed was for the wound to be sealed with bacteria locked in tight. But the glue was on, Prim looked relieved, Avalon told herself again that it would be fine.

“Can you stand?” Prim said.

“Course I can.” Avalon steadied herself on Prim’s good shoulder, tested her weight on the bad leg. The leg screamed. Avalon didn’t grimace. “By morning I’ll be right as this rain. Didn’t I say it looks worse than it is?”

“Can you make it to the woods?” Prim wore her backpack on her chest, slid Avalon’s pack onto her back and winced when the strap rubbed her shoulder. “Do you need to lean on me, or can you—no, wait, don’t put any weight on it.” Prim moved from Avalon’s side, dragged both bikes onto the grass verge and flattened them as best she could so they wouldn’t be seen. “I’ll come back for them once the tent’s set up.”

Avalon leaned on Prim and Prim coiled her arm around Avalon’s waist, and Prim’s skin felt hot and clammy. They didn’t speak. Avalon clamped her teeth together to stop their chatter. Together they hobbled light-footed through the rain and the rain fell harder, but the trees grew closer and they made it, eventually, to the woods.

This was no deciduous plain. The trees were pine, the trunks tall, slim and beam-straight for the first two meters, the branches wide and dense from there on up. Pine needles carpeted the ground. There were no bushes, no saplings, no briars, just slim trunk after dark, slim trunk planted in rows neat as teeth.

Prim leaned Avalon against one and uncoiled the rope, started to tie it to a tree and Avalon reached out. “Let me.”

“I can do it—”

“—Let me. I can do this.”

Prim let go of the rope and Avalon took it, stretched her arms around the back of the tree and wrapped the rope around. She pressed her face to the bark to hide it from Prim, gritted her teeth against the fresh ululation of pain, and let the tree take her weight.

The rope pulled taut. Avalon completed the knot. Prim unfolded the tarp and Avalon limped over to help. Prim watched her sidelong. The rain didn’t reach them through the thick pine trees, but the sound of it did, and the wind could be heard. They caught the sound of a car on the road.

“How you doing?” Prim said.

The cut throbbed and felt raw. Avalon thought of it beneath the bandage, the bare flesh that had been cleaned with nothing but unsterilized water, sealed with stitches and glue, and she told herself it looked far worse, felt far worse, than it was.

“I’m fine, now we’re off the road.” She tried to believe it. “I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?”

“Course,” she said and felt what it was to be strong for someone else.





THE DAILY TRIBUNE ONLINE

Primrose Closet Homosexual

In an exclusive interview, sculptor and artist Ruben Meath, 29, opened up about his marriage to Primrose, 30, the coercive control he suffered under her iron thumb, and his long-held suspicions of her sexuality.

“Her mother became a lesbian when she turned fifty,” Ruben confided, “so the possibility that Primrose might decide to become one too has long been at the back of my mind. I guess I just always hoped I would be enough for her.”

When asked if there were any signs of his size-eight wife switching teams, the broken husband hung his handsome head. “Why else would she do this to me?” he said. “And the attack on that poor guy in the woods is a clear case of misandry. No straight woman would do that.”

Speaking from his private room in the £300-a-night BUPA hospital, Ruben was still visibly shaken by the vicious attack and the years spent under Primrose’s emotional manipulation and control, both of which have left him almost penniless.

In a moment of candid vulnerability, the perfectly toned sculptor admitted, “I still get nightmares.”








CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


Bianca

SUNDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Bianca couldn’t stay in that house.

The boatshed was cool and dark; one lone window allowed in scant light and the open door dragged in notes of humus and mulch. Here, she was safe from those things in the window; she escaped to the shed early and would leave when she was tired enough to sleep, or when the iPad battery died and plunged the shed into semidarkness.

No one had found her there, yet.

She hadn’t eaten in almost a week.

Hadn’t slept for more than a few hours each night.

Bianca picked up her tablet but doubted the news would have changed; the two women were still on the loose. Instead of reading the same old reports, she opened a new tab, searched a now-familiar search. Images dogged her screen, and though they had different names born from different languages—Churel, Pontianak, Kuntilanak, Mavka, Onryō—their stories were the same. All died violent deaths at the hands of men, and all lost something irrecoverable—unborn babies, their innocence, their family’s honor, their reputation. They wore their hair long and black, their clothes were bloodstained, their eyes vicious, and, beneath long flowing dresses or lithe naked limbs, their feet pointed backward, twisted at the ankle. As vampires, they sucked blood. As spirits, they sucked sanity.

There seemed no way to vanquish them. Exorcism didn’t work, ritual cleansing didn’t work, prayer had no effect, and while silver bullets and garlic might kill werewolves and vampires, the Churel had no such weakness. It wanted vengeance.

Again, the injustice stung.

Outside, she heard a distant sound—footsteps on long-dead leaves, the crisp crunch of a carrier bag in the breeze—and she thought that she hadn’t hidden well enough, that the Churel was coming after all; any second the boatshed door would open—

She couldn’t bear it. On hands and knees, she crawled toward the door, left ajar. Leaf-filtered sunlight turned the air green, and through the gaps in the trees and holly bushes she saw her house, and a figure at the door, and it turned and came for Bianca.

The figure, fast and colorless, reached the edge of the trees.

It was Mira, it was the mortuary corpse, it was Amos, it was the—

Gerel stepped into the woods, shielded her eyes with one hand, and called Bianca’s name. She took another step forward. “Are you there?”

Bianca’s fear turned to stone.

With a determined stride she stepped out and made toward home. “I was checking the boat,” she said when she reached Gerel, her tone painfully polite. “The police have advised it; they said anyone who owns a private boat must be vigilant.”

“Because of those women?” Gerel’s gaze darted behind Bianca toward the shed.

“They’re heading to Suffolk.” Bianca pushed open the kitchen door.

“No, they’re in Kent.”

“What?”

“It’s all over the news.” Gerel spoke carefully as though testing the water. “Why don’t we go inside and watch it; I brought you some soup. I thought we could have lunch together.”

Gratitude was expected, forgiveness too, but Bianca had no time for either and cursed herself for not refreshing her newsfeed. “I’m not hungry. What do you mean they’re heading toward Kent?”

Gerel pulled out her phone, brought up BBC News, and held the story out for Bianca to read. It was true; the stolen bikes had been found and the police had moved their search toward Dover. Bianca felt it like a pinch; they were wrong. The women, those women, were coming to Suffolk.

“So?” Gerel said. “Can I come in?”

“No.” Bianca barged past, closed the door, and locked it.

How could they have made such a mistake? How could the police not understand what she did? She could phone them, right now, explain the truth, lead their investigation, hunt the women down, lock them up, be hailed as a heroine, pose for a newspaper photograph, and Mira would see it, realize how wrong she had been to abandon her mother, and crawl home, tail between her legs, and the world would be put to rights.

She would be a one-woman task force: collate the information and newspaper articles, search the area, show agency, take action.

“Yes,” she said to the flies in the kitchen. “Yes!”

Bravado melted with the sight of her suitcase, which still blocked the living room entrance. She ran past it to the stairs, climbed up, kept her eyes cast down and concentrated on the sound of her breathing. Mira’s bedroom door was closed, just as she’d left it.

Bianca touched the handle, and it did not struggle. She opened the door and for a moment she was sure Mira would be there, perched on the end of her bed, neat and calm and good.

But no one sat on the cream coverlet. The only signs of Mira were the photographs around the vanity mirror, and she couldn’t bear to face them; they showed the wrong Mira, the older, stubborn, angry Mira that persisted before Brian’s diagnosis; long hair cut short and shaved on one side, a stud in her nose and bottom lip, ripped jeans that exposed the ink in her flesh.

Agency, Bianca reminded herself. Action.

Bianca lifted down Mira’s pinboard, removed the song lyrics and cinema ticket stubs and dragged it downstairs, past the suitcase, through the kitchen where she grabbed the papers, past the canister of soup that Gerel had abandoned on the back step. She surged through the woods, burst through the shed door, and leaned the pinboard against the boat.

With the newspapers spread out on the floor, Bianca began to cut out and pin the articles about the women to the board, and as pin met paper met cork the realization dawned on her. What if the Churel didn’t want to hurt her, but guide her? What if she—and Bianca trembled at the thought, the idea rich and delicious—was offering her a mission?

She pictured again that sliver of glass in the kitchen sink, the desire to both surrender to Brian and to stab him. The memory tasted bitter, the way grapefruit tasted bitter, and she couldn’t tell if she liked it.

How would the Churel have responded to Amos?

Behind her, raised on a trolley to keep out the damp, the boat slept. A gray tarp hid its name: Sweet Lady. Amos named her and Mira had protested, called it cringeworthy, so Amos put the boat up for sale on Facebook Marketplace, and when the first buyer came to view, Mira relented. When she was eighteen, a year or so before he died, Amos had found a bundle of clothes—Mira called them clothes, Amos called them glorified underwear—hidden in the base of the boat. He replaced them with a knee-length navy dress and banned her from the boathouse for a month.

What did you do with my clothes?

Bianca startled, looked beneath the tarp but saw nothing.

She needed to focus; she reached for the papers.

Left-leaning editions printed allegations about Florian Smith that Bianca was certain were lies. One broadsheet ran a feature on his early life, and Florian Smith had looked such a sweet child, gap-toothed and smiling, that Bianca couldn’t believe the accusations were credible. He came from a good family; he looked the sort of young man she hoped Mira would marry. If they were true, these girls would have gone to the police, not the papers, they would have sought justice instead of attention.

Some women had shaved their heads in solidarity with the fugitives, as though they deserved some kind of sympathy. It was almost enough to make Bianca despair; she could picture Amos’s response. It was the sort of story that made him angry, and would fester beneath his mood for days so that if she made a mistake—bought him deodorant instead of antiperspirant, picked up the wrong brand of razors—he would snap at her so forcefully that she’d flinch and pull away, and he’d get cross at her for pretending to be afraid of him and how could she treat him so brutally, so unkindly, when he’s clearly already upset?

What did you do with my clothes?

“Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Bianca pressed her hands to her ears. So what if she had burned Mira’s slutty clothes? So what? Amos had told her to do it, explained that it was for her own good, to stop her worrying about Mira when Mira was out late at night, because Bianca would worry, Amos knew she would, and if Mira was too selfish to consider that, then she deserved her whore’s outfit to be burned, it was only right, and didn’t Bianca realize that he was doing this to protect her, that everything he did was to protect her and keep her safe so why is she questioning him? How could she be so cruel to question him, when he was just trying to protect her, and fine, fine, if she doesn’t want to burn them, then fine, he’ll burn all of his own clothes instead, he’ll sacrifice his own things to prove to her how cruel she is, how ungrateful she is, to remind himself too that she only sees the bad in him and he must be a terrible person after all. And are you happy now, Bianca, are you happy? Is this what you wanted, to see your husband reduced to nothing when all he’s ever done was try to protect you? And maybe he should just leave, leave her alone after all if that’s what she wants.

So, so what if she burned Mira’s clothes. If the girl hadn’t insisted on pushing her father’s buttons Bianca wouldn’t have had to do it, so whose fault was it, really?

She refocused on the small black print and drank in the stories of the fugitives. Among the photographs of Primrose on sun-drenched beaches with her husband’s arms like a chokehold around her was a small square photograph of a man in a wheelchair with a cardigan draped around his shoulders. Beneath were the words Primrose Meath was the primary carer for her father.

The details stunned Bianca: Before she fled, Primrose had transferred enough money to her father’s nursing home to ensure his care for years. Bianca studied the photographs and tried to detect evil in Primrose’s face, something to give away her dark potential, her ingratitude. In the wedding photograph she looked uncomfortable, on the beach she looked tired. In the photo with her father, she gazed at him with such love in her eyes that, for a moment, the picture melted, and it was Bianca sitting in that chair, a nine-year-old Mira at her side with her long hair neatly brushed and her pink Always Smiling jumper clean and her nose unpierced and her hair undyed, and without that infernal tattoo on her thigh, like some common ill-educated tart.

But I am ill-educated, Mum. I left college to look after you.

Bianca dropped the page, pushed it away, and sat with her back to Sweet Lady’s hull. Knees bent, head lowered, she tried to catch her breath. Mira’s voice had sounded so real, so close, and Bianca had come to the boatshed to be away from all that and she didn’t want to think of the aftermath of Amos’s death, the shock of being alone, of how she couldn’t eat for weeks, couldn’t sleep, could barely bathe herself, and yes, Mira had left school, but you don’t need a degree to be a wife and mother.

What if I don’t want to just be someone’s mother?

Just? Just! Are you saying I wasted my life? Are you saying everything I have done with my life is wrong, that I should have done something differently, as though dedicating my whole life to you wasn’t enough, and maybe you’re right, maybe I’m a terrible mother and I should just take a knife to my throat and leave you alone?

Focus, she told herself. Agency. Action.

It was almost dark, and the iPad was low on battery, the flashlight too, and Bianca squinted to see the thumbtacks as she spiked the rest of the articles and had to steady the board with one hand. Something had become stuck to the back, lodged into the frame and bent at an awkward angle.

It was a photograph of Mira’s friend, a girl with bad manners, who spoke back and didn’t seem to own a single piece of modest clothing and forced The Left Hand of Darkness upon Mira and told her that it was time she let down her hair and learned to have fun.

Bianca realized her mistake: she had been looking for wickedness in the wrong place. Mira was a good girl, but that friend had led her astray, and then Gerel had led her astray. The problem had never been Mira herself, but how easily she could be manipulated.

She dropped the photograph and stared instead at the articles she had already pinned to the board. There, in the composite black-and-white Identi-Kit, hid the answer. The problem wasn’t Primrose, the good daughter, loving wife, diligent employee, the grateful, thoughtful, selfless, forgiving, calm, sweet lady. The evil lurked in the woman who had led her astray.

Laughter bubbled in her throat. Yes, she thought. Yes! I am the Churel’s right hand, I will protect the good girls from the wicked.

In the dying beam of her flashlight, she left the shed and tore through the house with a bag in her hand and purpose in her chest, and there were no sounds or sights that shouldn’t have been there, and didn’t it feel good to take action?

Along with rope and duct tape, she gathered a wrench and an old replica pistol from Jacob’s childhood, good enough to use as a threat, and that suited Bianca just fine. She was a good woman after all; she used persuasion, not violence.

She checked Amos’s truck—plenty of diesel, no warning lights on. The keys were where she’d left them.

Back in the shed she took a pen to the map of Suffolk, and circled all the places the women might run to and that she would check. On the pinboard, the photograph of that poor old man in the wheelchair stared out; how happy he will be when Bianca rescues his daughter.






CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


Prim

SUNDAY

WORDWELL, SUFFOLK

Avalon is still asleep, though she’s normally the first to wake, and Prim is glad of it; sleep will help her heal. She’s nervous of it too, that Avalon should need this extra sleep. Of what might happen if she does not heal.

The forest looks changed in the morning light, far more so than any other forest they’ve slept in before, and Prim feels like she knows it. It comes in a vague sense of déjà vu, a sensation that her feet have trodden this soil, her lungs have breathed this fresh air. How long since she had last been in Suffolk? The weekend of her wedding, she thinks.

And the déjà vu is replaced with memory; her father (no cardigan then, but a sharp black suit) walked her down the aisle. Prim wore a pale gold dress. Her hand rested in the crook of her father’s arm and he patted her fingers, and she felt a swell of love for him that far outweighed her love for anyone else. She can’t recall the color of Ruben’s suit. Her father had cried. No one else had.

She packs the memory away in the rucksack and pulls out the map from Avalon’s bag. She finds the forest. It is two miles north of where she got married, and she doesn’t want to think about that, or about Ruben. She’s the sweetest person, he’d said to the press.

There is movement inside the tent, and Prim refolds the map. She does not want to think of her husband, but behind him lurks her father and she cannot bear that. Before Avalon crashed her bike a possibility had crashed through Prim, not the possibility of escape, or of capture, but of the police visiting her dad. The thought that he might be lucid when they arrived and he would understand what his daughter had done and what the world thinks about her. The thought that he might not be lucid and would be frightened by the navy uniforms. Those thoughts hit afresh, and before the final one can land, the one that stings like a wasp in her heart and reminds her that she’ll never know because she’ll never see him again, she lifts up the side of the tarp.

“How you feeling?” Prim says.

“Right as rain, didn’t I tell you I would be?” Shadows blur the skin beneath Avalon’s eyes and her left arm sports a graze that stretches from elbow to wrist. “Pass me the bandages, would you? I’m going to wrap this beauty up before we hit the road.”

“Think you can cycle?” Prim had gone back for the bikes last night and they glinted beneath their camouflage of branches.

“Only one way to find out.”

Avalon sits with her back to a tree and examines the wound on her leg. Prim looks too, but doesn’t know what to look for, what’s healthy and what’s not. The glue held firm overnight. The bleeding has stopped. It looks swollen. The surrounding skin is dark red but fades quickly to white.

“How do you tell if it’s infected?” Prim asks.

“It’s not infected.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

Avalon shrugs, says she’ll do her best to keep it clean, and wraps a fresh bandage around it.

“I know this place, I’ve been here before,” Prim says.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. There’s a café at the main car park. I’ll cycle over and get us some breakfast.”

“You? You hate going into those places.”

“Better me than you, considering the state of your leg and torn shorts.”

Prim cycles through the forest’s narrow paths, the way ahead soft and slippery with pine needles and stale rain. It’s intended for the thick treads of mountain bikes, not roadies, so Prim travels slow and follows the signs for the café.

Cars are already parked outside. She rests her bike against the cycle rack and looks at herself in the window. She recognizes the face as one she’s grown into. The blond wig sits tight beneath her cycle helmet, and there is no photograph of her like this. She tells herself, as she walks through the café door, that no one will recognize her.

A man in his mid-forties stands behind the counter, apron on and a smile on his face. His eyes dart to her breasts, her thighs, back to her face. She feels the Lycra cling.

“What can I get you?” His eyes flash again to her intimacies. His voice is polite. He doesn’t lean in, doesn’t leer. His eyes quickly look and look again. A tray of cutlery stands on the counter and Prim eyes the knives.

“Miss?” he says.

She orders bottles of water, pastries, sandwiches, and six chocolate bars. She wonders how long it will be before she sees a man and doesn’t think of her wrists being bound, of soil being shoved in her mouth, of a rock in her hand and blood on her face. She tells herself that most men are good. Her stabbed shoulder smarts.

“You don’t sell antiseptic, do you?” Prim thinks of Avalon’s leg, thinks, too, of her shoulder.

The man eyes her as though she’s mad.

The café sells small tubs of natural yogurt; she buys a few of these instead and leaves.

“You bloody legend,” Avalon says when she spies the yogurt. “This’ll sort me right out.”

They wheel their bikes to the main path and find a quiet picnic area in the heart of the forest. Avalon limps but doesn’t complain and Prim is glad, thinks maybe the cut will heal, and that if Avalon’s thigh heals, then Prim’s shoulder and neck will, too. She lays out the newspaper on a picnic bench and they scan it together as they eat.

“Those cyclists did warn us that the ports would be on high alert,” Avalon says. The same police mock-ups are on the front page.

“The investigation is complex and fast-moving, what does that mean?” Prim tries not to sound panicked. She drinks some water, takes a bite from her Danish and swallows the fear that she will never see the sea, or a boat, or a windswept Dutch beach.

“It means they’ve run out of leads. Jesus, look at this.” Avalon has turned the page and pushes the paper toward Prim. Ruben stares in lurid color from the pale gray page, and above his head harsh letters scream words that make no sense.

“Marriage was hell with narcissist Primrose.” Prim reads the headline aloud and laughs because it must be a joke.

“I believe,” Avalon says, “that’s called projection.”

In the bottom corner of the page is another, smaller picture of Ruben in his hospital bed. A slim, blond woman sits at his side, her hand on Ruben’s sheet-covered thigh. The last time Prim saw her had been in a topless photo on her husband’s mobile phone, just before she threw the phone at his head. Now, the paper claims, this same woman is providing Ruben with essential emotional support.

“I never banned him from sculpting,” Prim says. “I encouraged him to keep at it.” She reads on, draws a sharp intake of breath. “He said I financially abused him, stopped him from earning his own money!”

“He changed his tune. Last I read, he claimed you were cutie-pie sweet.”

“That was before the police linked us both to the murder.”

“To the act of self-defense.” Avalon tugs the paper back, rolls it into a tube, and shoves it in the pocket of her bag. “We’ll use it for loo roll.”

Breakfast gives them both energy, enough for Avalon to ride, be it slowly, through the forest lanes and through to the other side, and when they emerge, they are only thirty miles from the coast.

They should have been able to make it in one day, but three hours pass and they have only made twelve miles. Prim tells herself it’s because of Avalon’s leg, and the cut on her own neck and sore shoulder are irrelevant. The air is muggy, shot through with thunderbugs and hay dust, and the clouds gather and break, gather and break. The flat land is endless.

“I feel like we should be there by now,” Avalon says. A sheen of sweat coats her brow, and it’s slow to evaporate in the humid air. They stop and eat more yogurt, and Prim tells herself it’s the yogurt that smells sour, or her skin or feet or sweaty scalp. Avalon eats some chocolate; Prim can’t stomach it.

“Less than twenty miles to go,” Prim says, and then adds with a sidelong look, “We’ll be there by tomorrow.”






CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Avalon

SUNDAY

SUFFOLK

Ten miles to go. Avalon could make ten miles, even with a sore thigh. Weak clouds blocked the last of the sun and the road ahead looked thin and murky, squeezed by parallel ditches. The land was flat, the road surface smooth. Their wheels rolled on with tight, quick spins and the sound became a promise, a lullaby, a guided meditation. Yes, Avalon could make ten miles, even with a sore left thigh.

It was a moment before she realized that the only wheels she heard were her own.

She pulled the brakes, stopped her bike, and looked back. Prim was a hundred meters behind, feet on the ground, elbows on handlebars, head bowed. Beside her was a pool of bilious yogurt.

Avalon opened her mouth to call out something cheerful, or something sarcastic, jeer Prim on with a tease and a joke, but Avalon’s gut told her no, this was not Prim hitting the wall, this was not Prim being dramatic, this was not like Prim at all. Avalon turned her bike and pedaled back in fast silence.

The air was cooler than it had been earlier in their journey, and evening had further dampened the sun. They were close to the coast; Avalon tasted salt in the air.

Prim didn’t look up at Avalon’s approach. Her knees were slightly bent, her back curved. If Avalon moved the bike, Prim would fall. Sweat evaporated from Avalon’s arms and left goose bumps. She put a hand on Prim’s lower back, pulled it away quickly as if she’d been burned. Prim was hot and ashen. Sweat dripped from beneath her wig and curved a line along her neck and collarbone; her arms were slick with sweat, her top stuck to her shoulders with sweat, sweat bloomed on the backs of her hands.

“I just need a minute.” Prim’s voice was weak. They had ridden the last hour in what Avalon had thought was focused quiet. She was relieved her leg was okay. She did not think to check on Prim, who had not once complained of the cut on her neck or shoulder, or the shock of events, or exhaustion.

“We’ll find somewhere to rest.” Avalon looked both ways along the road. There were no cars, no people. The horizon stretched low and long, flat fields of crops that grew thickly at ground level and gave them no woods, high hedges, or thick fences for cover.

They were so close to the coast.

There was nowhere to hide.

She put her arm around Prim, tried to think, but Prim jerked, cried out, and Avalon realized that the dampness at her shoulder was not sweat. And the smell was putrid, not sour.

She looked her friend over. The cut on Prim’s shin was almost gone. The grazes on her arms, legs, and face had nearly healed. The wound on her neck had scabbed. Avalon pulled back Prim’s jersey and looked at her shoulder. The skin glowed dark red. The wound that was only skin deep, that was superficial, just superficial, gaped open and seeped yellow. Prim’s skin burned.

“We need to get you—” Avalon stopped and looked again up and down the empty road and blinked back the sting in her eyes. There was nowhere to go.

Prim stumbled. Her knees buckled. She righted herself, leaned on Avalon, and Avalon held her up, bike and all. And there was nowhere to go.

“I can smell the sea on the air.” Avalon forced cheerfulness. She held back the quiver in her chin. “This time tomorrow we’ll be on the water.”

She helped Prim off the bike and sat her on the side of the road. Prim struggled to stay upright; Avalon propped her up with bike and bag.

“I hope you don’t get seasick; the North Sea can be shaky even in the summer.” Avalon’s voice shook. The tarp was at the top of her rucksack and Avalon laid it flat in the ditch and covered it with her hoodie.

“You can navigate, I can steer us. Or row. Depends on what type of boat we find.” She tried to help Prim clamber into the ditch. Prim attempted to stand, faltered and fell. Avalon helped her onto all fours, half guided and half carried her onto the tarpaulin bed.

“I’ve got my heart set on one with an engine,” she said and laid Prim on her side so the infected shoulder was uppermost, “but it’s wise to have oars as a backup. You’d be good at sailing, I reckon. You’ll take to it easy as eggs.” She bit down on her lip, and her eyes pricked, and she forced herself not to cry, not to show weakness, not to give in. She went through the backpack again. There were a few bandages left, a pack of paracetamol, the tube of glue, an open packet of butterfly stitches, a used bar of soap. She searched the bags again, found nothing more.

“Though I’ll wait till that shoulder’s healed before letting you loose with the oars, hey?” She tried to laugh. She stared at the small first-aid bounty in her hand. It was not enough.

In the side pocket of her bag was a water bottle with a few scant sips in the bottom. She dug out Prim’s from the other bag. It was empty.

“I’ll have to dig us a few holes and collect rainwater,” she said, and how long could she keep this cheerful voice going? “You should have seen the look on your face when I told you that tale. Do you remember?”

Prim said nothing.

Avalon sat with her back to the ditch, lifted Prim’s head onto her lap and removed Prim’s helmet and wig to help cool her fever. “This is like the first nap we took, remember that?” Avalon swallowed and swallowed and forced herself to keep talking. “You stole my bloody passports like a ninja. That’s when I knew I liked you, you had skills.”

Prim whispered, “I’m sorry,” and Avalon forced another laugh along her barren throat.

“Nothing to be sorry about.”

“I just need sleep,” Prim muttered. “I’ll be fine in the morning.”

“Course you will.” Avalon needed to find water, antiseptic, bandages, antibiotics, something to cut away the infected flesh, something to pack into the wound. She had nothing.

“I might need to ride out, find a shop or pharmacy or something—” She stopped and looked again at Prim’s seeping wound. The heat in Prim’s body told Avalon she was doing her best to fight it off, but how long before sepsis took hold? How long did Avalon have before antiseptic and bandages became too little, too late?

“I might need to find a doctor.” She found Prim’s hand and held it tight. “I might need to call an ambulance—”

“No.” Prim tried, and failed, to squeeze Avalon’s hand.

Avalon squeezed back and said, “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you say it was this bad?” Her chin buckled, chest heaved, and she shuddered with one great sob.

“Wanted to look after you.” Prim’s eyes closed. A drop of something, a tear or sweat, dripped over the edge of her nose.

“When did you stop looking after yourself?”

An owl hooted, though it wasn’t yet dark. Avalon could see above the lip of the ditch to the wide, flat horizon. She thought of the sea and a boat and a beach, let the thought linger for a moment and then let it dissolve.

She was not afraid anymore. There was no terror, no fight-or-flight, no desperate urge to run. She felt something else and her bones felt hollow with it, her chest emptied out.

They had tried their best.

“You need to carry on.” Prim’s voice was already weaker.

They had come so far.

“Not without you,” said Avalon.

They had nearly made it.

“You need to be brave,” Prim murmured, eyes closed, “like a lion.”

And Avalon felt her empty bones, her empty chest, her empty heart peel open, and something else filled that space. Something like lost hope, something like lost love, and she said, “I’m tired of being brave on my own.”

They were quiet. Avalon rested her hand on Prim’s side, leaned her head back and tried to think, but her thoughts were a mess. She tried, instead, not to cry.

A car growled in the distance.

Avalon sat up, a decision made.

The long-held fantasy of a wild Dutch beach turned translucent.

The air hummed with fast tires, the ground vibrated. Avalon eased Prim off her lap and Prim tried to struggle but couldn’t. She said No, please no, and Avalon kissed her shaved head, told her Yes.

She climbed out of the ditch. The road stretched either side and the car could be heard but not seen. Avalon wheeled the bikes to block the road, stood behind them ready. She could see Prim on the floor of the ditch, tarp and hoodie beneath her, and Prim tried to raise herself on her arms, said something. Avalon couldn’t hear. It could have been No, it could have been Please stop, it could have been What are you doing?

The vehicle approached, small on the horizon. It grew closer, bigger, and Avalon raised her hands in the air, waved the car down, prepared herself for the end. She would try and hold off the truth for as long as possible; she would get Prim to a hospital, make sure she was looked after, stay beside her as long as she could.

Prim, at least, would be safe.

The vehicle came closer; it was not a black car but a truck.

A black pickup truck.

And it stopped in the middle of the road.

Avalon’s stomach sank to her boots and she raised her arms higher, shouted, “Help, please, I need help!”

Gray cloud reflected off the windscreen and obscured the driver.

A heavy raindrop hit one bike.

The engine cut and more raindrops fell and, in the ditch, Prim raised herself onto hands and knees, shook her head. Her eyes, panicked and red-rimmed, sought Avalon out and her mouth shaped the words please no, but too late.

The truck door opened. The driver climbed down. The sky cracked with close, cool rain.
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“Help?” Avalon called, less of a demand now that the driver was there and the reality of Avalon’s decision hit home. It was high June and still warm, despite the rain and clouds, despite the thunder and the fear that hung like frozen breath in the air. The driver stepped out from the door, closed it behind them, and Avalon saw their Good Samaritan for the first time.

It was a woman.

The relief, the immeasurable relief of it.

“You fall off your bike?” the woman called out and Avalon shook her head, but remembered the road rash that ran along her arm and left thigh in a bright pink, open mess.

“My friend’s in a worse state,” Avalon said, more quietly now the woman was closer. She was the same height as Avalon, with Central Asian features, and despite the warmth wore a coat. Salt-and-pepper hair poked out from beneath a striped woolen hat and serious eyes scanned the bikes, the road, Avalon’s torn-apart flesh.

“Show me,” she said and Avalon led her to the ditch where Prim hunkered, still on all fours, her helmet and wig on the tarp. Avalon saw Prim as this woman must have seen her: thin-limbed, ash-skinned, and as fraught as a fox in a trap.

The woman looked from Prim to Avalon once, twice, and the look plummeted Avalon’s hopes, washed clean the idea of a boat and the sea, and Avalon couldn’t smell salt water anymore, could only catch the scent of clean rain, the tang of blood, the sourness of Prim’s wound.

“Can you get up? Can you make it into my truck?” the woman said to Prim, and Prim shook her head, looked at Avalon, her eyes still pleading, and Avalon crouched beside her, held her good arm and flinched at the heat and clamminess of her skin.

“I’ll help,” Avalon said.

Prim slumped and swayed her heavy head side to side, groaned in defeat and pain and hopelessness, and Avalon swallowed back the same feelings, told herself to be strong. “I’ll help,” she said again, firmly, and she stood and helped Prim to stand too.

The driver steadied Prim and together they guided her out of the ditch, across the road and past the bikes, toward the black truck, and the driver opened the back-seat door. They eased Prim inside and laid her down.

“You can put the bikes in the truck bed,” the driver said, but saw Avalon’s reluctance to leave Prim’s side and so went to the bikes and stowed them herself, then ran back to the ditch to pack up the bags and the tarp.

Avalon made sure Prim was comfortable and that her bad shoulder didn’t knock against the car. Prim twisted and struggled, found Avalon’s hand.

“Go on without me,” Prim said. “You can make it alone.”

“Wash your mouth out,” said Avalon, and she wanted to tell Prim that she was sorry for this—the shoulder, the journey, the scam—but the right words wouldn’t come, and the driver walked back, bags in hand.

“You’ll have to sit up front.” The driver nodded to the passenger door and closed the one on Prim. Avalon saw her through the tinted window, saw how thin she had become, how small.

Rain mixed with the sweat and dirt, and made Avalon’s road rash sting. Her feet dragged, her head ached. They had come so far. They were so close. She hung her head and opened the passenger door.

“Wait.” There was something in the driver’s voice that dropped the speed of Avalon’s pulse and turned her blood to slurry.

“We need to get going.” Avalon’s voice shook. “She needs to get to a hospital.”

“You’re the women they’re looking for?”

The ground pitched, and Avalon’s heart sank further. She closed her eyes, pictured the sea and a boat and a beach on the windswept Dutch coast, opened them, and the driver looked right at her. Avalon nodded and thought, There is nothing else to say. The boat, the sea, the beach was a dream. There would be a hospital soon, a police station, a prison.

“The ones who killed the rapist?” the driver said and looked through the window at Prim. There was no horror or disgust on the driver’s face, no thrill or sense of achievement, only a serious, steadfast look that Avalon could not interpret.

“That’s us,” Avalon said warily, unsure if this woman would take them to a hospital or carry out her own vigilantism.

“They say you ripped his cock clean off.” The same inscrutable tone, the same unreadable look, and Avalon knew this was just the beginning. She wondered if this woman had a son, if she looked at Avalon and saw a son-killer.

Avalon lifted her chin. “Bit, not ripped.”

“Synonyms.”

“If you like,” Avalon said.

“I do.” And the woman’s lip curled in a sad half smile.

Avalon readied herself for more, knew it would only get harder. More questions would come, harder to answer and directed toward blame, and she felt the injustice of that, dreaded the misinterpretation. “He deserved it.”

But the woman said, “That’s what I thought,” and her eyes, steadfast and pale gray, were unreproachful. She told Avalon to get in the truck.

“I’ll take you somewhere,” the woman said and Avalon didn’t know what she meant, didn’t know what to think. The truck juddered to life and Prim whimpered.

“Please,” Avalon said, “we need to get her to a hospital.”

“You don’t need a hospital.” The driver shifted into gear, turned on the windscreen wipers and headlights. “I have everything at home.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“A pharmacist.”

“And you’ll…” Avalon couldn’t bring herself to say the word help, couldn’t believe that they would be so lucky again.

“You need antibiotics, antiseptic, gauze, bandages.” The driver kept her eyes on the road. “And we need to find you a boat.”
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“Where will you take us?” Avalon said.

“There’s a boathouse on an inlet close by.” Gerel kept her eye on the rain and the road. Avalon had discovered that Gerel was a woman of few words and liked her more for it.

Prim was quiet on the back seat.

“Is your friend allergic to any medications?” Gerel asked.

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Positive,” Avalon said; she had read Prim’s medical insurance.

“She doesn’t look like the photo in the newspaper,” Gerel said and, despite the fear, exhaustion and uncertainty, Avalon felt a warm glow.

“Thanks very much, I did it myself.”

But Gerel didn’t smile back. She looked over her shoulder, said, “She looks a lot like—” But she didn’t finish the sentence and faced forward.

The headlights picked out the immediate road but little else. Fields swept past and small, fast-asleep villages and clusters of houses until, after a few minutes, they slowed and Gerel pulled into a lane of prefab bungalows. She parked at the end of the street, near a break in the trees that led to a narrow, sandy path.

“Stay here, I’ll be back.” Gerel jumped down from the truck, ran back toward the row of neat houses, and disappeared through a green front door. Avalon took stock of her surroundings and was relieved Gerel didn’t try to take them inside; hers was too close to other houses, too risky.

Before Avalon’s eyes fully accustomed to the dark, Gerel returned and opened the back door.

“You need to take these.” Gerel sat Prim up, supported her lower back with one hand and held out two large white pills in the other. “The sooner the better. I only have a few, I will get more tomorrow.”

“Where from?” Avalon watched as Prim, half delirious, obediently opened her mouth.

“Don’t worry where from.” Gerel held a fresh bottle of water to Prim’s lips.

“Won’t you get in trouble?” Avalon said.

“Yes.”

It was a stark, blunt word, yet there was such care in Gerel’s movements, such grace and patience in how she helped Prim that Avalon felt her knees give; she rarely came across such people. She thought of Felix. Up until her midnight confession to Prim, he had been the only person who knew the truth.

Awed, Avalon watched as Gerel eased Prim down and let her lean against the truck. She explained that they would walk along the sand path, take a turn at the house, and head through the woods. There they would find a boathouse and could rest until Prim was strong enough to go on. Avalon decided she would spend that time preparing the boat—check the engine, refuel the tanks, familiarize herself with its navigation system, fill the cabin with food and essentials.

“How long till she’s better?” Avalon said.

“If the antibiotics work, and if the infection doesn’t spread to her blood, then she should start to recover soon; a few hours will be enough to tell if it’s working. But she needs rest.”

The “ifs” hung heavy. Avalon sucked a deep breath, opened her mouth to say thank you, but Gerel had already put one arm underneath Prim’s shoulder. “Take the other side,” Gerel said, and as she turned Avalon saw what was slung on her back.

“Is that a—”

“It’s a precaution.” Gerel adjusted the rifle strap so the butt didn’t nudge Prim. “Don’t panic; it shoots tranquilizers. Hopefully I’ll be able to return it before my neighbor notices it’s missing.”

“Why does your neighbor have a trank gun?”

“For injured deer—he’s a ranger. You know how to fire a rifle?”

“It’s been a while.”

“I’ll remind you.”

They eased their way through the narrow path, the surface slick with a thin layer of wet sandy mud. Thick hawthorn and blackthorn leaned in on one side, trees on the other. It was difficult to see more than a meter ahead, and the branches and barbs caught Avalon’s clothes and grazed the raw cuts on her arm. She focused on her footfall, on holding Prim up, and sipped breath to the pit of her lungs.

“I can smell the sea.”

Gerel made a sharp, low shush and Avalon closed her mouth.

“What’s she doing still up?” Gerel said, and Avalon looked where she looked, and saw a house on the verge of the path. The downstairs was dark, but upstairs the lights were on.

“Faster,” Gerel said, but Prim’s deadweight made speed impossible. They steered Prim to the edge of the path, kept to the bank until the trail forked and Gerel led them into the woods.

“Whose house is that?” Avalon said.

“Bianca. She owns the boatshed.”

“It’s her boat?”

“Her daughter’s.”

“Won’t she notice?”

Gerel looked over her shoulder at the bright windows. She didn’t answer and Avalon sensed not to push. Prim squirmed, moaned, fell quiet. They stopped at Gerel’s behest; she pulled a flashlight from her pocket and speared light through the rain. There, between two hornbeams and half strangled by ivy, was a boathouse big enough to hold a yacht.

And the percussion of rain was cut through by the sound of soft wind on salt water. Unable to walk another step, Avalon hugged Prim to her and said, “Can you hear that, Prim? Can you hear it?”

Gerel did not stop to listen. She hurried to the door, said, “We might need to break the—” and stopped. “It’s normally locked,” Gerel said, and the concern in her voice wiped clean the joy of arrival. She tugged the door open, disturbing the ivy, and vines swung like a hangman’s rope.

There was no time to contemplate the open door; there was no other option. Inside the boathouse it was dark, far more spacious than Avalon had anticipated, but it was difficult to make anything out in the flashlight’s weak beam.

Together they stumbled inside. A cabinet took up the length of the far wall and a freestanding wardrobe sat in the corner; maps and pinboards leaned against it. Light bounced off thumbtacks. At the front of the shed, covered by dust sheets, the boat waited.

“Help me with this,” Gerel said, and Avalon refocused on Prim. She took out several coats and blankets from the wardrobe and piled them on the floor in a musty-smelling nest for Prim. Gerel propped the flashlight on the cabinet and eased off Prim’s jersey. The low light caught her wince as she examined the wound, and Avalon couldn’t bear to watch.

Instead, she turned back to look at the boat. It was several feet wide, raised onto a trolley, and covered with a tarp. “When was it last taken out?”

“In the autumn. Jacob looks after it, when he visits.”

“How long till Prim’s well enough to sail?” Avalon said.

“Two weeks, ideally.”

“Two weeks?” Avalon felt her blood pool in her feet.

“But your situation is far from ideal. Can you handle a boat on your own?”

“Yes.”

“Then lie low here, let her get her strength back, and then go. Go as soon as you can.”

It was enough time to check the engine, fill the tanks, check the boat over and fix anything damaged. Enough time to regain an ounce of strength. Avalon lifted a jerry can from the shelf and gave it a shake; empty.

Gerel noticed. “I’ll get some tomorrow, along with more antibiotics and bandages. I’ll bring back your bags, too.”

“And some food?” Avalon said.

Gerel gave a short laugh. “That I can definitely do.”

And as Gerel cleaned Prim’s shoulder, she told Avalon about the young woman whose boat this was, and the mother she left behind.

“And she blames you?” Avalon sat on the concrete floor, the even solidity uncanny after so many nights on rough earth. On the far wall was a map, and though the light was dim she recognized the Suffolk coast.

“She blames the whole world,” Gerel said.

“And if she finds us here, will she help?” A pinboard rested below the map, in shadow. Avalon squinted, but couldn’t make out the details.

Gerel looked over the top of Prim’s head and out the door, toward the house that lurked behind the trees. “I don’t know,” she said in the same inscrutable tone. “I thought she was a good person…”

“Thought?” Avalon said. “Then why are you friends with her?”

“Because I want to see Mira again.”

“You were close?”

“Mira would come to me and talk and I did as much as I could to make her feel worthwhile.”

“Did her parents not do that?”

“No.”

“She was lucky to have you.” The scant few clear memories rose up from Avalon’s childhood and bit at her toes. She recoiled, looked for distraction, scanned the hulk of the tarpaulin-covered boat and drew its shape in her mind. She stopped before panic took hold. Beside her, Gerel covered Prim’s clean wound with a bandage, then passed a bottle of tablets to Avalon.

“She needs to take two every four hours today, and then two every eight hours for another two weeks. Do you have a watch?”

Avalon shook her head.

Gerel took off her own. “Take this.”

“Thank you.”

“There’s not enough in the bottle for an entire course; I’ll bring some more later.”

The sound of water was loud in the boatshed; it lapped at the slipway and the noise echoed off the stone floor. In the distance, waves broke on a pebble beach. Avalon could still smell it, but the scent of salt and dried mermaids’ purses was no longer accompanied by thrill, or relief. Avalon stared back at the boat.

“Do you want to take a look?” Gerel said.

Avalon looked down at Prim and remembered their conversation about sailboats and cabin boats and the size of vessel they’d look out for. Gerel pulled off the tarpaulin; she did it with one hand. It fell away on the other side of the boat and knocked over the pinboard.

“Mira used it to sail through the estuaries,” Gerel said. “It has an engine, and the fuel tank is here.” Gerel pointed to both. The engine was a two-stroke outboard motor, hand-pulled. The fuel tank was smaller than Avalon’s rucksack. It had no cabin. There was no steering wheel, no panel of navigational tools. Avalon gritted her teeth, squeezed her fingernails into her palms.

“You know how to sail?” Gerel asked, and Avalon fought the temptation to snap. She wanted to say, I know how to sail a boat. She wanted to sit down with Gerel, show her the route that Avalon and Prim had traveled for almost two weeks, explain the terrible things they had seen and done to reach the promise of escape and a boat that would sail them to safety. She wanted to say, This is a bath toy, not a boat.

“I know how to sail,” Avalon said.

“If the water is calm, you’ll be okay,” said Gerel.

The boat was three meters long. The hand-pulled motor sat at the stern, a water-break at the prow. A bench cut across the center point, another at each end. Oars were clipped to the side.

“And it will be easy to hide it at the other end,” Gerel said, and Avalon swallowed an unhinged laugh.

“Has it ever been taken out on open water?”

“No,” said Gerel, and Avalon was grateful for her directness, relieved she didn’t have to navigate Gerel’s feelings.

“It’s a good little boat. Thank you.”

Gerel put a hand on Avalon’s shoulder, and the weight and warmth of it felt like an apology. “It’s all we’ve got,” Gerel said.

“It’ll be fine, just needs to be loaded up with fuel, food, and water.”

“And medical supplies.”

“We just need to get Prim well enough to sail and we’ll be flying,” said Avalon.

“And there’s time for that,” Gerel said as she prepared to leave. She took one last look at Prim, her expression caught between recognition and heartbreak. “Thankfully no one knows where you are.”
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Black coffee buzzed through Bianca’s limbs and a pulse jumped fast in her wrists. An urge to laugh made her giddy. She had slept soundly, had woken with the dawn chorus, and though her skin was dry, and hung loose where it once bulged softly, she convinced herself she felt strong, told herself that her muscles had grown wiry, not weak, and her thoughts were clear, not addled.

The voice on the radio that told her the news also spoke between headlines; almost ten thousand phone calls have been made to the police (they are too busy to hunt properly), the reward has been doubled (they are desperate), the extra searches at Dover have led to delays and lorry drivers are up in arms (there is chaos). Laureline Smith announced that she’s ashamed to call these murderers women (balance must be restored).

There may have been other news stories, but she didn’t hear them.

She didn’t need to.

She had purpose.

You can’t do this.

The voice no longer filled her with fear. Everything had led her to this moment, Bianca saw that now, and when the smell of decay wove through the room and stung her nose and eyes, she breathed it in, welcomed it. She knew that if she turned, she would see her, half concealed by the living room door. Her black hair hung in wild knots, her eyes were black, her mouth a black hole, her white dress blood-stained black. If she looked at her head-on, she would morph and twist into Mira, and Bianca would see her again, weeping on the bottom step, her hands like claws and her skull gripped between them.

But Bianca was not afraid.

The Churel.

Dama Branca.

Pontianak.

Gelin.

Kuntilanak.

Onryō.

Pichal Peri.

The flies woke; they began to fly and land, fly and land, multiplied before her eyes, and the collective buzz was a story in itself, a reminder of everything she had learned. No one had rescued the Churel from her suffering. No one had protected the girl in the mortuary. Poor Florian Smith had not been saved.

Today, Bianca would find justice; conviction throbbed in each fingertip, cruised from head to heart. She picked up her bag—the rope, duct tape, and replica pistol safely inside—and slung it onto her shoulder. The strap dug into the thin band of skin on her bone. Outside, morning greeted Bianca with golden-pink light and cool air, and she imagined walking the length of the coast, checking each cove, every jetty, imagined seeing a boat set sail and hurtling her body through water to reach it, stop it, drag it back to shore. She imagined her photograph on news websites—a heroine!—and Mira reading it, coming home. She imagined never letting Mira out of her sight again.

And Bianca kept Mira in her mind as she stamped along the rain-damped path and swiped away tangles of vines and bramble spikes. Something rustled inside the shed; a fox or a rat, who knew. She reached into her bag for the flashlight but stopped. The door was ajar. She had closed it last night. Bianca peered through the gap, and saw the bundle of rags on the floor by the far wall, saw the shape of a body.

She shut her eyes, shook her head, but when Bianca looked again the body was still there. It shifted in its nest. It could have been a homeless person—it wouldn’t have been the first time—and yet Bianca knew it was not. The bag fell from her shoulder and she caught it, slid one hand inside to grip the toy pistol but stopped. Something else caught her eye—a rifle on the cabinet near the door, and she recognized it; it was David’s tranquilizer gun, used on deer and wild boar.

There was a second shape in the shadow, prostrate on the cold concrete, with what looked like a rucksack beneath their shorn head, and that giddy laugh welled in Bianca’s throat again. What was this if not divine intervention?

She inched the door open; dull light cut a beam through the shed and hit upon one of the women, and Bianca tentatively lifted the rifle, held it in both hands, and pointed it at the woman with the rucksack beneath her head. She looked similar enough to the composite photo to confirm Bianca’s suspicions—she knew who she was. Which meant her companion was Primrose Meath. She swung the gun toward the other figure and froze.

There was a mistake, a sick twist of reality.

The second woman was not Primrose Meath; the lips were not thin but plump, the chin wasn’t pointed but square and dimpled, the cheekbones were too pronounced, the eyebrows too thick, and though there was no glint of a nose ring, or pierced cuff or tattoo, the resemblance to Bianca’s daughter was sickening. She looked like Mira, in a way that the girl in the morgue looked like Mira.

The corpse was not her, but it easily could have been.

And Primrose, who was dragged off her set path and led astray into murder and theft, was not Mira but easily could have been. She offered a second warning of what could happen to her daughter, to all daughters, if something wasn’t done. What would happen if Bianca didn’t act? If she didn’t save Primrose? Would Mira, then, not be saved?

She stepped closer, gun held firm to her chest, and looked at Primrose’s sleeping face. Sweat gathered in the crease of her neck and her forehead shone; she looked unwell, as though the violence of her last few days had corrupted her soul. Perhaps it had. A pillbox sat on the floor, a roll of bandage tape, antiseptic. Bianca nudged the box with her foot, squinted to try and read the label, focused on the words and not the sudden shift in her periphery.

“Step the fuck away.”

The first woman, awake, hunkered on all fours with a flashlight like a baton in her fist.

Bianca turned on instinct, pulled the trigger.
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The dart hit Avalon’s neck and she grabbed it, yanked it out, but too late. Wooziness raced through her veins, made her head swim and arms flop, and though she tried to fight it and threw the flashlight at the wild woman’s head, she missed, and the sound of metal on concrete rang like a shot in the dark.

Prim stirred and the woman looked down at her, her face tinged with unnatural excitement. She smiled, reached out a hand as though to touch Prim, and Avalon lunged, tripped over herself, fell in a heap at the woman’s feet.

The last thing she heard was the rip of duct tape.
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Bianca had dragged the dangerous woman away from Primrose, left her body in a fetal curl on the other side of Sweet Lady, her hands and feet bound with black tape, her mouth gagged. Now, Bianca could look down at Primrose Meath in peace.

The resemblance was astonishing, as though Mira had matured ten years in the space of three, and was here now as a successful grown-up woman with a husband and a lovely home, a home she would invite Bianca to for Christmas, birthdays, Easter, and Bianca would go, would bounce her well-behaved grandchildren on her knee, and she would be their favorite.

Primrose stirred again, and Bianca knelt by her side, shushed her, and placed a palm on her daughter’s forehead.

No, not her daughter, not her daughter. On Primrose’s forehead.

And it was hot, burning hot. This young woman needed looking after. Beside her, along with the antibiotics, were scissors, gauze, bandages, antiseptic, and the poor girl had a scab on her neck the length of Bianca’s right thumb.

Bianca tried to wake her, gently rocked her shoulders, whispered in her ear, but the only response was a whimper. How could she get her back to the house? There was a wheelbarrow in the garden shed; Bianca would use that.

Back in the woods, the day had started properly and it was dry again now the clouds had gone; birds twittered in the canopy, somewhere far off a car started, somewhere else a low cough echoed, and Bianca startled, looked around and behind her, but there was no one there. She was being paranoid—who would come out here, this early?—but better paranoid than slack. The sticks crumbled beneath her feet and melted into the freshly wetted soil, and she didn’t make a sound as she crept back home, fast as she could.

The wheelbarrow was at the front of the shed, easy to find and easy to drag out, but still Bianca had the constant tic of looking over her shoulder, checking the path and the shadows of trees, and it would be just like Gerel to arrive now, un-bloody-invited, and stick her nose in, ruin this for Bianca as she had ruined Mira.

Brian would be more help.

The pale plywood board covered that awful window, and Bianca looked at it as she passed, wheelbarrow firmly in hand. Brian was practical, the way Amos had been, and a practical man was someone to be admired.

The path led alongside that old fox den, out of commission for over ten years now. It was Mira’s behavior that night that had made Amos fill in the hole as soon as autumn arrived and the cubs had gone. He mixed the cement in a hired machine in the garden, made both children watch, had Mira shovel in sand and made Jacob open the garden gate so Amos could wheel the barrow through and made him clear away the leaves and twigs from the opening, made them both stand with their hands behind their backs while Amos poured the gray slurry down into the foxes’ home, and Mira had cried and that was a good thing, a bloody good thing, because perhaps now she’d learn her lesson.

That was all a long time ago and Bianca knew the past was irrelevant; the present demanded her attention.
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It took almost two hours to get Primrose from the boathouse and in through the kitchen door. Bianca had pricked her with a tranquilizer dart, half a dose, she estimated, in the hope it would make things easier, but the sudden deadness of the girl’s weight was a thing to wrestle with. She was heavier than she looked, made entirely of muscle, and Bianca had to turn her this way and that, drag, haul, push, and twist her body until it fit neatly in the wheelbarrow. Even then it wasn’t easy; Bianca had to stop every five minutes to catch her breath and give her knees and back a rest, and more than once the barrow toppled and spilled Primrose onto the woodland floor. But at least she was quiet, at least she didn’t argue the way Mira used to argue, or struggle like Mira, or talk back like Mira, or suggest that they run away together as though life were a fairy tale and a simple one to boot.

“Nearly there,” Bianca whispered at the foot of the stairs. She managed to maneuver the wheelbarrow over the back step and into the kitchen, but she couldn’t carry the contraption, or Primrose, up the stairs. And she didn’t want her to go into the living room; what if she heard the same piano music Bianca heard; what if she saw the things Bianca saw?

“Go up on your hands and knees.” She dropped Primrose onto the bottom step, positioned her like a dog; the sedative had started to fade. “It’ll be easier.”

They crawled up, one step at a time. A few flies had followed from the kitchen, but they sat on the wall and watched with upside-down eyes and their wings didn’t flinch, let alone make a sound. She urged Primrose up, and the good girl was as submissive as a lamb, glanced behind her once with a confused, sleepy look and opened her mouth to speak, but Bianca knew what she would ask because it was all she had asked, and Bianca replied before the words left her lips.

“Avalon’s having a lovely sleep.” Bianca couldn’t help but wince at the name, a hippy-child’s name, borne by drug addicts and thieves. “I’ll bring her to you once she’s awake.”

Primrose nodded that bewildered nod, and Bianca encouraged her upward, and there, in front of them, was Mira’s room. Bianca pushed the door wide and the soft beige carpet and the pale pink walls welcomed them. Mira’s old bottle of lithium was ready on the nightstand, so too a glass of water, and as soon as Primrose was settled Bianca would spring down the stairs and gather some flowers and put them in a jar by her bed so that all was sweet-scented.

“There now, isn’t that better than a cold concrete floor?” She pulled back the covers and patted the mattress, helped Primrose sit and swing her legs up and into the bed. Her head sank into the pillow. Bianca had brought the long brown wig she had found in Primrose’s rucksack, and she pulled it onto Primrose’s scalp so the hair fell around her face. She was so like Mira.

Few things felt as precious as a second chance, and Bianca looked around the bedroom with a keen, skeptical eye and chose what she would change to breed the right kind of atmosphere, the right kind of influence for when the girl woke up. The photographs of that disgusting friend of Mira’s would go; the last thing Primrose needed to see was a picture of a woman with a tattoo on her neck and a bolt through her bottom lip, bottle of whiskey in one hand and her middle finger raised on the other.

She roused Primrose and gave her two more antibiotics from the bottle she had found in the boatshed, then slipped it back into her pocket and left. In the hallway, she slid the bolt at the top and bottom of the door. No invisible hand rattled the handle, no voice said, For God’s sake, you can’t do this, let me out, and she didn’t have to reply, didn’t have to press her lips to the door jamb and say, You talk as if I’m a monster, as if I have a choice in this, as if you didn’t push me to it and I’m just trying to do my best, can’t you see that? Don’t you know how much I love you? I’m just a useless old widow, I don’t know what to do and I’m trying my best but it’s all so hard and you’re making it so hard for me, you’re punishing me, you’re forcing my hand, before she fell to the floor in tears and cried so hard and for so long that Mira stopped her complaining and promised to be good and Bianca could smile, inside, at her victory.

The rotten stench returned.

So too the uncanny sound of footsteps on carpet.

It could have been the Churel’s sound of backward feet on twisted ankles, or it could have been the sound of that woman, if she had dragged herself out of the boatshed, through the woods, into the house.

No point taking unnecessary risks.

Bianca lifted the rifle. Another dart so soon would kill Avalon; a useful deterrent if she refused to behave.






CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Avalon

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Avalon fought as soon as she woke. Tape bound her ankles, cuffed her wrists, gagged her mouth, and she worked at the tape even before she looked around her, loosened it and tore herself free even before she remembered where she was.

Head woozy from tranquilizer, she stumbled to the nest of blankets—she would help Prim with her binds—but Prim was not there. There were signs of a struggle: the blankets were strewn across the concrete floor, a spent dart glinted in the skylight’s light, there was evidence of something being hauled through the woods.

The boat was still there, and not a soul in sight; she could easily jump aboard and set sail alone. But such thoughts were far behind her, left to fester with the rapist’s genitals.

In a half creep, half run, she dragged her drugged body through the woods. Ivy hung from branches and threatened to trip or hang her, a semiburied lump of concrete stubbed her toes, and she fell and got up, fell again and mud smeared her face, her upper arms, her ankles. She got up, staggered on, waited in the piebald shade of a hazel tree while she watched the house and caught her breath.

It was a brick-built family home, similar to the thousands Avalon and Prim had passed. One downstairs window was boarded. The grass had yellowed in the heat. A shadow shifted in an upstairs window.

The path was empty both left and right; Avalon strained her ears but heard nothing—no car, no cough, no footsteps. She crouched again, surged forward as quietly as she could, made it through the kitchen door and gagged with her first inhale. The stench was fetid and saccharine, the air thick with rot and busy with dozens of black-bellied flies.

Avalon kept her breath shallow. A rolling pin languished on the draining board; she grabbed it. The hallway waited at the end of the kitchen, and a door to the left swung gently on its hinges and beckoned her inside. She looked through the gap—a clean, neat living room, half a dozen family portraits, a piano. No Prim.

A creak on an upstairs floorboard.

Avalon slid into the living room, pressed her back to the wall by the door. Opposite, a wedding photograph showed a newly married couple—a woman with lifeless eyes and a defeated smile beside a man with a charming smirk, stubbled jaw, green eyes. Another showed the two adults with two children—an awkward boy who kept his gaze cast down and a girl who looked cross enough to contradict the motto on her T-shirt, Always Sweet, Always Kind, Always Happy.

Another creak, and then the clear sound of feet on stairs, labored breathing, the sound of a hand slapping the banister again and again as though the person walking down needed aid. Avalon throttled the rolling pin. The footsteps scuttled across the hall. Avalon readied her arm, spun to face the door.

It flew open.

The other woman stood with her chin down, nervous eyes lowered, the rifle trembling in her hands.

“Where the fuck’s Prim?” Avalon raised the pin higher, looked squarely at the barrel of the gun. The woman shook so much there was little chance she would be able to shoot straight.

“Please.” The old woman cowered but didn’t drop the rifle. “Don’t hurt me, I only want to help, I didn’t mean to harm anyone.” She was haggard, colorless, thin, and Avalon recognized her as the defeated bride and downtrodden mother from the photographs, a woman who looked as threatening as a half-dead sparrow.

“Where’s Prim?” Avalon lowered the rolling pin; the old woman flinched, and Avalon, contrite and still woozy from the sedative, took a step back and almost apologized.

“She’s in bed, upstairs, safe and sound.” The woman tried to smile, but kept her eyes downcast. “I only wanted to help her. I wanted to help you both.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


Prim

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

The sensation of clean linen beneath her cheek is so strange, after so long, that Prim jolts awake. Her head swims with fever and sedation, her shoulder throbs, the flesh stings, and a smell has leaked into the room that turns her stomach. The first wave of grogginess dissipates as she sits up in bed and blinks her vision clear.

Pink walls, cream bedspread, lilac curtains, pink chair, a splash of white in the shape of a vanity table. An ivory dressing gown hangs on the back of the door, pale pink slippers on the shoe rack beside a pair of distressed knee-high black boots. And above the vanity table, a mirror.

Prim knows it is her reflection, that the strange creature reclined on soft pillows is her, yet she cannot believe it; she is thinner, her skin has a waxy sheen, and purple-brown shadows circle her eyes. The brunette wig sits at an angle on her head, though she doesn’t remember putting it on. Doesn’t remember anything since Avalon fell off her bike, and at the memory of Avalon, of the cut on her thigh, the blood and the rain, Prim jolts again and tries to jump up but she’s weak. She falls on her side and sees a glass of water on the nightstand, and a selection of books on the shelf above. Most of the titles she doesn’t recognize; there are etiquette guides, Edith Wharton’s Summer, George Eliot’s Adam Bede, self-help tomes for borderline personality disorder and depression, and, between them, a tiny corner of paper. Prim pulls it free; a prescription emerges for lithium and Prozac, dated three years ago. The doctor’s name is Brian Donall, the patient Mira Lucetta.

“Avalon?” Prim tries to shout, but her dry throat mutes the sound. She coughs, winces as the movement jars her shoulder, and looks again at the glass of water. Small white grains lurk in its base.

She hears movement somewhere in the house—a door opening, low voices, muffled steps. On new-fawn legs Prim staggers to the door, tries to open it, gets nothing. She rattles the handle, thumps on the wood, but the door is sealed, and from downstairs she hears a lock catch and then the sound of feet on gravel. She hears Avalon say, “Tell me again…”

Prim pushes herself away from the door, staggers across the room, makes it to the window and sees Avalon walk into the woods with a thin gray-haired woman. She thumps on the glass, tries to open the catch but the window, like the door, is locked. Prim calls Avalon’s name again, begs her to turn and see.

But Avalon does not hear, and she follows the woman into the trees.






CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


Avalon

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

It must have reached midday; the sun was so high that the shadows barely smudged the ground and yesterday’s rain had dried and gone. Heat wrapped itself round her, and the dust they kicked up stuck to the grazes on Avalon’s calf and reawakened their sting.

“Tell me again, I don’t quite—” She trailed off. The sedative from the dart still lingered, and Avalon’s thoughts came and went with her strength. Bianca had explained that she wanted to help them escape, that when she found them in the boatshed she panicked and thought they were thieves, but as soon as she realized her mistake, she had ferried Prim inside. She had tied Avalon up to keep her from screaming and drawing attention, she had said. She had done it for her own good, to keep her safe, to protect her while Bianca helped Primrose upstairs and into bed.

“We’re going to check on the boat,” Bianca said, her tone patient and eyes feverishly bright. “We’ll check it over and make sure it’s all in working order, and gather the supplies you need for your journey.”

“Right…” Avalon trailed off again, and blinked hard when a ray of light glared through the trees and blasted her vision. Was this how Prim had felt when Avalon had sedated her? She wondered how Prim had managed to run so far from the cottage, and how she had put up such a good fight, with this stuff clogging her arteries. It must have been the adrenaline, Avalon reasoned, it must have been fear.

But clearly Bianca posed no danger.

The door to the boatshed stood open; darkness swallowed the detail. As they drew closer Avalon made out the heap of blankets Prim slept on, and the bulbous shapes of their rucksacks on the floor, the uncovered boat.

“What’s it called?” Avalon said as they stepped inside.

“Sweet Lady.” Bianca began to pick up the blankets and fold them one by one.

“Sweet Lady?” And the incredulity must have coated her tongue, because Bianca spun round, hurt fresh on her face.

“My husband chose it,” she said.

“Seriously?”

“Yes.” Her face hardened, but Avalon didn’t catch the warning.

“What else was on the list? Pliant Princess, Homely Housewife, Incel’s Wet Dream?”

“Maybe you can learn something from it.” Bianca smiled and even Avalon could tell the smile was forced.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not used to people helping me. Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

Bianca smiled genuinely at that, nodded as though she had passed a pop quiz, then said, “If we fill the jerry cans with petrol, and fill some bottles with water, I think it’ll be good to go.”

“What about food?”

“You don’t need food.”

“I bloody do,” Avalon said. Bianca winced again, and Avalon reminded herself not to swear, reminded herself that they were lucky, should be grateful to have found help again, and should not piss the woman off. Be good, she told herself, behave. “Sorry.”

“You’ll be ready by this afternoon, I should think.”

“Will Prim be strong enough by then?”

“Might be wise to take a few blankets, in case it’s cold on the open sea.” Bianca still had the gun, held high on her shoulder by a strap, and there was something about the gun, and the way she kept one hand close beside it, that made Avalon fidget, and flex her hands subtly, raise her calves up and down by degrees, and move her body as much yet as subtly as she could to get her blood flowing, her metabolism working, flush the last of the sedative from her system.

“We’ll need to wait for Gerel to come back—she promised to bring more penicillin.” Avalon shifted to the other side of the boat, away from the immediate glare of this woman.

“She came while you were still out for the count,” Bianca said. The tremble in her hands had long gone, so too the subservient shake in her voice. “She left the antibiotics in my kitchen, so there’s no need. Why don’t you get into the boat, see how it feels?”

“I thought you weren’t on speaking terms?” The tarp that had covered the boat yesterday was still heaped on the floor, and Avalon lifted it, folded it, saw the pinboard face down on the concrete. “Why didn’t Gerel come to the boatshed first? Why didn’t she untie me?”

“You were at the back; she didn’t see you. I think you should get into the boat now, try it on for size.”

Avalon lifted the pinboard, rested it against the wall.

“You can use the stepladder”—Bianca edged around Sweet Lady—“climb over the edge by the oars.”

Prim’s old face stared back. Clipped newspaper articles clung to the board and offered a perverted version of her friend’s life; Ruben’s first interview was there, and the details of her father’s illness and care. There were testimonials from women who claimed to be her friend, though Avalon didn’t recognize a single name from Prim’s phone or email account, and they said how sweet she was, how caring, how kind, hardworking, loving, thoughtful, self-sacrificing, patient, forgiving, calm, helpful, grateful. There was an interview with a psychiatrist who, despite never having carried out a single test, claimed Prim must have a chemical imbalance.

“Mira had that too,” Bianca said, and the tranquilizer gun was back in her hand.

Adrenaline rushed like a drug, and though Avalon’s head was still cloudy and her limbs felt leaden, one thought shone clear and true: This woman did not want to help.

“What have you done to Prim?”

“Get in the boat.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Prim

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

The door is locked fast; Prim has tried to prize away the hinges, to yank the door open, kick the door in, but nothing will budge. Faded claw marks tell her she isn’t the only woman to have tried.

In the vanity table drawer she finds nail files, pale pink varnish, black nail varnish, a box of nose studs, a hairbrush, pearlescent hair combs similar to those Prim’s grandmother wore. She pushes aside outdated, faded careers leaflets: a Sunday school teacher, a carer, a nursery worker, a teaching assistant, a school nurse. A pristine pamphlet extols the virtues of virginity. Another warns of STDs. She opens the wardrobe and searches beneath the calf-length floral dresses, ripped jeans, Sex Pistols T-shirts, Doc Martens boots, and flat lace-up shoes; she drags open the divan drawers and moves aside pink sheet after pink fitted sheet.

She finds nothing that can help.

At the window, Prim tries to force the lock, break the glass, make so much noise that Avalon will hear her all the way out at the shed. She shouts as loudly as her parched throat will allow. Her thumps on the window are feeble.

No one hears her.

Exhausted, weak, feverish, and trembling, Prim sinks to the floor, her back to the radiator. The throb has returned to her shoulder and nausea rolls like a tide. She needs medicine, sleep, sustenance, water. She needs Avalon.

On hands and knees she crawls to the bed. A noise stalls her.

Outside, she hears footsteps. They must have returned.

Prim hauls herself up, staggers to the window for one final try, and prepares to shout and to beat the window with her fist until Avalon looks up and sees her.

She raises her hand, stops.

On the footpath is a large man with a bald pate and full beard, his face as lined as creased leather. Before Prim can duck, the man raises his eyes and looks at the upstairs window. For one lifelong second, their eyes lock.

And though Prim moves back out of sight, she knows it’s too late. The man saw her, recognized her.

The man thumps on the glass kitchen door, calls for a woman named Bianca, thumps again, and Prim sinks to the floor, paralyzed. There is further noise; the kerfuffle of the door being tugged and yanked, Bianca’s name being called again, more urgently now, the window tested, the sound of scratching against a wooden board. After a few painful moments the man hurries away, half defeated, a phone pressed to his ear. Prim hears every word he yells.

“I need the police.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Avalon

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Bianca pointed the tranquilizer at Avalon’s chest. “You’re going to get in the boat and leave Primrose with me.”

“Why the fuck would I do that?” The curse landed hard. She watched Bianca wince, and used the brief pause to scan the floor for a tool, flashlight, or stone to throw, but saw nothing except blankets, newspaper clippings, and tarp.

“Because you don’t need her. You’ve used her enough, now you can let her recover.”

“With you?”

“Yes, with me. I’ve saved her, and I’m going to reunite her with her family, where she belongs.”

“She’ll go to prison.”

“No, she won’t. But you will, unless you get on that boat.”

“She killed someone.”

“You did that. You.” Bianca jabbed the muzzle forward, her face twisted with disgust. “You did it all, not Primrose. She wouldn’t—she was raised properly, brought up to know better. Decent women—real women—aren’t capable of such things.”

The boat’s name glinted in the weak sunlight. “And what do you think real women are?”

“I’m offering you a way out. Stay and I call the police. Leave—alone—and you get away, scot-free.”

“And Prim-free.”

“That’s right.”

“That sounds as appealing as a ninety-ten split.”

“What?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll shoot you and call the police and you’ll be charged with murder, attempted murder, theft, fraud—”

“But so will Prim.”

“No, she won’t. She’s innocent; you manipulated and controlled her. It wasn’t her fault; she’s another of your victims.”

“Why would anyone believe that?”

“Because that’s what they want to believe. This is your last chance; get in the boat and go.”

“Prim won’t go along with it, she’ll want to come with me.”

“Why would anyone want to go with you, if they had a choice?”

And there it was, that truth again. Or, at least, a belief she once held to be true. It sank to her feet, made them itch to escape, to leap into the boat, set sail. She could nurse her wounds alone, a pattern repeated. The memory of Felix in Paris flashed through her thoughts, his kindness and his kind rebuff, and the memory of every foster home, every halfway house, every carer, and from beneath them all rose her mother.

A noise from the path broke Avalon’s daze and Bianca glanced to the trees. A faint sound of hurried footsteps carried through the wood, the faintest echo of a word called in panic: Police.

“Your time’s running out.” Bianca jerked the rifle at the boat. “If you leave now, they’ll not catch you.”

Avalon nodded, said “Okay” in a grief-thickened voice and stepped toward Sweet Lady. “I’ll need my—”

“Of course.” Bianca moved aside and let Avalon pick up her rucksack. In a gap at the side pocket zip, Avalon saw the edge of one passport and felt her heart lift. I’m so close to escape, she thought, then corrected herself.

We are so close.

She spun with the bag in her hand.

It cracked against Bianca’s head and Avalon watched the woman crumple. The door stood open, the path ahead ran clear, and no sirens blared. If the police were coming, they had yet to arrive. Avalon pulled the keys from Bianca’s pocket and ran.

Dry sticks crumbled beneath her feet as she hurtled through the woods and made for the house, and for Prim. But the knock had done little to pause Bianca. She appeared at the door of the boathouse; a dart speared the air and sent leaves flying. Bianca chased, shot as she ran, missed again but kept running.

Avalon made it to the house, unlocked and yanked open the door and was momentarily halted by the smell. It ripped through her nostrils, stung her eyes. Flies landed on her arms, legs, shaved scalp, and she brushed them away with one hand as the other slammed the door behind her. Through the kitchen and up the stairs; she shouted Prim’s name as she ran.

“Avalon!”

The weak call came from the door at the top of the stairs. Avalon dragged the dead bolts back, rushed inside, and staggered to a halt. Prim tried to sit but struggled; her face was pallid and forehead sweaty, and though she smiled with relief at the sight of Avalon she couldn’t suppress her shivering.

“We need to go.” Prim’s dry lips had cracked, her skin scalded Avalon when she touched her.

“You’re too weak, Primrose.” Bianca stood at the door, triumphant. She had swapped the tranquilizer gun for a burlap bag that swung from her shoulder and seemed innocent enough, until Avalon saw the woman’s hand slip inside and grip something solid.

Prim forced herself up, slid her legs over the edge of the bed. “You can’t lock us up.”

“Do you want to tell her, or shall I?” Bianca pulled her hand out of the bag and pointed the revolver at Avalon.

“She needs antibiotics.” Avalon played for time, scanned the room, wondered if she could throw a book, or the glass, or launch herself at Bianca, but as soon as the thought arose another took hold—she might still pull the trigger, and she might hit Prim instead.

“I’ll give them to her as soon as you’re gone. The only person stopping Primrose from getting well is you; her health is in your hands alone.”

“What do you mean?” said Prim. Avalon looked in the vanity mirror, at their reflections side by side. They had made a good team.

“She wants me to go without you,” Avalon said. Prim scoffed and Avalon loved her for it.

“And what about me?” said Prim.

“I’ll look after you,” Bianca said. “I’ll nurse you back to health and then you can go back to your old life, or—” She kept the gun trained on Avalon. “Move to the side, I can’t concentrate while you’re hovering over her.”

“Or?” Prim said.

“Or start a brand-new one, right here.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Avalon said and Bianca shut her down with a look.

“None of this was your fault,” Bianca said to Prim. “You were led astray, forced to do things you never normally would, and if it wasn’t for her, you’d never have run in the first place. You can have a fresh start, I’ll help you.”

“Why would you do that?”

“You remind me of Mira,” she said. “Before she forgot herself. I’ve read all about you, and your family. If you stayed with me, you could see your father again.”

There, in the mirror, Avalon caught it. Beneath Prim’s feverish outrage, beneath her anger and fear and determination, something yielded. Her eyes briefly glazed, as though she held the image of her dad before her. And there it was, in Prim’s softened eyes and the pause in her breath—the pull Avalon could not replicate.






CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Prim

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

“My dad?” Prim tries to shake away the image of her father’s face, but he’s as stubborn as her fever. Her head swims with him, and her mother, her brother, the games they once played as children. Her eyes fall on the gun.

“Think of it—a fresh start, a chance to correct all your mistakes, live your best life. And it would be so easy for you; you were almost perfect before all this, you were doing so well—look at the husband you had, the job you had, the care you gave your father—you were exemplary. All you would need is a baby and then think of how perfect you would be.”

“A baby?”

“Of course, but there’s plenty of time for that.”

“What would happen to Avalon?” She hears Avalon gasp and she wants to explain but knows she cannot, not yet. She lets the picture of her dad float once more before her eyes—the touch of his hand, his old worry-free smile, the way he would dip his chin and laugh into his chest, and she wants to hold on to it, nurse it to her.

Bianca steps forward. The gun shines in the clear, bright light. “I’ll let her get away, in the boat. She can do whatever she wants, as long as she leaves and doesn’t come back.”

“You won’t report her? Or call the coast guard?”

“Not if you stay.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I’ll lock the door, call the police, and you’ll both rot in jail. Or”—she shrugs one shoulder, aims the gun higher, and Avalon’s head is in her sights—“I tell them I had to defend myself.” Dust motes sweep through the light around the barrel and Prim sees it all clearly, every scratch on the gun and every shine, every implication.

“You can’t seriously be considering this?” Avalon says, and Prim tries to ignore the hurt in her voice.

Instead, she remembers the woods, the feeling of grit in her teeth and mud in her cheeks, the rapist’s cruel laugh and Avalon’s wild-eyed, determined plea: Take me.

Take me; I’ll not struggle.

And the words are on the tip of Prim’s tongue, a sacrifice for a sacrifice; do what you want to me, but leave my friend alone. A fresh wave of fever rolls through and makes her shiver. Her head aches. She looks at Avalon, holds her gaze, begs her to take the next sentence seriously, and Bianca licks her lips.

“I’m not well, Avalon.” Prim has her friend’s full attention now; she needs it. “But I know a toy when I see one.”

Avalon does not waste a second. She picks up the water glass and hurls it at Bianca, gets ready to leap and pull the fake gun from her hand, but too late. Bianca backs out of the room, slams the door and pulls the dead bolts.






CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


Bianca

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

“Looks like I’ll be calling the police.” Bianca sank against the door. Her phone languished in the fly-riddled kitchen, and as soon as she could stand she would fetch it, call the police, and they would lock the women up and hail Bianca as a heroine, a true heroine.

It didn’t feel as sweet as she’d expected.

The lack of appreciation was overwhelming; they were blind to how lucky they had been to find her, a kind, good woman who genuinely wanted to help them, who had their best interests at heart.

The wood reverberated and sent waves through her rib cage as Avalon kicked and thumped the door. She shouted, kicked again, thumped again, begged Bianca to at least push the penicillin beneath the door, but why should she bother? After all she had done for them, all she had offered them, why should she help them now?

“Ungrateful!” The word sprung from her throat, accompanied by a bitter aftertaste. Why couldn’t they be grateful? Bianca always was; she knew when to say please, when to say sorry, and when to say nothing in front of their friends on the occasions Amos stretched the truth. If only Mira had inherited that gratitude.

The image from the morgue rose again, and she blinked it away but it lingered. The stench reawakened in her nose, needled the space behind her eyes, and she swore to God—holy, powerful, all-seeing God—that if that woman didn’t stop thumping the door Bianca would let them both starve to death.

She would get up in a moment, she told herself, and get the phone, call it in. For the first time in nearly two weeks her stomach growled at the lack of food, and she would get some water when she went downstairs, or black coffee. Her legs felt empty, arms heavy, one hand numb.

“Let us out!”

“Stop it!” Bianca grabbed fistfuls of her hair, felt the blissful, distracting jolt of pain as each root tugged her scalp. “I would have helped you. I would have helped both of you but you ruined it, you forced me to do this.”

How would Bianca explain to the police what happened? Would they punish her for her ingenuity, or congratulate her? There was a reward, she remembered that much; she would mention it when the journalists interviewed her, and when they asked her what she would do with the money she’d say that she’ll put it in trust until her daughter comes home. Mira would surely hear about it—online, word of mouth, a stray English newspaper picked up abroad—and she would come home full of regret and apologies, and she would not leave her mother again.

The kicks and thuds continued and Bianca hit back, slamming the side of her bony hand into the door. “You made me do this!” she yelled again. “You’re a thief, a lowlife, you’ve corrupted her, ruined her, stolen her second chance at a good family life.”

“And your family was good? Have you seen the photos downstairs?” Derision dripped from Avalon’s voice and Bianca could not bear it. She stood at last, glowered at the white paneled door as though she could stare right through it and stab Avalon with her words.

“We were more of a family than you’ve ever known—a good family. We weren’t violent, we didn’t drink too much, take drugs, abandon each other.”

“A good family?” Avalon stopped fighting and pressed her mouth to the gap at the door. “Then where’s your daughter?”

Bianca staggered back, winded and wounded, and downstairs, a door creaked on a hinge as though Mira’s memory brought the Churel forth.

“Where’s Mira, hey? If you’re so good, so wholesome, why did she run?”

Bianca had to get downstairs, grab the phone, call the police. She had made a mistake, a terrible one, thinking that she could save these … these girls, these stupid, wayward, evil girls. A fly carved the air and landed on her foot. Another alit on the banister, two more on her suitcase downstairs. The smell made itself at home in her senses; she hardly noticed it anymore. It would be stronger now, she reasoned, and for a moment she felt afraid. But only for a moment.

Hadn’t this specter led Bianca to the women? Wasn’t it the Churel who made her focus on the story, who gave her distraction and hope when all hope was lost? She had helped Bianca, that grotesque thing who threaded through the shadows of mind and memory. She could help her again. Bianca remembered the stories she read online, the vengeance the Churel would wreak, how her victims died with regret etched on their faces.

Inside Mira’s room, that woman spat curses, shouted, and smacked the door, and another fly weaved its way upstairs and landed on Bianca’s shoulder. She didn’t brush it off, didn’t wince as Avalon swore. She welcomed both; the fly was a sign the Churel was near. Avalon’s vile language would only make her angrier. The Churel would make Avalon sorry.

Bianca stepped away, staggered downstairs, and the flies had woken in earnest; they swooped, hummed, and buzzed near a light, and the sound brought forth that memory. She didn’t fight it. She remembered the body on the cold morgue slab, the shift in shadow at the corpse’s feet, the freakish solidity of its flesh when she touched it, the detective’s words outside.

Away from the hallway and that damn suitcase and into the kitchen. Fragments of porcelain still waited to be mended on the table, the radio was still on, the flies still flew from the plughole as though born from dirty water and disease, and there, above the sink, was the window. The board had gone.

The diagonal fracture smiled back.

Look—foxes!

There on the grass outside, with her knees in the dirt and her hair like a curtain around her face, was the translucent, fragile, barely there image of her daughter. Mira’s phantom lay in the same spot she had done, all those years ago, the tender backs of her knees facing the sun, frozen as if waiting for someone to reach out a hand and help her up, help her brush the dirt from her body, cup her face in their hands, kiss it all better and tell her that what happened was wrong, and cruel.

No.

Bianca didn’t have time for this … this foolish mockery of her past. It was irrelevant, it had been snatched out of context, she had more important matters to see to, vital battles to win.

So, she did just what she had done that night, years ago, when Amos had kicked Mira’s knees to teach her a thing about patience, respect, manners, and Mira had fallen and Amos had laughed and Jacob had shaken-like-a-Jacob and whimpered.

She did just what she had done that day.

Silently, Bianca turned her back.

Said nothing.

Kept her head down.

Walked away.

Eyes on the hallway floor, she saw the feet first. They pointed backward, as though the devil’s hands had risen from hell and violently twisted her ankles. Those heels dragged the body toward Bianca, and Bianca looked up; up, past the thin limbs, the belly and blood-soaked gown, past collarbones that protruded like girders, past a neck so thin it could snap. Up to the head, the crude cheekbones, sunken eyes. There was no wild black hair this time; the dark locks had been shorn. Her face morphed from Gerel to Mira to Bianca to Gerel to Primrose to Mira and they twisted into one face and she didn’t know whom she looked at, and the numbness in her arm, in her hand, turned to pain.

The figure stepped closer and Bianca fell to her knees.

The flies circled, landed, patted their black feet on Bianca’s cheek and her chest and decided where to lay their corpse-feasting larvae, and in the distance a siren screamed.

“They’re upstairs.” Bianca tried to point, away from her and toward the real problem, the ones who needed punishment, but her arm was too stiff and her muscles strangled her rib cage.

She heard them upstairs; their bodies thumped wood but the door still held, and why wasn’t the Churel going to them? There was a mistake, a horrible mistake, because Bianca was a good woman, a loving mother, an attentive wife. She had done nothing wrong. Why was the Churel lingering above her like a cloud of flies, her black eyes near and her black mouth open and her hand reaching into Bianca’s chest, through her flesh and muscle and bone until she reached her—






CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


Avalon

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Two flies squeezed into the room; they buzzed around the ceiling light. Prim had fallen asleep on the bed. Avalon rubbed her upper arm and shoulder and prepared to throw herself at the door again. Something on the other side had begun to loosen; she would knock it down eventually.

Outside, she heard the first faint threat of a siren—an echo more than a noise—but it was enough to wake Prim, enough to make Avalon throw herself at the door with all her might. It drew closer, grew louder.

She couldn’t hear Bianca, suspected she had abandoned her post to call the police, and if she could only knock this bloody door down, then she could carry Prim and run them both to the boat.

“Stop!”

The voice came from the hallway, a woman’s voice. Someone ran upstairs, something heavy thudded on each step.

Metal scraped metal as the bolts slid free, and the door opened; it took a moment for Avalon to recognize Gerel. The stripey hat had gone, and so had her hair; her scalp was shaved down to the skin, and Avalon paused just long enough to appreciate the mark of solidarity.

“There’s no time to get you out.” Gerel didn’t offer an explanation, or ask what happened. She offered no commiserations. She dragged a suitcase into the room, threw two packets of antibiotics at Prim, two bottles of water on the bed, said, “Take a dose and then both of you hide—in the wardrobe, now, quickly.”

Avalon took heed. She opened the wardrobe, pushed apart the clothes, removed the shoes to the divan drawer, and laid the duvet across the compartment floor.

The sirens grew louder. Gerel opened the case, rifled through the contents, found something and pushed it into Prim’s hand. “It might help. A long shot, perhaps, but—” And the strange look in Gerel’s eyes had returned, half recognition and half disbelief. Prim took what was offered and held Gerel tightly to her, whispered something that Avalon didn’t catch. Gerel nodded, held Prim’s face in her hands.

Avalon helped Prim inside and laid her down with a water bottle beside her, then pressed herself against the back wall. Gerel followed, whispering all the while.

“The police are coming—someone saw you at the window, and my neighbor reported the missing gun—it’s spread like wildfire through the village. I came as soon as I could, I went to the boathouse with supplies, and when neither of you were there, I came here, and Bianca—” Her voice cracked and before any emotion showed on her face she closed the door and plunged Avalon and Prim into darkness.

“I doubt I’ll see you again,” Gerel said. “But I’ll do what I can to draw them away.” Then she was gone and Prim felt for Avalon’s hand in the shadows.

The siren grew louder, louder still, and then stopped.

There was a loud thump on the front door, the bell rang, another thump, and then Gerel’s voice traveled up the stairs.

“The police?” She sounded horrified. “We don’t need the police—we need an ambulance.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


Prim

MONDAY

GLASSWATER, SUFFOLK

Avalon marks the time on the watch Gerel gave her and uses the digital screen to light the small space. They stay hidden for hours—enough time for Prim to take another round of antibiotics, enough time to feel them start to kick in and for her fever to lower by degrees.

They don’t talk, but do listen, and through the snatches of conversation Prim pieces together what happened. Gerel claims she is the person with a shaved head that a man called Brian saw in the window; claims too, that she called in after work to see Bianca and found her on the hallway floor, clutching her chest, and she explains that Bianca hadn’t been well, hadn’t been eating or sleeping, hadn’t been herself. Perhaps Bianca caught a parasite while abroad, perhaps prolonged malnutrition took its toll, perhaps it was the stress of her missing daughter.

Disgust is caught in the policeman’s voice, and soon afterward the coroner’s; both complain of the smell, of the flies, and when Gerel opens the cupboard beneath the sink in an attempt, she declares, to find the source, Prim hears a collective gasp of horror. Discarded food, left in summer’s hot heat, will attract flies faster than a cadaver.

It is almost evening by the time the police and coroner leave; the body is taken away; the policeman asks for next of kin and Prim hears the words Jacob and Cheltenham, and its proximity to Bristol makes her close her eyes and allow one sluggish tear to emerge. She holds her father in her memory, bright and alert and without fear or confusion on his face or a cardigan draped over his shoulders. She will hold him there.

“Should I stay?” Gerel says, loudly, as though she wants the two women to hear.

“Best not to,” says the policeman, but the rest of his words are lost. The doors close, the house is silent.

“How long before it’s safe to leave?” Prim whispers, and Avalon lights up the watch, her face lit lurid green.

“Let’s give it another twenty.” Stress strains her voice and she uncricks her neck.

“Do you want to lie down?” Prim says, but Avalon shakes her head.

“I might never get up again.”

“I think we should go now. I’m worried someone will come.”

“Okay.” Avalon pushes the wardrobe door and the hinges gasp, and they both hold their breath and wait. Nothing stirs. “Let’s go.”

They creep out of the cupboard, return the shoes and the duvet, try to tidy it as best they can and as quickly, to hide the fact they were there. Prim replaces the prescription between the books. They each use a bathroom, refill the water bottles at the sink, and they are ready.

Avalon leads the way downstairs, and the hallway is still ridden with flies. The door to the living room is closed, and as Prim walks past she feels the air stir. Pulled by a breeze—it must be a breeze—the door shudders and opens an inch. And in the gap, Prim sees something shift—a shadow, just a shadow.

“Avalon,” Prim whispers, but she’s not afraid. As quickly as it appears, the shadow melts and when Prim pushes the door open nothing is there. In the dull evening light, she sees the photographs: the young girl straitjacketed into a slogan T-shirt, the woman with resignation and defeat on her face, the young doubtful boy plagued by uncertainty, and the man at their side. “I’ve forgotten something,” Prim says.

She turns and tiptoes upstairs, keeps well back from the windows. In Mira’s bedroom she opens the wardrobe door and crouches on all fours until she finds Gerel’s gift—a British passport. The face inside could be a younger Prim, this nipped and tucked version; it might fool a Dutch coast guard. It just might.






CHAPTER SEVENTY


Avalon

MONDAY

THAMES/HUMBER

Dusk shrouds the trees and the boathouse. Three jerry cans of fuel, a box of food, bottles of water, their rucksacks, and a bursting medical kit sit in Sweet Lady’s hull. Oars are clipped to the sides. Avalon lowers the boat along the slipway and into the water, pulls the engine and it sputters to life.

“I’ll take the rudder, your shoulder needs to rest,” Avalon says, though in truth she wants to keep her back to the bank.

Prim stares at the slipway and on her face is everything that Avalon is too scared to feel.

“We should head back inside before we go,” Avalon says. “Close the doors, hide the darts from the rifle, the newspaper clippings—”

“I have a feeling Gerel will have already thought that through.” Prim stares back at the boathouse, then accepts Avalon’s hand and steps into the boat. It sways once, twice, then is steady as Prim settles onto the bench at the prow. “She wanted us to escape, quick as possible.”

“I didn’t think there were people like that.” Avalon takes her seat at the rudder. She cannot look back.

“You okay?”

The inlet is wide and shallow, and Avalon follows its curve away from the woods, away from the boathouse and the woman who helped. “I’m okay.”

Prim’s teeth chatter. Avalon throws her a hoodie from the rucksack at her feet, and sees that Gerel put blankets beneath her bench. And there, beneath Prim’s seat, are two windproof, waterproof coats. The thoughtfulness stalls her for a moment. At some point, some point in the future when she sits in solitude, and she is not running from the police or untamed men or fear, or loneliness, or hurt, she will pause and give herself time to process what happened on that East English shore.

But not yet.

“I promised Gerel we’d look for Mira,” Prim says, and it is not the admittance of the promise that catches Avalon’s throat, but the idea they might do it together.

Avalon sighs deeply, shakes her head and says, “No.”

“No?”

“We won’t look for her.”

“We won’t?” Prim looks appalled.

“We won’t look—we’ll bloody well find her, make sure she’s all right.”

“Well, if anyone can,” Prim says.

A final bend in the water and there, behind Prim, is the sea, vast and unyielding, unending, but calm and soft gray. Avalon steers them out into the open and the small boat rocks with the change of current.

Prim grips the side, steadies herself. “How far to the Dutch coast?”

“Ninety nautical miles.”

There is no land on the horizon, there won’t be for many hours. There are no other boats visible on the sea, but there will be distant container ships, a ferry, a lone cruise liner. But now, there is nothing but water, nothing but possibility, nothing but a course straight ahead. The boat rocks, the engine coughs.

“It’s a small boat,” Prim says.

“The weather’s good.”

“But there’s just the two of us.”

“And we’re brave as lions.”

“Avalon,” Prim says, and behind her looms the stark line between heaven and earth. “Will we make it?”

Avalon looks at the horizon, the endless choppy water, the blank canvas sky with its risk of harsh gray and risk of easy blue, and she looks at her friend. “What do you think?”
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