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Chapter One

“Take my hand, little one, you’re safe now.”
The child blinked but did not move. Fran squatted down on her haunches to enter the girl’s eyeline. It hurt her sore muscles, but she ignored the pain. She was more concerned with the child who was alone on the village green at 5:00 a.m.
Fran retracted her hand. Perhaps that was the wrong track.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?”
In a darling yellow dress, complete with bows and a Peter Pan collar, the girl looked like a living doll. She was around six or seven years old, with straw-golden hair around her shoulders. Above shiny black Mary Jane shoes were a pair of frilly white socks. The kind of clothes her mother used to wear as a child in the sixties. They struck Fran as old-fashioned but cute.
“Father is coming. He’ll find me here.” Her voice had such conviction to it. Such absolute sincerity.
“We can find your daddy together if you like. What’s your name?” Fran was beginning to feel conflicted. Had she lingered here alone with a child for too long? Would it seem strange? She straightened and glanced around the empty park, hoping to see a mother or father over near the see-saw or the swings. She didn’t want to call the police right away, because she didn’t want to scare the girl. But as time went on it was looking like the safest option.
“Esther.” She spoke clearly and didn’t seem shy at all, just reticent. It hadn’t occurred to Fran the first time she spoke, but she heard it now. The American accent; a rarity in Leacroft.
“Where does your daddy live? We can look for him now.” She eyeballed the stoic child desperately. What was one supposed to do in a crisis like this? Take the girl home before calling the police or wait out here in the predawn chill? Wander around together searching for the parents? When Fran set out for her early morning jog, this hadn’t been part of the plan.
“Arizona,” said the child.
Fran pulled her phone out from the pocket of her running tights. Her reflection showed dimly in the dark screen. She turned towards the rows of houses running parallel with the village green, wondering which the girl wandered from. Just as she was about to give up and call the police, she heard the rustling of feet coming from behind. Fran saw a woman sprinting across the park, slip-sliding on the dewy grass. Fran reached out for her, ready to steady her as she approached.
“Whoa,” Fran said, as though to a frightened animal, “take it easy here, the ground’s wet.”
“Esther? Esther, is that you?”
The woman fell to her knees and pulled the child into a bear hug. She had the same American accent as the girl. Even in the dark Fran noticed how young the mother was. Barely twenty-five, perhaps even younger. Her hair was brown, thick and wavy. She wore a long dress covered by a cardigan, sensible boots, no obvious jewellery. The clothing seemed good quality, natural cotton which suggested it might have been handmade. It certainly wasn’t from a chain store.
“Are you Esther’s mum? I’m Fran. I found her about five minutes ago. I was just passing by on my jog and saw her standing here alone.” Fran wasn’t sure if the woman was listening, but she continued with her explanation regardless. “I was just about to call the police, actually. She said she was waiting for her father, but that he lives in Arizona.”
The woman stood and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. For the first time, Fran saw her red-rimmed eyes and patchy skin. There were grass stains on her dress where her knees had hit the ground.
“Thank you,” she said. She gazed down at her daughter, taking the child’s hand in her own. “Her daddy isn’t in Arizona, but we just moved here, and she’s confused. I got up early, put the trash in the can... umm, wheelie bin?”
“That’s right,” Fran said, encouraging her attempt at learning British vernacular.
“She just zipped past me in a blur. I lost her on the street. We live on the east side of the village near the brook. Thank God you were here.”
“Are you okay, hon?” Fran asked. “What’s your name?”
“Mary,” she said. “Mary Whitaker. We moved here last week. We’re just settling in, you know. I’m so sorry for this. She’s usually so good, I don’t…”
Fran placed a tentative hand on Mary’s shoulder. “Kids do this kind of thing all the time. So, I’m told, anyway.”
Her eyes widened. “You don’t have kids? I’m so…” Mary glanced guiltily away. Fran was sure she was about to say, “I’m so sorry”.
Even though Fran knew to take that with the desired intention, she still removed her hand from Mary’s shoulder and inwardly winced. It was nothing new, and, in her mid-forties, Fran thought she would’ve become numb to it. However, she hadn’t, and she never would. It still hurt.
“You’d better get Esther home.” Fran smiled and put her hands on her hips.
“My goodness, yes,” Mary said. Her eyes moved towards the rising sun. “Elijah will wake up soon.”
“Is that your husband?” Fran asked.
The woman nodded. “Best not to worry him about this.” She gave Fran a tentative smile.
Fran watched them walk the entire length of the green. Mary’s shoulders were slightly slumped. Esther walked straight, her blond hair swinging from side to side. A chilly March breeze cooled the nape of Fran’s neck. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what troubled her. Was it the age of the mother? The strange self-possession of that child? Or was it the fact that Mary seemed afraid to tell her husband about what had happened to their daughter?




Chapter Two

Shower water rinsed away the sweat. After Mary collected Esther and took her home, Fran had run hard for another forty minutes, lapping the village three times before she stopped. Without the interruption in the middle of her run, she would’ve beaten her personal best.
Never one to linger, Fran turned off the water and wrapped a towel around her body. She ran her fingers through her short hair and went back to the bedroom to dry. Adrian snored peacefully; face flattened against the bed linen. After almost ten years of marriage, she still found his belly-flop, spread-eagled style of sleeping adorable, and his grey hair sexy. Ye Olde Silver Fox was her funny nickname for him, which was apt considering their age difference. She walked over to the bed and mussed his hair.
Adrian’s tongue clapped against the roof of his mouth as he came to, smacking his lips for moisture. He rolled over, rubbed his eyes and blinked at her. She smiled at first, but then she remembered the events of the morning and a shiver wormed its way down her spine. She thought about Esther, and those soft, yellow eyelashes batting against the delicate skin beneath her eyes.
“You’ll never guess what happened on my run.”
“Was that badger poking around our bins again?” He pulled himself up to lean against the headboard, a rotund, reddish belly emerged from beneath the duvet.
“I found a little girl.”
He rubbed his eyes. “What?”
“A kid. On the village green. Just standing there, right next to the swings, no parents in sight. It about gave me a heart attack.”
Adrian gestured for Fran to sit next to him on the mattress. He placed one hand over hers. “Is she all right?”
“Yes. She’s… she’s completely fine. Her mum showed up a few minutes later, but…” Fran sighed heavily. “Ady, those few minutes made my heart race. I didn’t know what to do! Forty-six years old and come undone by a girl standing in the park.”
He rubbed her back, catching water droplets with the palm of his hand. “It was five in the morning, Franny. You’ve a right to be rattled by finding a missing child.”
“I know,” she said. “But there was no harm done, thank God. The girl was reunited with her mother in less than ten minutes, no one was hurt or anything, but…”
“What?” He leaned closer.
“It’s hard to explain now that I’m away from them. I just got this feeling.” She turned away from her husband so as to avoid the eye-roll. As a man of logic and reasoning she knew he barely tolerated her instincts. “First of all, they were both American.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t you think it’s odd?”
“I suppose it is a little. But, perhaps they moved here for a job.”
“Why would anyone move from Arizona to Leacroft for a job? What could there possibly be here worth moving to? All of those kinds of jobs are in London and we’re at the wrong end for the country for that.”
“Yes,” Adrian said. “I see your point. What else was strange.”
“The way they were both dressed. You know those pictures of my mum as a toddler? In those cute old-fashioned dresses? Well, the child was wearing something similar to that. And the mother, who, by the way, was extremely young to have a child that age, was in this long dress that I’m sure she’d made herself. It was all a bit Little House on the Prairie.”
Adrian laughed at that. “Maybe they’re homespun people. Not everyone wears polyester from Primark.”
Fran lifted her hands. “I know, I know. But there was something off about them.”
“Did the girl seem afraid?”
“No, she said she was waiting for her father.”
“On the village green?” Adrian frowned. “Does he work nights or something?”
Fran tugged at her bottom lip. That gave her an idea to do a little research on the Whitakers. A new family in the village would certainly be fodder for the gossip machines. Adrian had a point, if the father worked nights, Esther could have slipped out to try and find him. But then she remembered something, and as she did her back straightened.
“What is it?” Adrian asked.
“The woman, Mary. She said, ‘Elijah will wake up soon’. If Elijah is the child’s father, then he must have been at home.”
“Mary and Elijah,” Adrian mused. “Very biblical. That might explain the homemade clothes. Maybe they’re religious. Did they seem Amish?”
“Possibly.” Fran stood. “Mary sounded like she didn’t want Elijah to know about the child running away. Wouldn’t she want to tell her husband something like that?”
“I’d tell you,” Adrian said, giving her hand a little squeeze. “But not everyone has the kind of relationship we have.”
“No, they don’t. Maybe she’s scared of him and that’s why Mary didn’t want him to know. But why would the child think to meet her father in the park?”
“You’re spiralling, Fran.”
“I don’t care.”
His thumb smoothed gently over her skin, like a finger caressing a baby’s cheek. “Careful, Franny.”
Her gaze met his, saw the warning, dismissed it.




Chapter Three

Leacroft Village Hall had been built at the peak of the steepest hill in the village, which meant that come Wednesday afternoons at 2:00 p.m., the parking was terrible. Fran huffed her way up, pausing halfway for a sip from her water bottle. She factored this climb as part of her daily fitness challenge, but a challenge it certainly was, especially after the morning 5K.
“If you back out, Noreen, I can pull in.”
The closer Fran came to the hall, the louder their voices were.
“Yoo-hoo! Afternoon, Fran. I brought cookies!”
Fran lifted her hand and waved as she tentatively made her way through the carpark, avoiding the many reasonably priced cars trying to fit into compact spaces. Car doors and laughter became the soundtrack. Fran held the door open for a group of the choir members, almost all of them grey-haired.
Their choir was mainly for retirees, and for that reason, Fran was the youngest. She hadn’t worked for a few years now, choosing to retire early from journalism once the world changed and she no longer felt needed. Occasionally she still penned articles for the local paper, but she didn’t have much enthusiasm for it. There was rarely an opportunity for research, everything had to be immediate. Headlines needed to be dramatic, screaming for attention, desperate for clicks. She hated online articles. Ads for belly fat removal popped up part way through her words, interrupting the flow.
She said her hellos, dropped her bag on a plastic chair and drank a little more water. Ripples of laughter and scrapes of heels on wood echoed around the room. But once the chattering stopped, the business started, and they dived straight into warm-ups. Leacroft choir were hardly the Military Wives, but they had a lot of fun and had even performed for the locals once or twice. Right now, they were working their way through The Greatest Showman soundtrack, admittedly, not her favourite. Fran settled into her singing, and watched as some of the others dug deep, like Alisha, bending her knees and leaning back to hit the power notes. Or Ivy swaying to the music. Fran let herself go, and by the time they were finished, she was sweating.
At the end, Fran followed Emily, the local gossip, to the edge of the room, hoping to catch her in a chatty mood. It wasn’t hard. Emily was notorious around the village, and her husband, Clive, ran the Red Lion. If she was going to get information about the Whitakers, Emily was the person to speak to.
“Do you know about the new family in Leacroft?” Fran asked, resting casually against the back of a chair.
“Oh, yes, I do,” she replied. “American, they are.” Emily’s blue eyes glistened. She was in her seventies, thin shouldered and short.
“I heard they were from Arizona,” Fran said, leading her gently in.
“That’s right. The Whitakers. He just got a job with Gary, you know, the guy who does the dry-stone walls.”
“Oh, yes. Sall’s husband.”
“That’s him.” She scratched the side of her nose and leaned in, which was a clear sign that she was about to talk about something she shouldn’t be talking about. “They’re very religious. Gary told Sall, who told Clive, that he’s a Mormon or something like that. You know… those that build their own houses and that.”
“Amish?”
“Yes. Well, he assumed the man’s Amish. Otherwise why would he work so hard? And why would he wear those shirts and have a beard like that?”
“Maybe he’s a hipster?” Fran suggested.
“Oh, you mean those men with the hair buns?” She made a face as though she’d eaten something distasteful. “Oh, no. He’s not one of those.”
“But he is Amish? From Arizona? Seems like the wrong part of the country, though. Don’t they live in Pennsylvania?”
“Maybe Gary got it wrong. Why are you asking?”
“Oh, no reason. Just wanted to get the lowdown on the newcomers.”
“Have you met the wife yet?” Emily’s eyes shone again. “Skinny little thing. Barely looks twenty, and she has a child. Something odd happened there. Do you think she was one of those child brides?”
“No, surely not,” Fran said. “Not in the US.”
Emily expelled air in a pfft sound. “You never know. They marry much younger there. Clive’s got family in Idaho. No, Iowa. No. Oh, doesn’t matter. Anyway, their nephew got married at eighteen, can you believe it? In this day and age? Even Clive and I waited until we were twenty-five and that was over forty years ago.”
“Mmhmm.”
“So, did you meet them? The Whitakers.”
“I, um, saw the mum and daughter in the park this morning.”
“Oh, the child is adorable, like a little doll. Looks nothing like the parents, though, with that gorgeous blonde hair. Isn’t that odd? A blonde-haired, blue-eyed child with two brunette parents.”
“It happens though,” Fran reminded her.
“Yes, I suppose it does.” Emily paused, placing a hand on Fran’s arm. “Anyway, how are you doing? I haven’t asked in a while.”
Fran found that she stopped breathing for a few heartbeats. She hadn’t been expecting it to be brought up again. “I’m great, Emily, honestly. I’m completely fine.”
“If you ever want a reading, you know where I am.”
Fran gently extracted her arm from the woman’s hand and left.




Chapter Four

Fran jogged through the village green at 5:00 a.m. as always. Leacroft was still in the burgeoning first light, with a dotting of streetlights illuminating the roads, house fronts, and parked cars. There was birdsong breaking the silence. Only the foxes moved the reeds of grass in the hedgerows and the woods on the perimeter. She headed into the centre of the green, stopped, and turned towards the swings, still slightly out of breath. For a moment she stood there staring at the chains, the worn plastic seat, the metal frame with its peeling red paint, her chest rising and falling. Rising and falling. Then she let out a laugh, internally berating herself for the ridiculousness. The girl was not here, she was at home, safe with her parents.
Her thighs ached for the rest of the jog. In fact, she cut it short, heading back to the house. Her husband’s house. That was always how she thought of it. He owned it, and she lived in it. Not one brick belonged to her. She’d never contributed to the payment of the house, though neither had he. The modest size of their detached property hid the fact that Adrian had been born wealthy. He’d inherited the house from his parents a decade ago, when his mother and father died of heart disease and cancer within five years of each other.
He’d never intentionally kept his wealth a secret, but at the same time it rarely came up, and Adrian cared little for flashy cars, mansions or diamonds, and to tell the truth, neither had Fran. Still, it meant they had a sizeable amount in the bank to live on. He was older than her by ten years and retired from his lecturer job at Derby University five years ago. After which, he’d gently encouraged her to do the same. It’d been his idea, in fact. Since then, Adrian had settled easily into the gentle potter of retirement, but Fran was still finding it an adjustment.
Once inside, she peeled away her sweaty clothes, tossed them into the washing machine, had a brief shower, fried some bacon, put the coffee on, and then relaxed in the garden. This was her time to unwind, to allow her body and mind to release tension. At least, that was the idea. Instead she was thinking about what Emily, that perpetual busy-body and pushy bat, had said to her at choir practice. If you ever want a reading… Who did she think she was? Fran sipped her coffee, enjoying the bitterness. However, it failed to distract her, so she took out her phone and decided to allow herself fifteen minutes of scrolling through memes on Facebook. To her surprise, she had a new friend request.
It was rare for Fran to meet anyone new these days. She had her choir friends, ex-journo friends, a couple of close university friends who lived spread out over the country, and people she saw regularly in the village. She did not expect a new request, and when she flicked through to the notifications, she was even more surprised. Mary Whitaker.
Fran tapped Mary’s icon and scrolled through her profile page. Now that they were friends, she could see everything. Emily was right about them being religious. Mary shared prayers on her profile page. There was a heavily filtered picture of someone’s hands with the prayer text over the top. In another, a child’s face filled the background image, and in a third it was a lit candle. Fran still attended church for festivals or when she was feeling low, but she’d always found these kinds of images somewhat cloying. Still, the prayers were sweet, usually focusing on love and light and the healing power of God.
There were few photographs, but everything Fran found appeared to be recent. There were no baby pictures of Esther. No giggling toddler in a onesie. No family holiday pictures on the beach. There were a couple of pictures of Esther holding a ragdoll, wearing that same yellow dress with the bows. Mary’s profile picture was dimly lit, her pretty face set into earnest seriousness. She was certainly different to Fran as a young woman. Living on beans on toast, vodka and cigarettes in a student flat. Every night a house party, every morning a desperate attempt to finish her articles for the afternoon lectures. Free, yes, wild, sometimes, but never serious. Not even during the exam period.
“Any milk knocking around?” Adrian shuffled down the stone steps to the outdoor table, barefoot, bare chested with his grey hair ruffled.
“There should be a bottle in the fridge.”
“It’s empty.”
Fran angled her chin over her shoulder. “Who put an empty bottle of milk back in the fridge?”
Adrian shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose I’m going to the shops then.”
“I suppose you are.”
Before he ambled back to the house, Fran waved her hand. “Come here a minute. Do you think this is odd?”
“What?”
“Mary Whitaker has sent me a friend request.”
“What’s odd about that?”
“Well, her profile for a start. Hardly any photos, no holidays, just prayers.”
Adrian leaned back and yawned. “That’s nothing new for private people. She probably started it up after they moved. Look, it shows you when she joined. Oh, two days ago.”
“Now that’s strange,” Fran said.
“She probably joined to request to be your friend. She wants to connect with you. After all, you found her daughter in the park. Maybe she wants to say thank you. Want anything else from the shops?”
“Wine.” Fran thought for a minute. “Not that nasty Chardonnay you bought last time. And chocolate. The good stuff.”
“Yes, dear.”
“Oh, and we need toilet roll.”
His voice began to fade as he disappeared into the house. “Shall I write a list?”
Fran raised her voice. “Dishwasher tablets.”
Her mind was split between household needs and the young woman’s profile on the screen. She was so caught in her thoughts that the next notification startled her with its suddenness. A round bubble of Mary’s face popped up on the screen. She’d sent Fran a private message. Fran tapped on the tiny icon to bring up her inbox.
Can we meet? I want to say thank you for what you did.




Chapter Five

There was one coffee shop in Leacroft and Fran knew the owner. She raised her hand in greeting as she walked in, setting off the bell above the door. There were small potted rosemary plants on each table, giving the place a pleasantly herby aroma, mingled with the usual coffee and bakery scents. After a quick scan, Fran saw Mary and Esther sitting by the window. Mary smiled, and Fran noted that it wasn’t a relaxed smile, more of a fleeting, anxious one. The young woman fiddled with her hair, tucking and untucking it behind her ear. In contrast, Esther sat perfectly still with her hands resting on her lap, as though posing for a school photograph.
Esther’s hair had been plaited into pigtails. She was wearing a pale blue sundress today, again, handmade. Mary was in long sleeves, but the material was light, perhaps linen. Her hair was pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck, two long tendrils framing her face.
“Sorry I’m a bit late.” Fran rested her bag on the table as she reached inside for her purse. “What did you order?”
“Oh,” Mary said, her eyes wide. “I waited for you. I wasn’t sure what to get.”
“Well, everything is good here. Tell you what, get whatever you want. It’s my treat.”
“No, I couldn’t,” she said. “Not after what you did for me and Esther. Here.” She slid a fiver across the table. “Could you please order me whatever you’re having? Thank you so much.”
Fran pocketed the fiver and ordered two cappuccinos and two Bakewell slices for her and Mary, and a hot chocolate with marshmallows for Esther. She decided not to tell Mary that her five-pound note didn’t cover even half, she simply placed the tray down and handed out the goods.
“How are you settling into Leacroft?” Fran asked.
“Good. The people here are so friendly.” Again, that anxious smile slipped across her face. A storm cloud blown across the sky.
“What about you, Esther? Do you like your new school?” It dawned on Fran as she was speaking, that it was school time now, and yet Esther was here.
Sure enough, Mary answered, “We homeschool Esther.”
“Wow, that’s great!” Fran heard her own phoney enthusiasm and hated it.
“It’s more unusual here, I think,” Mary said. “It was something of a tradition in my family.”
“I see. I bet that keeps you busy.”
Mary sipped her coffee as she nodded her head. “It sure does.” Mary turned to Esther, who was staring intently at her hot chocolate. “It’s okay, honey, you can drink it.”
“But, Mommy…”
“It’s fine.”
“Father…”
“Drink the hot chocolate, Essie.”
“I can get her a different drink if you like. I’m so sorry, I should’ve asked,” Fran said, her eyes darting between mother and daughter, an uncomfortable creeping sensation spreading over her skin. “Is she lactose intolerant?”
Mary frowned. “Lactose?”
“It’s a digestive issue.”
“Oh. No. Nothing like that. She’s not used to things that fancy,” Mary explained. “We keep things simple in our house and save up for treats. But today is a treat, Esther. We’re meeting Mrs. Cole to say thank you for the other day.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Cole.” Deep blue eyes the shade of a summer sky latched onto Fran’s. The girl did not smile or fidget or act coquettishly as many other girls her age would. She brought the mug to her lips and sipped her hot chocolate as though to prove that she was grateful.
“There’s no need to say thank you,” Fran said. “Though I am curious as to how you found me on Facebook.”
Mary straightened Esther’s right pigtail and let out a small laugh. “I took Esther for a walk around the park this morning and we bumped into this lady called Emily. She was so nice. We chatted for a long time. Esther here, little tattle tale, blurted out about her wandering off the other morning so we talked about that. I asked her if she knew someone called Fran and she pretty much gave me your full name and address. I felt like turning up to your home would be intrusive, so I looked you up on Facebook. Had to make an account and everything but I guess it’ll help me get to know people here.”
Fran found that some of the tension left her body. That did seem reasonable. And now that she saw Mary and her daughter interacting together, she had to admit they were a sweet mother-daughter team. She’d have to admit to Adrian that he’d been right all along. She had been obsessing over the child for no reason.
“I guess the cat’s out of the bag now. What did your husband say when you told him about Esther wandering off? I bet he was still out for the count that morning, wasn’t he?”
“Out for the count?”
“Sorry, asleep.”
Mary’s anxious facial tics came back, the fleeting smile, followed by a slight grimace. “He was awake when we got back. He was worried, obviously, but glad that nothing bad happened.”
Fran bit into her Bakewell slice trying not to notice the change in Mary’s body language. Failing to keep her thoughts from spiralling out of control. Here was this young mother in front of her, displaying hints of what Fran believed could be a controlling relationship. Adrian would tell her that none of this was her business, and he’d be right.
“So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?” Fran asked, trying to manoeuvre the conversation to a lighter topic.
“We’re learning math later. Then some reading and Bible study.” Mary’s eyes flicked anxiously towards Fran.
“Sounds lovely. You know my husband was a lecturer before he retired. He taught English and some philosophy. He’s always looking for things to do and would certainly lend a hand if you needed one.” Adrian wouldn’t appreciate Fran volunteering his services, but Fran couldn’t help herself.
“That’s kind of you, Mrs. Cole. I’d have to check with my husband first. But I’m so grateful.” She smiled.
“Well, just let me know,” Fran said.
“How did you two meet?” Mary asked.
“I took a course at the university,” Fran said. “It was an adult learning course for English literature. I had a journalism degree and had been working as a journalist for a women’s magazine, but I wanted to do a masters.”
Mary’s eyes were bright and engaged, but Fran couldn’t help wondering if she was feigning interest. Her love story with Adrian wasn’t a particularly interesting one.
“He was one of the lecturers there and he asked me out,” she said. “We’d actually met during my undergraduate degree, but I hadn’t realised it. I just remembered this attractive lecturer with hazel eyes.” She hadn’t intended to talk this much, but now she had an audience, she kept going. “When I went back to university, Adrian was teaching a module about Chekhov, which I hated. But I liked him very much. He asked if I wanted to go for a meal and a movie one night. He cooked me a lamb tagine and we watched an Ingmar Bergman film on his TV. I never did finish that masters but at least I got a husband out of it, I suppose.” Fran found herself grinning at the memory of that first date. She’d assumed a meal and a movie would mean a restaurant and the cinema. In reality, he’d taken her back to his house and they’d curled up on the sofa together, bowls of steaming hot food on their laps. She still recalled the scent of cinnamon and dates drifting up from her tagine.
“That’s so lovely. How long have you been married?”
She was sure that the young woman could not possibly be so interested. It was sweet of her to pretend. Fran decided then and there that they would be friends.
“Nine and a half years.”
“You got married so late.” Mary bit her lower lip. “Sorry, that was rude.”
Fran sipped her coffee. “It’s fine. It’s true, I did. Adrian was married before, but they’d separated by the time I met him. And I’d had a few long term relationships while I lived in London, but nothing stuck until I met Adrian.”
“Doesn’t he have children either?” Mary seemed genuinely perplexed by the idea that Fran had no children to look after.
“No.” Fran glanced out of the café window. Then she plastered on a smile and changed the subject. 




Chapter Six

Life went on, Fran supposed. It wasn’t as though she could meddle in another woman’s affairs. Neither could she spy on the Whitakers in some shady attempt to uncover what went on behind closed doors. And, indeed, she should not be passing judgement on how these people lived their lives. If she dug deep into herself, could she be sure that she wasn’t doing just that? They were deeply religious people who had chosen a more traditional path, and there was nothing wrong with that at all. Both the girl and the mother seemed healthy enough. Perhaps it was time to let her worries go.
In the days that followed their meeting, Fran jogged every morning, sang The Greatest Show in the garden, potted plants, and managed her online bereavement group. She also chatted to Clive in the Red Lion, perhaps mentioning Elijah Whitaker once or twice to gage his reaction. She refreshed Mary Whitaker’s Facebook page every now and then and took long walks around the village hoping she might bump into her. Fran’s mind never truly drifted from the thought of Esther standing alone in the park, but she tried hard to keep those thoughts from her husband, knowing exactly what he’d say about it.
Fran found out that Elijah worked part time as a delivery driver for their local supermarket as well as his labouring job for Sall’s husband. It sounded as though he was a hard worker trying to make ends meet for his family. He’d be out of the house for extended hours, Fran thought. At least then he couldn’t control Mary all day. Each morning, as Fran took her coffee into the garden to catch some morning sun, she considered sending Mary a message. Something bright and breezy about showing her around the area, taking her shopping in town, going for a walk in the Peaks. But she didn’t.
“They homeschool the girl.” It was Wednesday afternoon and Emily had sidled over to Fran once choir practice ended. “Did you know that?”
“I did actually,” Fran said, enjoying the surprise register on the woman’s face.
Then Emily leaned closer and grabbed Fran’s forearm. “You never told me about what happened on the green. About you finding the child that morning.”
“I know. I wasn’t sure if they wanted it to be common knowledge.”
Emily extracted her arm and leaned back on her heels. “Very sneaky of you. I didn’t know you had it in you.” She reached over a chair to retrieve her handbag. “Still, it must be hard for a young mum like her. Do you know how old she is?”
“I don’t, no.”
“She’s young to have a daughter that age. What’s the child, about sixish?”
“Seven,” Fran said.
“Who are we talking about?” Noreen, a rail thin woman with a large, aquiline nose poked herself into the conversation.
“The Whitakers. You know, the young family from America.”
“Oh yes,” Noreen said. “I’ve seen him out and about. He’s older than her, I’ve heard. In his forties.”
“Oh,” Emily said. “She’s in her twenties, unless she has some secret formula for eternal youth!”
“I would tell her to send it my way, but I think it’s too late for me!”
“And me!”
Noreen and Emily hooted like two tickled owls. Fran left them to it, giving them a wave as she turned away. On her way out, Fran heard Emily tell Noreen about the incident on the green. About how the child ran away before sunrise, but that she wasn’t surprised given how young the mother was. How she probably couldn’t cope with such a wayward daughter. Emily made a point of bringing up the religious aspect: they make their own clothes and look like those Amish people. You know, like Witness. It made Fran wince to hear them gossiping with abandon. Yes, most gossip was harmless, but there were thin-skinned people who shouldn’t be the centre of thoughtless scrutiny. Mary and Esther came across as particularly innocent and more vulnerable than most. They were the kind of people who needed protection and kindness, not suspicion and speculation. Back in her car, Fran took a moment to collect herself. It’d been a while since this sort of swelling emotion had risen up, threatening to overflow. Perhaps she needed to spend time on the bereavement forum again, and not just as an administrator, but as someone in need of help.
“Oh dear,” she said out loud as she brushed away a few tears. She was thinking about Chloe again.
Once she managed to compose herself, Fran took her phone from her bag, opened Facebook, found Mary’s page and sent her a message. Adrian wouldn’t approve of this, but Fran was sure that both of those girls needed someone. Needed her.




Chapter Seven

As Fran drove to the east side of Leacroft, near to the brook, she tried to forget Adrian’s worried expression and careful words. “They aren’t family, Franny.” It meant, don’t get attached. Don’t presume that you can help them. Don’t allow yourself to be hurt by them, because they might reject you and your help. Nevertheless, Fran drove to the Whitaker’s small semi-detached house and parked on the kerb outside. It was pleasant enough. The front garden had been recently pruned and weeded; she could tell by the few leftover leaves scattered across the gravel. There were curtains up. The porch was tidy. There was no car outside, so she assumed that Elijah was at work.
She made her way down the drive and knocked.
“Hey,” Mary said, opening the door almost immediately as though she’d been waiting on the other side. “We’re all ready. Come on, Esther.” Mary stepped into the porch and gestured for her daughter to follow.
“Father says I shouldn’t go.”
One small black shoe grazed the porch tiles. Esther stood half inside the house, half out, bottom lip protruding and her eyebrows bunched together. “He’s telling me not to go.”
“Is she okay?” Fran asked quietly.
“She’s fine. She’s in a mood this morning.” Mary flashed her an anxious smile.
When Fran had reached out to Mary, she’d suggested that a trip to Chatsworth House might help them with homeschooling. After all, it was full of art and history. She’d offered to drive them both there and back, and, she hadn’t said, but she was planning to pay the entrance fee, too.
“Are there demons in this house?”
“Our house? No, honey. Our house is our shelter. It keeps us safe.”
“Catswort House.” The girl frowned, her chin low down towards her chest.
“Chatsworth.” Mary bent her knees so that they were at eye-level. “Houses are bricks and mortar. They don’t have souls. They don’t have demons.”
This seemed to soothe the girl, which meant Mary and Fran could coax her out and into the car. She still pouted in the backseat for a while but ended up distracted by watching the other cars passing by. Every now and then Fran watched her in the rear-view mirror.
“I’m sorry about Esther,” Mary said. “She takes her studies so seriously. Sometimes it’s hard to explain what things mean and she gets all muddled up.”
“You don’t need to apologise,” Fran said.
Mary let out a long, thin sigh. “You must think I’m a terrible mom. First, I let her run away. Now she’s walking around talking about evil houses. I’m getting it all wrong most of the time, I know I am.”
“I don’t think anything of the sort,” Fran said, taking her eyes off the road to smile at Mary, who was sitting slumped over, defeated. “Being a mother is one of the hardest jobs in the world. No, it’s the hardest job in the world, and probably the loneliest. Be kind to yourself. You’re doing the best you can.” Fran tactfully glanced away as Mary brushed away a tear. “Does Elijah help out? Is he a hands-on dad? I heard he has two jobs. That must be tough for you and Esther.”
“He works hard,” she said. “He’s a good dad.”
Fran wanted to press but decided not to go too far. “Esther certainly talks about him a lot. It was funny how she was saying that he was telling her not to go, like he was here with us.”
“Oh, she’s not talking about Elijah when she says Father,” Mary said. “She’s talking about God.”
Fran lifted her eyebrows and opened her mouth at the same time. It took her a second or two to compose her expression so as not to be rude. “How… unusual.”
“Crazy, you mean.” Mary turned back to look at her daughter, patting the girl’s knee with her palm. Then she faced forwards, leaning against the headrest. “Esther isn’t crazy, though. I swear I looked it all up and sometimes this happens with kids. It’s harmless. God is her imaginary friend right now, but she’ll grow out of it soon.”
Mary’s rational words brought a huge sense of relief to Fran. “Ah, I understand.” She loosened her grip on the steering wheel.
“I had an imaginary friend when I was little, too,” Mary said.
“Was it God?” Fran refrained from laughing, sensing it would be a step too far for Mary.
“No.” Mary gazed out of the window. She pressed a finger to the glass. Fran noticed that her voice sounded faraway. “It was a police officer. I called him Sheriff. He followed me around making sure I was safe. Whenever I felt scared, Sheriff was there to make it all right.”
Something about Mary’s words made the air in the car colder. “What was your childhood like in Arizona?”
Mary inhaled deeply through her nose and directed her eyes forward. Her voice lost that sense of remembrance. “I grew up with wholesome, God-fearing people.”
Fran pulled into the carpark with an unsettled sensation creeping through her abdomen. She couldn’t put her finger on why Mary’s words made her uneasy. Was it because she thought she was lying?




Chapter Eight

Fran had been to Chatsworth House with her friends’ children before and always enjoyed watching them run carefree through the gardens. Hearing the laughter of children was her most treasured sound, but Esther was not laughing. It was a glorious day, with pink spring blossoms brightening the skyline. There were many treats for the eyes. A grand fountain spouted at the end of a long, perfectly manicured lawn. Wide gravel paths framed by marble statues. Cosy corners filled with roses, their floral aroma lingering in the air. Fran had been looking forward to watching Esther run down the garden paths, pigtails bouncing, patent leather shoes clattering along. The reality was that Esther walked by her mother’s side at all times, barely reacting to the beauty around them.
Inside the stately home it was Mary who craned her neck up to the glisteningly bright chandeliers and radiant frescos. Esther scowled at the paintings and sculptures as though personally offended by them. Meanwhile Mary was in awe, reading every plaque aloud to herself. At one point she asked Fran if a king had lived there. She told Fran it was like being transported to another world. In the chapel she was pensive, her lips moved once or twice as though she whispered a prayer.
Fran took them to the café for lunch and ordered tuna sandwiches all round. Esther was quiet as always, which allowed Fran and Mary to talk freely. It almost seemed as though Esther wasn’t listening at all; she was so silent. In a way, it lulled them into a false sense of security, allowing them to discuss whatever they wanted in front of her.
“How did you and Elijah meet?” Fran asked.
“We worshipped at the same church. He’s a little older than me, but everyone said how kind he was. When he asked me to couple, I agreed.”
Fran noted the odd turn of phrase. Coupling. It almost sounded arranged. “How old were you when you met?”
“Twenty,” she said.
“So, you’re in your late twenties?” Fran said. “I have to say, you look quite a bit younger. It’s perplexed a few folks in Leacroft.”
“People are talking about me?” Mary placed her sandwich down and frowned.
“Harmless gossip. Don’t pay attention to it,” Fran said. “We don’t get many new families moving into the village and some of the locals have nothing better to do, that’s all.”
“Okay, I won’t take it to heart then,” Mary said. But her expression remained downcast.
“What made you move to Leacroft?”
She took another bite of her sandwich and chewed slowly. “I don’t know if I can answer that question. It just happened.”
Fran waited, sensing more to come.
The sandwich was back on the plate before she continued. “We wanted to leave, for various reasons.” She tensed up, her hands roaming over her upper arms, squeezing the tight flesh through the fabric of her dress. Fran watched Mary’s fingernails dig deep. “Elijah has a cousin who lives in Derby and we lived with him for a while. We came to Leacroft for a day out about four weeks ago and saw the house for rent.” She shrugged, but her upper body remained rigid, her arms hugging herself. “I loved it. We used nearly all our savings getting here but I’m glad we did.” Finally, she released, and her chest lowered.
As Mary’s arm dropped back onto the table, the sleeve of her dress caught the edge of her plate and pulled back. That was the moment Fran noticed the purple bloom of a bruise. Mary moved her arm underneath the table and took a sip of her lemonade. The two women made eye-contact, and it was in that moment Fran debated asking her outright. But Esther was with them and she didn’t want to frighten the child.
“Moving somewhere new has been harder than I expected,” Mary said, continuing the conversation before Fran had an opportunity to ask about the bruise. “I love it in Leacroft, but I don’t know how to meet people.”
“Why don’t you come along to the community choir?” Fran suggested.
Mary smiled shyly. “I’m not much of a singer.”
“Neither am I.” Fran let out a short, sharp laugh. “To be honest, neither are most of the others. We meet to natter and share whatever we’ve baked that week. I think everyone would appreciate some young blood. To tell the truth, I’m the youngest there. Most people my age are still in full-time employment or have young children.” Fran’s gaze drifted to Esther. “I don’t think the others would mind Esther coming along, though. She’s so well-behaved.”
Mary stroked Esther’s hair down to the end of her pigtail. “Yes, she is.”
Fran felt a sudden swell of grief so powerful that it took the air right out of her lungs. To save herself from causing a scene, she excused herself from the table, hurried to the bathroom, and cried into the sleeve of her cardigan.




Chapter Nine

Esther took a tumble on the way back to the car. It wasn’t her fault; someone had let their dog off the lead and the excited golden retriever had bounded straight into her. Mary had offered to carry the takeaway coffees and pastries that Fran had bought for the drive home, so it was Fran who jumped into action, shooing away the dog, and lifting Esther onto her feet.
“Did you hurt yourself, sweetheart?”
Esther didn’t answer, but there was blood visible through her white tights, a red blotch that was continuing to spread across her knee. She was sitting up on the grass, her poorly leg bent. Fran crouched next to her to get a better look.
“Is she okay?” Mary asked, her body halfway in the car, putting the takeaway cups into the cup holders.
“There’s a cut on her knee. Shall I take her tights off and check it?”
“Yeah. I’ll be there in a moment.”
It was Esther who pulled the tights down from her body, in a wordless, businesslike manner that reminded Fran of her last trip to the doctor. She didn’t even wince as the material tugged at her broken skin, though Fran winced herself. Fran leaned towards the wound, smaller than she’d thought. A skinned knee, nothing to be concerned about.
“Mary, there are some plasters in the glovebox. Can you grab some?”
“Plasters?”
“Band-Aids. I mean Band-Aids.”
“Got it.”
Fran took the dirty tights from the girl’s hand and used some water from her bottle to wash any dirt from the graze.
“Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry.” The dog owner hovered in the background, the excited puppy now back on its lead, its snout snuffling in the grass. “Is she okay?”
Between gritted teeth, Fran answered. “She’s cut her knee thanks to your dog. Keep it on a lead!”
“She’s usually fine, I don’t know what happened.” The dog walker backed away but remained fairly close.
Fran rolled her eyes and brought her attention back to Esther. “They all say that. Irresponsible is what it is. Now, does that sting?”
Esther shook her head.
“You’re an extremely brave girl.” She took some tissue out of her bag—taken from the café toilet—and patted the area around the wound until it dried. It was the best she could do. The graze wasn’t too bad now that the tights were off. She could do with some antiseptic cream but that would have to wait until later. “Did you land on something?” Fran’s eyes caught the purplish bruise on Esther’s upper thigh. She’d seen the girl fall over herself and couldn’t remember Esther landing on any stones. She checked around the grass to see if she could feel anything.
“No,” Esther said quietly.
“How did you get that bruise?”
“Can’t remember.”
The colour was too dark for the bruise to be recent, she realised now. It was about the size of a two-pound coin, but oval in shape. Children get into all kinds of scrapes and that bruise could be from anything. Esther may have forgotten how she got it, and Fran would believe it. At least, she would’ve believed it of any other child except for Esther. Her friend Justine had a five-year-old who would throw himself at any and every surface while playing rocket ship or Captain America. Fran would think nothing of bruises all over him, so why did this bruise on Esther’s leg disturb her?
“Oh, Esther.” Mary planted a big kiss on the top of the girl’s head. “Here let me put this on for you.”
Fran stood up and backed away, remembering that Esther was not her child. She wasn’t the one planting the kisses or putting the plaster on the boo-boo. She balled the soiled tights into her fist and walked over to the bin. The dog walker was gone, one thing she was grateful for. In this mood, Fran would happily unload onto the nearest, unsuspecting person. The tights fell into the bin on top of a can of Diet Coke.
She watched as Mary lifted Esther back onto her feet and fussed around the little pinafore dress she was wearing.
“We need to put this straight into the machine when we get home.” Mary scratched at a grass stain.
Fran walked back to the car. “I meant to ask you whether you made these clothes. They’re adorable.”
“You think so? I started off mending tears and scrapes and I guess I got into the habit of sewing.”
“And your own, too?”
“That’s right.”
Fran allowed her hand to brush the fabric of Mary’s sleeve. “You’re talented, you know. You could make and sell your own clothes.”
Mary giggled. “I don’t think so.”
“Why not?”
Her laughter faded. “No. It wouldn’t be right.”
“Because of your husband.”
For the first time, Mary’s expression seemed sharp when she looked at Fran. She saw a warning in the young mother’s eyes. Don’t go there. “Come on Essie, time to go.” She helped her daughter into the car. The day was over.




Chapter Ten

Adrian’s thumbs dug into the flesh around her spine, a few inches below her shoulders, working through her tension. She tried to relax, to allow his hands to bring her the usual pleasure, but she couldn’t, and he remarked on it. He leaned over and kissed her on the crown, as Mary had kissed her daughter.
“Out with it,” he said.
They were on the sofa with wine. He’d made them moules mariniere and now they were drinking Sauvignon Blanc and watching Adrian’s favourite Hitchcock movie: Rope.
“They both had bruises,” she said. She’d been holding in her thoughts all night and now, as she spoke, her hands flew out in a wild, sweeping gesture. “There’s something wrong with that child. She doesn’t laugh, or run, or play. God is her imaginary friend. I saw a bruise on her thigh, Adrian.”
“How do you know that?” Adrian asked.
“She grazed her knee and had to take off her tights. I saw the bruise as she was doing it.”
“Kids get—”
“Bruises all the time. I know. But it all adds up to something… bad. I know it. I feel it.”
He sipped his wine and paused the movie. “What about the mother. How did you see her bruise?”
“It was on her wrist. She’d covered it up by wearing long sleeves.”
“Or alternatively, she dresses modestly because they’re quite religious.”
Fran made a guttural noise in her throat. “I’m aware that there’s a rational explanation for everything. I know there is. That’s not what…” She paused, collecting her thoughts. Here she was, menopausal, irrational. The woman no one listens to in the movie. The hysterical hag who ends up slapped around the face by the moustachioed hero. “I’m going to relay the facts to you.” And she did, starting with finding Esther in the park, to the warning look Mary had given her when Fran had suggested Elijah stopped her from doing things. “I think he’s an abusive, controlling husband.”
Adrian placed his glass down on the coffee table and pulled Fran into his arms. “You might be right.”
“I usually am.”
“Yes, you are. You have good instincts, and I’m sorry if I seemed dismissive. You might be right, but where does it leave you if you are? What can you do? She’s the one who needs to leave her husband.”
“If Esther is being harmed, I could call the police, or tell social services.”
He was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know, Franny. That’s a big deal. You need to be sure. Are you sure?”
She sighed. “No, I’m not sure. They were two small bruises and I have no idea how they got them.”
She felt his chin nodding against her head. “Then for now, this is Mary’s choice. There’s nothing you can do. So, where does this leave you?”
“As her friend.”
He readjusted his weight which led to Fran also readjusting. Then she felt his fingers gently running through her hair and a pleasant prickling sensation ran down her scalp.
“I want you to be wrong this time, if I’m honest. I don’t want to think of this young woman stuck in an abusive relationship. But you need to know that you’re my priority. I want you to really think about whether to take on this… this emotional burden, because that’s what you’re doing. You’re entering into a friendship with someone who could need you, and I mean really need you, down the line and I’m not sure if you’re prepared for that.”
Fran moved away from his arms. She lifted her feet onto the sofa cushion and rested her chin on her knees. She didn’t want to hear this, not now. She focused on the strawberries entwined with the vines on their wallpaper. The room needed redecorating, but she couldn’t be doing with the mess.
“Franny,” he said.
“Don’t.”
“I can’t say nothing.”
“I’m not a child.” Her hands tightened around her knees. Knuckles white.
“You know why you’re drawn to them, don’t you?”
“Of course, I know, Adrian,” she snapped. “Of course, I do.” She let her feet drop back onto the carpet, snatched up her wine and took it into the kitchen. Adrian didn’t follow her. Perhaps he rightly realised that she needed space. There, on the table was the laptop. She sat down and opened it up, heading straight over to her bereavement site.
Fran had been an administrator on the site for a few years now. Even though she wasn’t a trained counsellor, she’d helped many people through their grief. In particular, she managed a subforum dedicated to early menopause in women. She logged in to check the new threads, see if she could help anyone. She’d set up that section of the forum to help women who had lost a child before losing their ability to conceive, because she’d had to grieve twice when it happened to her. Once for Chloe, and once for her body.




Chapter Eleven

A frosty few days followed their argument. Fran spent most of her time on her bereavement forum, throwing herself into group chats, not always being as positive and caring as she’d like. She found her messages started out with the best of intentions but went downhill quite quickly. I know what you’re going through, and I know it takes time, but you can make it through this. You might be scared, afraid, and sometimes completely alone. It’s going to be hard. Unbearable at times. That word cropped up every time. Alone. Was it true? Adrian had suffered, but he hadn’t been the one to carry Chloe in his body, and he hadn’t been the one to lose a part of himself in the process.
But none of that was his fault. Neither were the words of warning that she took so personally. He was looking out for her, she was sure of that at least, and as a few days passed, she began to come around to his way of thinking. She stopped checking Mary’s profile quite so often. She avoided the Red Lion, where she’d usually pop in for an afternoon Pinot Grigio and listen to the gossip going around about the Whitakers. She tried to stop picturing little Esther’s face after the dog had knocked her over, the first glimpse of emotion she’d noticed from the girl. Her features crumpled from the pain. That was the one part she couldn’t let go: Esther.
Three days after their fight, Adrian had spent the afternoon in Leacroft library. That evening he arrived home with a takeaway curry and a bottle of Prosecco.
“Is a Balti going to get you to forgive me?” He spooned the food out onto plates, his puppy-dog eyes meeting hers.
“If you remembered the chips, I’ll consider it.”
He danced across the kitchen to the bag, slowly, like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, he revealed an extra carton.
“Oui, madam.”
Fran laughed as she sipped Prosecco. Adrian’s arms slipped around her neck and he planted a kiss on top of her head. She didn’t tell him that she thought he might be right, but she did enjoy the food, laughter and sparkling wine. For the time being, she wasn’t thinking about Esther or Chloe, and that night she’d slept dreamlessly.
But the next day everything changed. Fran woke, ran, took her coffee into the garden and read for a while. She and Adrian ate breakfast together before he went to their study to read. Fran was about to head into the garden to tend to her herbs when someone knocked at the door.
Mary and Esther were standing on her doorstep hand in hand. Mary smiled sheepishly. “I’m not bothering you, am I?”
Fran, taken aback, opened the door and insisted they come in for a cup of tea.
“We won’t stay long,” Mary said. “I called to give you something.” Mary bit her lip and gestured to the bag slung over her arm. Fran’s eyes followed, curiosity deepening like a well inside her.
The mother and daughter came into their kitchen where Fran put the kettle on, all the while a too-wide smile frozen on her face. The kettle made a low rumbling noise as it began to heat.
“It’s not much,” Mary said. “But I felt bad about you paying for everything at Chatsworth, so I wanted to do something nice for you. Esther, will you give Mrs Cole her present?”
The little girl had her hair in a ponytail today. Intense blue eyes regarded Fran. She was unsmiling, as always. Her black shoes tapped lightly against the tiles as she stepped forward to hand over the bag.
“Well, thank you very much, both of you,” Fran said, her voice hushed with emotion.
“What do you say, Esther?” Mary prompted.
“Thank you for helping me when I hurt my knee.” Her eyes never dropped to the floor, which was surprising for such a shy child. Fran was used to children playing up their traits, from exaggerated lisps to toes trailing the floor, to mischievous giggles.
“And how is your knee, Esther?”
“Fine.”
“It’s much better now.” Mary smoothed her daughter’s ponytail, letting the golden fibres slip through her cupped hand. “She’s pretty much all fixed up. Now go on and open your present.”
It was at that moment Adrian walked into the kitchen. Fran noticed that Mary’s eyes dropped to the floor for a moment and her face paled. Esther also looked away.
“Thought I heard voices,” Adrian said cheerfully. “Let me guess, Mary and Esther? I’ve heard so much about you both.”
Mary nodded her head. “Nice to meet you.”
“Mary brought me a present,” Fran said, using a high voice to lighten the mood. She placed the bag on the table and pulled the bundle from the plastic; it was gift-wrapped in brown paper and tied with hessian string.
“How lovely.” Adrian leaned against the door; his eyes fixed on Mary.
The kettle boiled, the power flicking off.
Fran untied the string and allowed the paper to unfold on its own. Inside she found a black polka dot tea dress. When she lifted it to her body, she realised it would be a perfect fit. “Oh, Mary. This is beautiful.”
The young woman’s face lit up with her smile. “You think so?”
“Yes, it’s lovely.”
Adrian stepped forward to finger the fabric. “Gorgeous.”
“You took the time to make me this?” Fran said, unsteady and overwhelmed by the gesture, a catch in her throat.
“It was no trouble.”
“Let me pour you ladies a cuppa while Fran tries it on,” Adrian said.
“Oh, Mary, this is too much!” Fran couldn’t stop touching the fabric. Its softness against her fingertips. She felt transported to another time, when women cooked and sewed for each other, brought bread to share in times of emergency. She cleared her throat and added, on a whim. “We must do something to reciprocate such a wonderful gift. Why don’t the three of you come to dinner one night?”
Mary’s eyes widened. “I don’t know… Elijah works late sometimes.”
Adrian glanced from one woman to the other, his expression unreadable. For a split second, Fran thought he was annoyed.
“Well,” Fran said, “have a think about it. Speak to Elijah and let us know when you’re available.”
Mary nodded, then her eyes tentatively lifted up to Adrian, who turned and walked silently out of the room.




Chapter Twelve

“What on earth did you do that for?” Adrian was standing next to the sink, wrist deep in soapy water.
“Sorry,” Fran said. “It just came out.” She was still wearing the handmade polka dot dress, which fit her perfectly, and made her feel younger. It had a full skirt that she could imagine swishing around a dancefloor.
“I thought you were going to let this go!” He rattled mugs around in the water. The surface sloshed as pottery chimed against the stainless-steel basin.
“I know. But I just couldn’t help it. She made me this beautiful dress.” Fran laid a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry. I know it’s a hassle for you, but it’d be kind to invite them over. Don’t you think? They don’t know anyone here and all the oldies are gossiping behind their backs. You should hear Emily at choir.”
“Well, now I’m going to have to cook.” He sighed.
“You love cooking.”
“That’s… That’s not the point.”
“Why?”
He sighed again. “You do look stunning in that dress.”
Fran laughed. “Oh, my dear Silver Fox, I believe you’re just as big a softie as I am.”
His features relaxed into a smile. He stepped towards his wife and wrapped his arms around her waist.
She leaned in at first, but when his soapy hands threatened to drip onto her new dress, she gently extricated herself from his embrace. “What did you make of them? I want to know. Did you notice how shy they were when you came in the room?”
He dried his hands and eased himself into a chair. “Yes, I did. Like two startled mice. I can see why you find them interesting, but I still think it’s just a case of youth and a sheltered upbringing.”
Fran joined her husband at the table. “If they actually come, we’ll get to meet Elijah.” She imagined him to be bearded and rotund. A powerful older man with a hard glint in his eye.
“She looks younger than twenty-seven,” he said.
Fran was relieved to hear him engaging, albeit cautiously, in talk about the mother and daughter who had become a large part of her life. “Do you think we would have put Chloe in those cute dresses and plaited her hair?” she mused.
Adrian was still for a moment. “I think Chloe would have grown up to be the kind of girl to tell us what she wanted to wear.”
Fran liked that. For the rest of the morning they talked about Chloe for the first time in a while. Not the bad part, but the good. The anticipation. The buying of her onesies, the building of the crib. Later, Fran walked up to the nursery and took a deep breath. There was no crib, no tiny socks, no pretty floral wallpaper or the mobile of farm animals she’d bought from a boutique store. At one point, they’d boxed all of those things up and put them in the attic, wondering if maybe, just maybe, they might come around to an alternative—surrogacy or adoption. They never had. Her hand lightly grazed her stomach as she surveyed the gym equipment and stacks of books.
Neither of them had known what to do with the room after Chloe had died. Part of Fran wanted to seal it closed, like her insides had been sealed shut. No fruit would be born from those loins. She stepped into the room and took a paperback. It was old, written by a Russian man, the kind of solemn literature that Adrian loved the most. She tucked it under her arm and walked out of the room, pretending that this book was her intention for going there in the first place. Adrian didn’t say a word when he saw his wife reading the book stretched out on the sofa. Fran knew that he knew. Perhaps she’d taken the book to show him that she’d been in there. Perhaps she wanted him to realise what she was doing. She did not know. She sat there and pretended to read while all the time thinking about Esther, and Mary, and Chloe and herself. 




Chapter Thirteen

It was Saturday evening, with warm weather and a clear sky. At 7:00 p.m., the dusk approached, pouring dark ink over the landscape. Fran had spent the day biting her thumbnail as she and Adrian bickered over how to cook potatoes. Now she opened and shut the oven door, checking on the leg of lamb roasting with rosemary and garlic. Adrian tossed the roasties around in the baking tin, making yummy noises as they bounced against the edges. The kitchen smelled like Sunday afternoons at her mother’s house—boiling hot goose fat and slightly singed garlic. Fran’s mother would whip up a roast dinner in no time, catering for several people, taking on all the work herself and never breaking a sweat. Fran wasn’t like that, she needed Adrian’s guiding hand, especially today. It was his recipe, with garlic cloves tucked into the lamb, and red wine in the sauce. Her help felt like interference.
She was wearing the tea dress, no tights, no shoes and gold, dangly earrings. She’d spotted the line of grey roots as she’d changed, and hastily gave her hair a little volume in the hope no one would notice. As she decanted mint sauce into a serving dish, Adrian massaged her shoulders.
“They’re going to enjoy it, you know. Relax. Everything is going to be fine.”
But there were too many thoughts racing through Fran’s mind for her to relax. She almost pushed Adrian away, but had to admit that his fingers kneading her flesh was actually quite pleasant. There was a knock at the door, and she straightened up her spine, whipped the apron from her body—bumping Adrian’s hands away at the same time—and smoothed down her dress.
Adrian popped a small potato into his mouth. “Game faces on.”
She flashed him a glare before heading through the house into the hallway. By the time she opened the door, her game face was, indeed, on. She was smiling broadly. “Hi! Come in, make yourself at home.”
There were handshakes and much bumping of limbs in the narrow corridor. No coats due to the warm weather. Esther mostly remained glued to her mother’s side as Fran showed them through to the lounge. She hadn’t had a chance to get a good look at the father but noticed that he was tall and broad.
“We brought something. I don’t know if it’s right.” Mary thrust a small parcel into Fran’s hand.
She peeled away the brown paper to unleash the aroma of freshly baked bread. It was still warm, bouncy, with a nice firm crust. “This looks absolutely delicious. We’ll have it with our dinner. It won’t be long. We just took the roast potatoes out of the oven. Let me put this in the kitchen and I’ll introduce myself properly. We haven’t met yet, Elijah. Thanks for coming.”
“Thank you for having me.” His voice was warm. He had deep, brown eyes, almost the exact same shade as his pupils. They sat heavily in his round face, large enough to draw a person’s attention. He was fairly pale in complexion, with rosy-pink cheeks like a garden gnome. A full, salt and pepper beard. Greying hair. His build was strong, but stout, with a stomach that poked over khaki trousers. He wore a white shirt open at the neck, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His hair had been parted neatly and slicked to one side. Fran took a moment to figure out his age. Around the same age as herself, she thought, practically double Mary’s age. “You have a lovely home.”
“Thank you, that’s so kind.”
“I have to say, I’ve been looking forward to this all week. A proper roast dinner cooked by an English person.” He grinned. It was impish. “That’s a real treat. Esther has been excited all week, haven’t you?”
“No,” Esther said.
Elijah let out a hoot of laughter. “My little contrarian.”
“Sorry,” Mary mumbled.
“That’s quite all right! I hated grown-up dinner parties when I was your age. But I did make some chips in case you don’t like the lamb.” Fran regarded Mary. “I know lamb can be a bit strong for little ones.”
“Oh, she doesn’t mind it,” Mary said.
“Let me get you some drinks.” Fran weaved her way back through to the kitchen. “I’ve got a bottle of red open if either of you fancy it.”
“Thank you, Mrs Cole, but we don’t drink alcohol,” Elijah said, his footsteps heavy behind her. “But you go ahead and do what you do. Don’t mind us.”
“Lemonade? Coke?”
“Water is fine,” Elijah replied.
Once in the kitchen, Adrian introduced himself while Fran found glasses to fill from the tap. She took them through to the dining room and laid out the bread next to a knife and some butter.
“How’s the lamb looking, darling?” she asked, grabbing plates from cupboards, creating a cacophony with the porcelain.
“Perfection,” he said.
“Help the lady, Mary.” Elijah gave his wife a little push forward and then laughed. “You must excuse our manners, standing here doing nothing.”
“Yes, sorry Mrs Cole,” Mary said.
Fran forced out a smile and said. “You’re the guests. Now go on through to the dining room and sit down. All we need to do is plate up and serve. No arguments. Off you go.”
She did not like that push. A nervous fluttering started in her stomach as she brought the lamb out of the oven. Behind her, she felt Esther’s eyes watching, her quiet stillness in the room.




Chapter Fourteen

“Won’t you pardon us for a moment while we say grace?” Elijah gave Fran an easy smile over the plump loaf in the centre of the table. “There’s no need to join in if you’re not comfortable.”
“Not at all, I’d be happy to join.” Fran returned the smile. Next to her, she sensed Adrian shift in his seat. She knew he was the solitary agnostic in the room.
“Then we should join hands.” Elijah extended his hand to Fran, at the head of the table, his other going to Mary, who slipped her hand into Esther’s on the other side. She held Adrian’s hand, who took Fran’s with a weary glance. “And perhaps Esther could lead.”
Fran closed her eyes and bowed her head, the scent of cooked lamb and garlic making her mouth water. She hoped this would be over quickly so she could eat, but she also wanted some insight into this family and their dynamic, which made her intrigued to know what Esther would say.
“Thank you, Father, for the food and for forgiving the sins in this house.”
Fran opened her eyes and noticed two things. Esther’s eyes were screwed shut, her head angled towards the table, Elijah’s eyes were wide open and staring right at her. She dropped his hand in shock.
“Esther!” Mary said. “That was rude!”
The child turned to her mother. “They drink alcohol whenever they want and they don’t have children. Father James says—”
“Esther, these are good people and you should be thankful for their company and the spread they’ve laid out today,” Elijah said.
Fran took a defiant sip of her wine, surprised to find herself rebelling against a child. “Father James?”
“Our pastor in Arizona.” Elijah laughed. “He was something of a stickler and Esther here liked him a lot.”
Fran’s eyes drifted across the potatoes to Mary’s pale face.
“But then our Esther is a stickler, too. Seven going on seventy over here.” He laughed again, a sound that was beginning to annoy Fran. She gulped more of her wine while trying not to focus on the second part of Esther’s prayer. “If she’s offended you in any way we apologise.”
Adrian waved a hand. “Doesn’t bother us, we’ve heard worse. Isn’t that right, Franny?”
“Please, help yourself to the food before it goes cold.” Fran gestured to the sliced lamb. “Here, Elijah let me pass you some meat.”
“Thank you, Mrs Cole.”
“Oh, please, it’s Fran.”
“Fran then.”
Her eyes lifted to Mary, who had drained half of her water and seemed to have a bit more colour in her cheeks. “How many slices?”
“One or two. I’m not that hungry.” She checked herself. “But it looks so delicious.”
Fran busied herself dishing out the food, trying not to resent a child for the hurtful words spoken. But as she passed Esther the lamb, she couldn’t help herself. “You know, Esther, it’s interesting what you said about sin. About how not having children is a sin.” When she put the plate down in front of the girl, it rattled somewhat. “We actually did have children. A child.”
Adrian turned sharply to her, but she focused on spooning broccoli onto Esther’s plate.
“Her name was Chloe and she had Adrian’s eyes. She was perfect, but she was taken away from us.” Fran moved on to the potatoes. She sniffed heavily and tossed the serving spoon back into the dish. “Chloe, our baby, died. Don’t you think killing a baby is pretty sinful? Esther?” Fran refused to look at anyone around the dining table. She refused to acknowledge them at all. Her face, her neck, all of her skin was hot from head to toe. She served herself broccoli, piling the florets so high that Adrian had to take the spoon from her hand and put it back in the bowl.
“I wasn’t talking about God,” Esther said.
“That’s enough,” Elijah said, in a low voice. “Esther, please apologise to Fran and express your sympathy.”
“Sorry your baby died.”
Fran allowed her wet eyes to move from her plate. Mary stared at her, pale again, a tear running down her cheek. Esther’s stern, cherubic face was directed down at her food. Elijah took her hand and squeezed it. She wanted to yank her hand away from him, but it would be rude. And she was ashamed, unbearably ashamed, for snapping at a child in that manner.
“We’re so sorry for your loss,” Elijah said. “Chloe will be in our prayers tonight.”
“Franny, are you okay?” Adrian brushed a tear from her cheek and cupped the nape of her neck for a moment. On Fran’s other side, Elijah was still holding her hand. She was vaguely aware of Mary watching the dynamic between her and Adrian.
Fran forced some cheer into her voice. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” She gently prised herself out of Elijah’s grip. “Esther, I am very sorry for snapping at you. Now, let’s have a good night, shall we?” She took another large drink of wine, hoping for numbness.




Chapter Fifteen

As the night went on, Fran saw Adrian succumb to Elijah’s easy charm. He listened enraptured to tales of Arizona ranches and a particularly wince-inducing story about a cactus and a fall from a horse. He talked almost constantly, about the difference in the weather, from the gigantic Arizona haboobs—dust walls hundreds of feet high—in monsoon season, to the banal greyness of a drizzling English day.
“Now, the thunderstorms that come with the monsoon are like nothing you’ve ever seen here.” Elijah speared a broccoli floret and continued to talk while eating. “It goes cold. You wouldn’t think it, would you, but it does. The thunder rumbles for miles around, like… like God thumping on a drum. But that’s not the worst of it. The worst is the wind. Gusts of wind you wouldn’t believe. Tears off a barn roof like that.” He clicked his fingers.
“Wow,” Adrian said. “We had a storm here that blew over our shed once.”
Elijah laughed heartily before turning his attention to his daughter. “Come on, Esther, you can eat more than that. Stop playing with your food now.”
Fran made eye-contact with Mary, trying to pull her back into a conversation dominated by the men. “Do you miss home, Mary?”
She paused, and the table went quiet. Fran noticed that Elijah turned to her, as though to gauge her reaction.
“No,” she said. “I like it here. I don’t miss monsoon season, that’s for sure. Or the summer heat.”
They were nearing the end of the main course, and there was just Elijah—who had helped himself to an extra serving—and Esther with food left on their plates. Fran started clearing away the plates while Elijah regaled Adrian with another tale of bad weather. To her surprise, Mary stood up to help. She was about to tell her to sit down, but then considered that Mary might want a break from Elijah’s overbearing presence.
“He tells good stories, your husband,” Fran said, scraping some leftover lamb into a Tupperware box.
“He loves talking to people. I think he misses home.”
“But you don’t?”
Mary turned on the tap and rinsed plates as Fran boxed up food for the fridge. “Sometimes I do.”
“Of course, I mean you must have left family and friends behind.”
Fran noticed a slight shift in her body language. Mary cleared her throat and avoided Fran’s penetrating gaze. “Some.”
Even though Fran wanted to ask more questions, she sensed the need to back off. Mary was like a flighty deer, likely to run off in the wrong direction at any sudden movement.
“I’m sorry about what Esther said to you tonight,” Mary said. “It was disrespectful of her and I want you to know that she’ll be punished.”
Horrified, Fran placed a hand on Mary’s arm. “No, please don’t. There’s no need to punish her. She blurted out something she’d learned. It isn’t her fault.”
“She needs to learn that there’s a time and a place for lecturing, and when someone invites you into their home, it isn’t the place.” Mary stacked up the rinsed plates, ignoring Fran’s hand.
“What kind of punishment?” Fran took a step away and bit onto her thumbnail.
“Well, we usually let her read a book in the evenings to pass the time. She won’t be able to read for a week because of her disobedience.” Mary’s face was unsmiling, and for once Fran saw a passing resemblance to her daughter.
Fran thought for a moment before she spoke. As she was thinking, she opened the dishwasher and began to fill it. “I don’t want to tell you how to raise your child. It’s something I don’t have much experience in, as you know. But I personally think, and my husband will back me up because he’s a reading addict, that books can open a mind to empathy. Denying her those books might be more of a hindrance.”
“You think so?”
“Maybe, yeah.”
Mary placed her head in her hands. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m just doing it all wrong.”
A sense of maternal love tugged at Fran’s heart. She placed an arm around Mary’s shoulder. “No, you aren’t. Maybe you could tell Esther she can’t watch TV for a couple of days.”
“We don’t have a television.”
“What about music?”
Mary lifted her face. “Yes, I could do that.”
“Or maybe, you just talk to her and explain what was wrong,” Fran said. “You’d be surprised by how effective talking can be.” Fran gave her shoulders a squeeze. “My parents emigrated to Australia several years ago now. They aren’t big talkers. They were disciplinarians who always took away a privilege when I misstepped. TV usually. Or seeing my friends. It never stopped me from misbehaving. I still snuck out at night to go to parties. I drank when I was too young. Their punishment was never a deterrent. All it did was stop me from becoming friends with them because they didn’t talk to me. Now, we email back and forth. I visit once a year. That’s the extent of our relationship.” When Chloe had died, her mum had visited for a while and it’d felt particularly strained with her there. Even though she loved and missed her parents, they’d never been close.
Mary sniffed. “All my family did was talk, but it was about who I should be, what I should believe. They talked and talked so much that I never understood who I was, only what they wanted.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Is there a right way to be a mom?”
“No,” Fran said with a shrug. “Everyone fucks up their kids.” Mary’s eyes widened and Fran regretted swearing in front of her. But then the young woman’s expression broke into a wide smile. They were both giggling when Adrian walked in.
“Time for dessert?” he asked. “I see you girls are having fun.”
“Hungry already, old man?” Fran grabbed the tea towel and directed a good-natured flick at his hip. She glanced across at Mary and saw that her laughter had already faded, as had her smile.




Chapter Sixteen

The next morning, Fran took a different route for her jog, missing out the green altogether. Instead, she found herself running down the street where the Whitakers lived, slowing her pace for a better view of their semi-detached house, noticing the light on in the upstairs bedroom. It was 5:30 a.m., and she supposed that Elijah was getting up early for work. As Adrian had noted after the dinner party, he seemed to be a hardworking man providing for his family. He’d also come across as an amiable presence and decent storyteller. He was patient with his daughter and good-humoured. But then there’d been the little push in the kitchen. That moment when he put his hand on his wife and shoved her forward. Such an odd thing to do with company there. And those bruises on Mary and Esther… She closed down her thoughts reminding herself not to keep jumping to conclusions.
Fran puffed as she began an uphill climb, remembering why she usually ran across the flat green. She saw early risers watering their hanging baskets, a woman in pyjamas taking the bin out, quaint displays of spring flowers in repurposed wooden barrels, the daffodils standing proud. A typical morning in Leacroft. Air scented by dewy grass. A scene perfect for relaxation.
Like many of the residents of Leacroft, the village had a pretty surface covering over cracks of inner turmoil. The escalation in house prices, the lack of young people in the area, the struggling small businesses bleeding cash. Every house was manicured, but beneath there were problems: bad marriages, infidelity, childhood trauma, debts, unrealised dreams. Fran knew her house hid secrets, too.
Her nightmares had recently returned after a long absence. Sweat-soaked terrors she’d told no one, not even Adrian or the grief counsellor she saw for a year. Fran pushed into the run, determined to chase those images away, the ones of Chloe that she could never speak about. Instead she fell painfully onto one ankle, slapping the pavement with the palm of her hand, the momentum propelling her into a roll that ended with her on her back. She lay there winded until someone came running out of their house.
“Are you all right?”
Embarrassed, Fran forced herself back on her feet before she was quite ready, her left ankle throbbing. “I’m okay.”
“Can I call someone for you?”
“No, no. I live around the corner. I can hobble there just fine.”
The woman was older than her, about fifty-odd, dressed in a pale pink nightie beneath a flimsy dressing gown. Fluffy slippers on her feet. “Let me walk with you.”
“No, go on, you go back to bed.” Fran demonstrated her ability to walk by suppressing a grimace as she took a few steps.
“Okay, well if you insist,” the woman called after her.
Fran struggled to the end of the street before she had a rest. She was sure she’d at least bruised the small of her back as she’d hit the ground. She leaned against a wall and examined her hands and knees. All grazed. She was no more than ten minutes away from the house, but it felt like a marathon. She briefly considered calling Adrian, but knew he’d still be asleep and miss the call.
“This is your own fault,” she said to herself as she struggled on, determined to make it home. Without this obsession with the Whitakers, she’d be jogging happily around the park right now. Instead, she’d ignited fresh grief about Chloe, developed an unhealthy attachment to both Mary and her daughter, and injured herself while she was distracted. It had to stop.
As she limped along the main road, a Volvo pulled across to her and slowed down to a crawl. “Can I offer you a lift?”
To Fran’s surprise, she saw Elijah’s rounded face peeking out through the window. She thought of the way he monopolised conversations and the little shove he’d given Mary. She wanted nothing less than to get in his car. But of course, she also wanted nothing more because her ankle hurt like hell, and because his family was her addiction.
“Taken a tumble?” he asked as she clambered into his car in an ungainly fashion.
“Arse over tit, as they say.”
He laughed heartily and pulled away from the kerb. “I like that. You Brits sure do have a way with words.”
“Is swearing allowed in your religion?”
“It’s frowned upon.”
“Something Father James wouldn’t appreciate?”
He chuckled. “No, I suppose not.”
“Are you Catholics, then? With the ‘Father’ thing, I assumed you were.”
Elijah took a right past the village green towards Fran’s home. “No, we’re not. But we use the word Father to describe our relationship with our pastor. We’re all brothers and sisters, you see.”
“Right. But Christians?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Sorry, am I prying?”
“Not at all. We’re Presbyterians officially, but in a sense, we follow our own way,” he replied.
They were one street away from Fran’s home now. She was both relieved and disappointed at the realisation. “Did you manage to find a Presbyterian church nearby?”
He smiled. “No. But that’s fine. Like I said, we prefer to worship our own way.” He leaned forward and turned on the radio, turning up the volume as a not-so-subtle hint. “You’re out early in the mornings.”
“It’s my morning ritual,” Fran said, raising her voice above the music. “A run, a shower, then breakfast.”
“Ever since your baby died.” He said the words as fact, not as a question. Fran turned her head sharply in his direction, which sent a shooting pain up her spine. He lowered the volume. “Sorry. That wasn’t tactful. It’s just that I know pain and what it does to someone. When I was ten, my younger brother fell into a river and drowned. He was five. Mom didn’t take it well. She was gone at first. Not physically.” He shook his head. “If you’ve ever known someone with dementia, you might’ve seen it. The emptiness. Eyes that no longer see what’s in front of them. Once that went away, she found obsessions. Food first, then drink, then diets, then gardening. They lasted months, sometimes years.” He pulled the car over to the kerb, right outside Fran’s house. He hadn’t needed a single direction. “Well, I hope your ankle is okay. Looks like you might have sprained it.”
Fran’s hand hovered over the door handle. She was in a stupor. “Thank you for the lift.”
Elijah said one last thing as she left the vehicle. “Not all of her came back, you know. My mother. A part of her died when Johnny died.” 




Chapter Seventeen

Elijah was right about Fran’s ankle, she had sprained it, as well as bruising her back. For a week, Adrian propped her up with cushions on the sofa, stacked books up on the coffee table and brought through sandwiches and cups of tea. They ate their suppers on their laps, Fran’s leg resting on a footstool. For much of the time she was alone while Adrian read in his study or pottered around in the garden. That wasn’t unusual for them, they both enjoyed solitude. But Fran couldn’t concentrate on the books he’d left, nor could she find herself engrossed in the latest TV crime drama. She simply stewed. In her thoughts, in her pain, in her sense of guilt. It had been five years since Chloe’s death, and she still wasn’t over it. Five years of nightmares, running, gardening, obsessions just like Elijah’s mother. And there was the kicker: out of all the people to understand her pain, it had to be Elijah.
What Fran did while she was resting her ankle was check her Facebook page. On day two, she’d sent Mary a message hoping she had a good time at the dinner party. She happened to mention the ankle, too, and asked her to thank Elijah for the lift. It surprised Fran to discover Mary knew nothing about her lift or her ankle. Mary was so neighbourly and sweet that she’d offered to bring pot pies and casseroles to the house in order to help with the cooking. Fran noticed the hidden implication there. In Mary’s world, the women cooked, and when the woman was ill, the man struggled on his own. That was far from what Fran was used to with Adrian, who could bake a Victoria sponge without checking the recipe book.
The day of her choir practice, Fran did something she never usually did. She picked up the phone and called Emily to let her know she wouldn’t be going.
“I’ll be back next week right as rain.”
“All right, love. I’ll let the girls know. Did you know we’ve had a new sign up?”
“No,” Fran said. “Who is it?”
“Mary Whitaker.”
“Oh, lovely. Well, I did suggest she join. She hasn’t got any friends here, bless her. Except for me and Adrian I suppose.”
“You two are friends now, then?”
“We had them round for dinner one night.”
Emily’s voice became husky, greedy for more. “What’s he like then? The husband?”
Fran didn’t mean to gossip. She’d never been one for it, not even at school when good gossip was a sure-fire road to popularity. On the whole she’d kept her nose out where it didn’t belong. But as she sat on the sofa, a wet flannel cooling the swelling around her ankle, Fran launched into a minute by minute retelling of the dinner party, finally offloading some of the thoughts she’d been carrying around for some time. They signed off with Emily promising to get back in touch at another time.
That night, Fran and Adrian ate spaghetti and watched a documentary about Charles Dickens, Adrian’s choice, obviously. The whole time, Fran had one eye on the mantelpiece clock, waiting for the end of choir practice so that Emily could call her to discuss Mary. It was while Adrian was washing the dishes that her phone finally rang.
“She brought the girl with her. Dour little thing, isn’t she? Dresses sweetly, mind. I like to see a child dressing like a child. With those frilly white socks.” The woman chuckled. “Right, let me tell you about the woman then. Seems like she wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Didn’t tell me anything about herself, just kept making excuses about how she had to get back and make Elijah’s tea. Got all red in the face whenever I asked her a question. What an odd woman.”
Fran listened for a long time as Emily carried on, her heart sinking with each word. It seemed that Mary hadn’t received the kind of warm welcome she would’ve tried to initiate if she’d been there herself. Instead she was bombarded by prying questions from the local gossip. It was all her fault for offloading to Emily that night, getting her blood hot for more. Fran had sent Mary to the choir like a lamb to the slaughter. She felt terrible.
“And in the end,” Emily said, “she left without so much as a goodbye.”
“Right,” Fran said.
“I saw Adrian talking to her this week as well,” she said. “It was yesterday, actually. They were standing outside the library.”
Fran sat up straighter.
“Didn’t you know?” Emily added.
“No.” Fran gritted her teeth in annoyance. She hated admitting it.
“Well, they were talking for a long time about something. I’m surprised your Adrian didn’t tell you because he had a face like thunder the whole time. I’m telling you, he seemed pissed off. In the end he walked away from her.”
“Oh.” Fran didn’t know what to say. Her stomach flipped over in surprise as she listened to the woman.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said. “But, anywho, that was what I saw.”
“Yeah,” Fran agreed. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”
For the rest of the week, Fran stayed away from her phone. She didn’t contact Emily again. 




Chapter Eighteen

The day of Emily’s call, Fran had asked Adrian why he’d been talking to Mary outside the library. He’d simply shrugged.
“I bumped into her. We said hello.”
“Emily said you seemed annoyed.”
At that, Adrian had lowered his book and looked up to the left, as though trying to recall what had happened. “That’s because I was annoyed. She asked me about tutoring the girl, which I thought was a cheek considering we hardly know each other. Oh, and she mentioned a prayer for your ankle. You know how I feel about prayers.”
It was true. Adrian was usually the first to roll his eyes when “thoughts and prayers” were mentioned by a newsreader, politician or celebrity.
“The tutoring thing was my fault,” Fran said. “I told Mary that you might be available if Esther needed help.”
He sighed. “And now I look like an arsehole. You could’ve given me some warning.”
“And you could’ve been nicer to her about it.”
He closed his book. “I was nice about it. But… Doesn’t matter.” He put the book down and shuffled in his chair, fingers tapping the armrests.
“What?”
“I may have suggested that you were still quite fragile after Chloe’s death and I didn’t want you being friends with someone who might try to take advantage of that.”
“You did what?”
“Yes, I can see how that seems now. I didn’t mean to upset her or anything, but like I said, my priority is you.”
“It isn’t your place to decide that for me,” Fran snapped. “Is that clear?”
Adrian stood. “Perfectly.”
After he left the room, she dropped the subject. A heavy silence steeped in unsaid words dragged on for a few days until Fran finally began to let it go. Her ankle was much better, and she decided to cautiously return to her early morning run ritual. She wanted things back to normal.
When Fran’s eyelids fluttered open at 4:45 a.m., it was a relief to dress, lace up her trainers and plant a kiss on Adrian’s forehead. She’d slept heavily that night and woke feeling slightly dizzy. Perhaps she hadn’t needed that final dose of her painkillers. Gently, she tested her ankle as she stepped lightly down the stairs. Still twinging, she thought, and best to walk her usual route rather than run.
It was drizzling that morning, with a steel grey grimness to the predawn sky. She lifted the hood of her breathable sports top and set off towards the centre of the village, no one else awake apart from a fox sniffing around the bins.
After two laps of the park, Fran decided to carry on towards the brook, knowing that she was heading in the direction of the Whitaker’s street. The words of an addict popped into her head. Just one more glimpse of the house. She wasn’t hurting anyone by walking past. Tomorrow morning she’d keep away and she wouldn’t message Mary at all. This was her last hurrah. A final indulgence.
There were no lights on in the house, and their family Volvo was parked on the drive. All the curtains were closed. Fran decided to double back around the other side of the street and walk along the brook. There, on the edge of the woods, the air smelled fresh. The drizzling ceased, and the birds began to sing. The sun rose, and the trees glowed. It took her about an hour to walk along the stream back to the village and across to her house. By the time she was home, her trainers were covered in mud. She still felt slightly groggy. After her shower, she slipped back into bed for an hour rather than eat breakfast right away, finding herself enveloped by Adrian’s arms.
She woke up about an hour later to the sound of a particularly annoying, high-pitched bird right by the window. After letting out a groan, she realised that the sound was actually coming from her phone.
“Answer it, Franny,” Adrian grumbled.
Her fingers fumbled for the phone. Through squinted eyelids she swiped the screen.
“Hello?” As she waited for a response, she checked the clock on the bedside table. It was already ten.
“We can’t find her. We’ve looked everywhere.”
“Can’t find… Mary, is that you?”
“Yes,” she said. She sniffed and let out a shaky breath. “Esther ran away again. But this time we can’t find her. We’ve checked the green, walked around the whole village. We’ve been searching since eight. We can’t find her.”
“Have you called the police?” Fran flung the duvet from her body and hurried to the wardrobe, yanking on the door so hard that it rattled down to the carpet.
“Elijah is doing it now. I just… I thought maybe you and Adrian could help us look? I don’t know who else to ask.”
Fran ripped a blouse from a coat hanger and tossed it onto the bed. “Of course, we will. We’re coming to your house now.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Thanks so much.”
Fran hung up the phone and threw a shirt towards her husband. “Esther is missing.”
He was out of bed in an instant. “How long?”
“Since eight, maybe earlier. I said we’d go to their house.”
He pulled on underpants. “I’ll drive us over in case we need the car.”
Cold fingers wrapped tightly around Fran’s heart. She felt a deep sense of dread lying low in her belly, telling her that something awful had happened. She was sure of it. As they pulled on clothes, grabbed keys and grappled with their shoes, Fran’s mind conjured her memories of Chloe’s tiny lifeless body in her crib. SIDS, the coroner told her later. Nothing she could’ve done to prevent it. No one’s fault, simply the way the cookie crumbles for some people. The hand fate dealt, and all those other clichés that Fran had heard countless times in her lifetime.
They got into the car, Adrian in the driver’s seat. After Chloe’s death they hadn’t spoken much about the future. Adrian had gone back to work before she had. After all, she was still on maternity leave. But the idea had crept up on Fran day by day. That idea was to have another baby. Not a replacement, no, but to say to life that she wasn’t going to give up. She had been forty-one at the time, but she’d felt physically like she was still thirty. She’d even trained as a Pilates instructor in her late thirties. But fate had one more cruel twist to deliver. Fran had started her menopause. It started and it ripped through her body so swiftly that one minute she was having a hot flush on a wintery day, and the next she was dried up and snapping at everyone from dawn to dusk. The day after she and Adrian visited the GP about the early onset menopause, Adrian re-painted the nursery.
As they drove to the Whitaker’s house, she thought about that trip to the GP. She thought about the agony of losing a child. Her stomach twisted and shrivelled into a knot. 




Chapter Nineteen

The house was quieter than Fran had imagined it would be. There was no Mary running over to her like the night she found Esther in the park. Fran and Adrian walked solemnly up the drive to the front porch and pressed the doorbell. The cheery bing bong felt out of place. Fran let out a long, slow breath.
Elijah answered the door, dressed almost identically to the night of the dinner party, in shirt and trousers, hair combed into a neat side-parting. He shook Adrian’s hand and nodded to Fran. “Thank you both for coming. It’s so kind of you.”
Fran felt stifled by the heat in the porch. She mused to herself that the front of the house was a sun trap, the windowless, glass front porch magnifying the heat. She hurried into the house and slipped off her shoes.
“Is there any news? What did the police say?” Fran asked. Her eyes roamed around the hallway searching for Mary.
“Everyone’s looking,” he said. “I was out there myself this morning. Just got back. Thought I’d check on Mary. There’s been no sight so far.”
“We’ll get out there and help,” Adrian said.
“Yes, yes. Whatever you need,” Fran added.
They entered a small living room, where Mary was huddled up in a high-backed armchair, toes curled over the edge of the seat cushion. She was wearing a long dress similar to the one Fran had admired during their lunch at Chatsworth House. Without hesitation, Fran moved across to the young woman and wrapped her arms around her. Whatever could be said of this family, Mary’s love for Esther was always clear.
“We’ll find her,” Fran said. “We will.”
“We shouldn’t have come,” Mary said. “It was a mistake.” Her gaze fell away from Fran, over to the two men standing by the doorway. Fran wasn’t sure if she was speaking directly to Elijah or musing aloud.
Fran pulled away, frowning, examining the woman’s face for clues. “What do you mean?”
Mary wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Nothing. Sorry. I’m not making much sense, am I?”
“You’re in shock. Let me make you a cup of tea.”
“There’s coffee in the pot,” Elijah said. “Shall I fetch us all a cup? Hell, I need one myself. The last few hours have stretched on like days.” He let out a small, odd laugh.
Mary indicated that she’d prefer coffee and Elijah disappeared into the kitchen.
“What do you want us to do, Mary?” Fran asked, focusing on what was important, while trying not to dwell on Elijah’s strange laugh. “Do you want us to walk around the village? Or we could call hospitals. We’re here to be useful.”
“Look for her,” Mary said. “She knows you. She won’t trust people, not my Esther.” Mary swallowed heavily, tipped her head back against the ruby-red velvet of the chair. “She won’t go with a stranger and she definitely won’t go with any police.”
“Why’s that?” Fran asked. The way Mary spoke, it made her think that perhaps Esther had been through some sort of bad experience with the police.
“She just won’t. You know how shy she is. They’ll ask her questions and she won’t answer. She’ll be so scared.” She leaned forward, tossing strands of straggly hair against her knees. “I need to pray. I need to pray for her.”
Fran rubbed the woman’s back. She noticed Adrian staring in horror at the scene. Was he thinking about Chloe too?
She watched Mary mumble into her knees, rocking back and forth. A strange contrast to Elijah, who walked in holding a coffee mug, still smiling that amiable smile. The man did nothing to comfort his wife, instead he placed the mug down on the table in front of her and then asked Fran and Adrian if they needed anything.
“Did Esther run away when you lived in Arizona?” Fran asked. Still perturbed by Elijah’s apparent nonchalance, she wondered whether there might be a reasonable explanation. If this was a common occurrence perhaps, he’d become desensitised to it.
“I don’t think so,” Elijah said. Which was again a strange thing to say. “She’s such a good girl. I guess coming here has thrown her for a loop.”
“Aren’t you worried?” Fran asked.
“I am,” he said. He placed his hands on his hips, like someone either about to spring into action, or someone about to chastise another person. “But worrying isn’t going to get her back, is it? No, I trust in God and God’s plan. Whatever He has in store for us, we’ll weather.”
Fran removed her hand from Mary’s back, and walked over to Adrian. She turned to Elijah. “Mary asked us to search for Esther. Where do you think we should start?”
“Maybe the woods,” Elijah said. “Most of the village has been searched already.”




Chapter Twenty

Fran and Adrian discussed taking the car but in the end decided to walk. It was a short distance, and they could call Esther’s name on the way there in case she’d decided to hide away from the other volunteers.
As they walked, Fran allowed herself to voice the concerns she’d held in at the Whitaker house. “I’m sorry, but I don’t like him. The man is smiling. Smiling! His daughter is missing and he’s offering us coffee!”
Adrian was quiet for a moment before he answered. “Look, I don’t disagree with you, but I think you need to cut him some slack. People handle stress in completely different ways. I’ve seen people laugh at funerals.”
Begrudgingly, she nodded, because he was right, and aware that she hadn’t handled Chloe’s death in a way that would fit the cliché of a grieving mother. At first, she’d distanced herself from the emotional side of the tragedy, jumping into the practicalities instead. Later, the emotion had come to her in short, sharp bursts, like a series of aggressive waves breaking on the beach.
They walked briskly, calling Esther’s name. Fran used a photograph on her phone—taken at Chatsworth House—to ask people on the street if they’d seen her. Fran asked them to check their garden sheds in case she’d curled up somewhere like a lost cat. It felt ridiculous but deadly serious at the same time.
Ten minutes later, they arrived at the entrance to the woods. In the distance, Fran heard the echoing voices of the search party, all calling Esther’s name in a chilling chorus. The hairs on the backs of her arms stood on end. They made their way along the path, stepping carefully through the whispering trees. Leaves rustling overhead. Earthy scents drifting up from soil churned by recent footfall.
“Why does she keep running away?” Fran said. “There has to be a reason for it. Children don’t run away for no reason, do they? There has to be something going on in that house.”
Adrian raised his eyebrows. “You might be right about that. But we need to focus on finding her right now.”
Fran wrapped her arms around her body. “I feel sick.”
“Do you want to stop?”
Her eyes roamed the woods. From trees to stony paths and moss-covered stumps. She saw many places to discard a body and a chill penetrated her down to the bone. “No. I want to find her, and I want her to be okay.” She hugged herself tighter, squashing the flesh beneath her forearms. “God’s plan.” She let out a derisive snort. “A plan that includes dead babies, dead children. He just shakes his head and says, that’s God’s plan.”
“You still go to church,” Adrian pointed out.
She brushed tears from her cheeks. There was nothing more to say, she’d let it out of her system. The injustice, the tragedy, the way Elijah so easily dismissed the possible loss of his daughter as fate or bad luck. Yes, she still went to church because she couldn’t bring herself to lose the faith she’d once considered a beautiful thing, but at the same time, she couldn’t believe in fates or plans or will anymore.
Fran called Esther’s name. It was echoed back to her in a dozen different voices. They veered from the path and stepped over broken branches, waded through bracken, and dislodged tiny stones from the tread of their shoes. The ground was soft, but not wet. Fran recognised that mildew scent of damp soil from her early morning runs. She’d always considered it a joy, but today it clogged her throat.
She’d known the Whitakers for about a month. Did she have any right to be this upset? Surely anyone would be devastated to hear a local child was missing. At least that was what she told herself as she bit her thumbnail and trudged an unbeaten path through the pines. Esther. Adrian’s voice was beginning to sound hoarse.
About two hours into their walk, they wandered back to the path and sat on a bench for a while. Fran stretched out her calf muscles then rubbed her ankle.
“How are you doing, Franny?” Adrian pinched her cheek before planting a kiss there.
“I’ve had better days. What about you, you old bugger?”
Adrian slapped his hip. “Ready for my op.”
It was the lightness they needed in the dark.
“Come on.” She pulled him to his feet. “Time to keep going. We need to find this girl.”
Midges floated around them in a cloud as they continued. The longer time went on, the more Fran felt a strange false sense of security. No news was good news, as they say, and not finding her kept her alive. It wasn’t the same as finding her unharmed, but it was still something. She wondered if Elijah had come out of the house to join the search party, or whether he was still with Mary.
They looped the woods and came out to a grassy paddock where a group of searchers milled about with the police. She noticed some sort of hubbub as an excited man ran towards the crowd. Fran quickened her pace in order to catch what was going on.
“There’s a girl over here,” the man called. He stopped about thirty feet away and waved his arms. The police set off into a jog to follow him back into the trees. Fran turned to Adrian before she joined them.
It was a moment in which the world seemed to stop. Her heart beat as hard as her legs worked. She outpaced Adrian, who had never been a runner, to catch up with the others. The agitated man had goosegrass all over his jeans. Fran didn’t recognise him, but she did know some of the other faces following him. A few people from her choir. Emily was there. She didn’t even say hello to them, and they didn’t acknowledge her either. They were too involved in the mutual task at hand. The purpose binding them all together.
Her head turned left and right, eyes searching for Elijah or Mary. She saw neither. They hurried through the trees, down the slope, spongy grass underfoot. Fran found herself wading through the goosegrass, the sticky burrs attaching themselves to her calves. She glanced back to Adrian, his lips set in a grimly serious line, following her.
This was it. The man covered in goosegrass pointed towards the brook. He was speaking, but Fran couldn’t hear a thing. She saw Elijah storming ahead, boots hitting the ground hard, his arms out wide to swat away vegetation. Fran’s eyes followed him as he pushed his way through to the front of the crowd. They followed him down to the edge of the brook where a small child lay. 




Chapter Twenty-One

Frantic shouting followed. Elijah’s guttural throat cry formed Esther’s name. A police officer held him back as a paramedic rushed to the scene. Fran and Adrian stood away from them, giving them space, their hands entwined. She felt rigid all over, her other hand was clamped over her mouth. She didn’t know what she was looking at.
“Is she okay?” Elijah asked, his voice breathless.
“She’s breathing but she’s unconscious,” the paramedic replied.
Fran slumped forward and exhaled. Relief swam through her bloodstream, from scalp to toes.
“We’ll take her to hospital, but you all need to move back,” the paramedic continued.
The police officers began shooing the crowd away, Elijah remaining close to Esther. Fran tried to catch his eye to ask if she should call Mary to tell her the news, but he was concentrating too hard on the girl lying in the mud. As Fran was ushered away with the others, she took one last look at Esther.
The girl was lying on her side, her back to the throng. There were splatters of dirt all the way up her legs to her knees. She was fully clothed, wearing an emerald green corduroy dress, canvas shoes, and white socks. What a tiny doll she was. Fran closed her eyes for a moment. Then she turned to her husband.
“We should get to Mary and drive her to the hospital. I think Elijah will go with Esther.”
They walked back to the Whitaker’s house as fast as they could, Fran noticing a newly formed blister popping on her heel.
By the time they arrived back at Mary’s house, she was drenched in sweat. It’d taken them about thirty minutes to get there. Fran knocked but opened the door and went right inside, calling out, not wanting to waste any time. Mary emerged from the living room, her body tense, fresh tears on her cheeks.
“Has Elijah called you?” Fran asked.
She shook her head.
“They found Esther. She was in the woods down by the brook. She’s alive, Mary, but unconscious. Come on, we’ll drive you to the hospital. There’s only one around here so I know where they’re taking her. Get your coat and bag now. That’s it.”
“They found her? She’s okay?” She seemed dazed as she collected her coat and bag from inside a storage cupboard. Fran had to remind her to put on her shoes.
“She’s going to be just fine,” Adrian said as Fran got Mary ready for the journey. “She’s in good hands here. When I had skin cancer, they fixed me up like that.” Adrian clicked his fingers.
“You had cancer?” Mary’s voice sounded far away, but Fran saw that Adrian was succeeding in distracting the poor woman.
“Yes, but I’m all fine now.”
“I’m sorry,” Mary said. She let out a soft sob, and Fran put her arm around her waist.
“Let’s go to the car now,” Fran said, gently leading Mary out of the house. Watching the young mother deal with this stress had her nerves pulled tight. Together they made sure that she locked her house before leaving.
Adrian drove, while Fran and Mary sat together in the back, Fran’s gaze drifting over to Mary almost every other second. The two women held hands.
No one knew the extent to Esther’s injuries, and throughout the entire journey, Fran tried not to think about it. She hated hospitals and she tried not to think about that, too. She’d missed lunch and hadn’t had anything to drink since her walk that morning. A dull throb was budding at her temple. None of it mattered though, given the circumstances.
After a forty-minute drive, Adrian parked the car and collected his ticket from the machine. Fran asked Mary if she’d brought her phone and checked it for messages from Elijah. There was nothing. Apprehension lay low in her body like a stone at the bottom of a lake. The hospital building loomed before them, a villainous lair in a movie. She’d already struggled to adjust her perspective on hospitals after Chloe died. Not even Adrian’s skin cancer treatment had helped.
They made their way through to the reception desk and asked about Esther Whitaker. Fran did the talking, still holding Mary’s hand.
“It’s relatives only in intensive care.”
The words intensive care made that stone flip over. “This is Esther’s mum.”
“I’m Mary Whitaker,” she mumbled.
The receptionist gave them instructions on where to go and who to speak to. When Mary’s lost little girl gaze came back to Fran, she squeezed her hand and tried to reassure her. “We’ll take you up there. Everything’s going to be okay.”
She hated herself for saying those words. But then she said them again until Mary nodded her head. 




Chapter Twenty-Two

Fran paced up and down the length of the cafeteria. She pushed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and then pulled them out again. She chewed a thumbnail. She got herself in the way of other people carrying plastic trays topped with cake and pots of tea. In the end, while walking past Adrian again, he caught her sleeve and pulled her back down to the chair. There, she rested her forearms on the mottled Formica and tried to calm her breathing.
They’d been waiting for almost an hour. It was 4:00 p.m., and there were a few families sitting around tables covered in half-eaten packaged sandwiches. Three young boys were playing hide and seek among the chairs.
Fran tapped her fingernails, causing ripples to spread along the surface of her cold, half-drunk cup of weak tea. “We should go up there. We need to help. Do something. I can’t sit here, Ady. I can’t.”
She’d tried to eat, and she’d tried to drink, but nothing helped. She knew this wasn’t her fight, that Esther wasn’t her child. Understanding that did little to assuage the maelstrom of emotions fighting to the surface. Fran stood before Adrian, knowing that he didn’t approve of them returning to intensive care to get involved or in the way. But he sighed and relented, which meant Fran had given him steel.
On the way through the winding corridors that smelled like disinfectant, Fran had to keep reminding herself to slow down. Not for the first time, she thought of the age difference between them and the fact that she had much more energy at times like this. For once it grated on her nerves. She was impatient with him as she stopped and waited for him to catch up.
Outside the ward, Fran began to pace again. She pressed her face up to the window, wondering whether to go in or not. It was a highly stressful environment and she didn’t want to bother the nurses, but at the same time she needed to know. In the end, Adrian wrapped an arm around her shoulder and led her over to the small benches near the lifts. There she slumped down and waited.
“Jesus, I didn’t realise how tired I was,” she said.
Adrian took her hand in his and gently massaged her thumb. “I know.”
About twenty minutes later, Elijah wandered out into the foyer on his own. Fran was on her feet in an instant. “Elijah, hi. How is she?”
The man turned to her in a daze, blinking. His salt and pepper hair was mussed, not neatly parted like usual. There was mud on his shoes and the hem of his trousers. “Gosh, Fran. We thought you’d both left.” He smiled. “She’s awake! She took quite a tumble down to the brook. Hurt her head in the fall. But she’s fine. They’re keeping her in overnight because of the concussion, but if everything goes well, she can come home tomorrow.”
“That’s wonderful news, Elijah, we’re thrilled for you,” Adrian said.
“Could we perhaps visit her? If not today, then tomorrow?” Fran asked. “Or maybe see Mary? She was in a bit of a state earlier and I’d love to check to see how she’s getting on.”
“Mary’s just fine.” Elijah’s cheeks stretched with that Cheshire cat grin he had. “Look, we’re beat, and we’ve got a long night ahead of us. Why don’t you check back in a few days? But thank you for everything you did today.” He patted Fran on the shoulder. “Neighbours are great, aren’t they? We’re brothers and sisters in this.”
Fran was slightly stunned as he walked away, but what had she expected? Adrian pressed the button to call the lift, shrugging slightly.
“Never mind, eh?” he said. “The main thing is that she’s going to be fine.”
“Yeah, of course.” Fran’s voice came out thick. They entered a lift filled with patients, doctors and visitors. It stopped at the next floor down, letting out a porter pushing the wheelchair for a bald-headed young man with a drip. A family got in carrying a get well soon balloon. Tired nurses adjusted their uniforms. All the time Fran held back a rising sense of failure that threatened tears of frustration. Esther was not Chloe. Esther was not her child. She’d had no right to stay here and demand to see the girl. They weren’t family members. They had no claim to this child.
The air was cooling by the time they reached the carpark. On the way to the car, she took Adrian by the elbow.
“I don’t know who I am anymore,” she admitted. 




Chapter Twenty-Three

And so, the speculation began, spreading around Leacroft like a virus. There were rumours that Esther suffered more than concussion, that she’d had bruises all over her face and body. Someone came up to Fran in the post office and mentioned “that poor little girl who was raped”, but there was no rape, and barely even a police investigation following Esther’s misadventure. Fran had stood there gobsmacked before setting the record straight.
She didn’t contact Elijah as he’d suggested. She was too filled with shame once she’d realised the extent of her obsession. Standing in that hospital on the verge of tears, wringing her hands, stomach churning, it had been almost as though Esther was her own daughter. She realised she’d projected her own trauma onto them. Now she had to move on. That meant no visits. No more inserting herself into someone else’s life. She sent Esther a card and a jigsaw for her to do while she was recovering, and that was it.
Mary didn’t turn up to the next choir practice, but no one had been expecting her to. It was a hellish hour for Fran, her teeth clenched as she listened to rife gossip about people who deserved better. Emily pumped her for information with her rapid-fire questions, while Fran answered in a monotone voice. “What about ‘him’? Was he upset?” Yes. “How long was she unconscious for?” Not sure. “Is it true the head injury occurred before she fell down the bank?” Don’t know.
She’d snatched up her purse and stormed out once the choir was over, stomping her way down the hill with zero regard for her partially healed sprain. Later she’d poured out a large wine and ranted to Adrian about what she’d experienced. Her loving husband made agreeing noises as he stirred the carrot and coriander soup he’d made from scratch.
“Well,” he said. “I actually have some news on that subject.”
Fran sipped her wine and stalled, pretending to be less interested than what she was. “Really?”
“Elijah is back to work, and Mary took Esther for a walk around the park.”
She opened a cupboard, searching for the salt. Her voice filtered out from inside the spice shelves. “That’s good.”
“Franny.”
She placed the sea salt canister down on the counter next to the hob, then shrugged. “What?”
“What you’re doing is for the best. It’s good to move on. But are you all right?”
“Yes, I think so,” she said quickly, not allowing herself to overthink. “You were right all along. I’m obsessing. I’m an obsessive woman. One of those types, you know, the busybodies on Coronation Street. The ones that steal a baby and drive out to the seaside and—”
He caught her hand. Silent. There was no need for words.
“I just need to, you know… Get this out of my system. Stay away for a while. Do some gardening or take up knitting or something,” she said.
“What about going back to therapy?”
She’d been considering it almost every day, but something held her back. Talking felt like opening old wounds. As she was thinking she picked up the salt and imagined it rubbed into those wounds until the pain blocked everything else out. Then she put it down and let out a sigh. “I’ll consider it.”
Adrian took a ladle and distributed the soup between two bowls. “Good for the soul, this. Beethoven said that only the pure of heart can make good soup.”
Fran tapped salt into hers and he tutted.
“Is my heart not pure?” He feigned a chest injury and then added, “Without even tasting it first. I’m terribly offended.” He used a jokey voice, but she knew he meant it at least a little bit.
“Sorry, but I like my soup how I like my men.”
He shook his head but laughed.
As they took the bowls to the living room Fran casually brought up the gossip again. “Do you think there’s anything in these rumours? The ones about Elijah hurting Esther?”
Adrian settled onto the sofa and balanced the bowl on his lap. “What do you think?”
“It’d give Esther a reason to run away,” Fran said. “But he seemed broken up when Esther was found. He didn’t fake that. It’s not possible.” Fran took a spoonful of her salty soup and continued to think about the Whitakers. 




Chapter Twenty-Four

“He’s lost his job.”
It was Wednesday afternoon and Fran was barely a toe into the village hall before Emily made her way over, shopping bag of goodies in her tight grip. She immediately noticed a sparkle in Emily’s eyes that she resented, perhaps hated.
“Who?” Fran asked, giving the room a quick scan. There was a school-gym scent about the place. That combined with the huddles of gossipy women made Fran think about her old secondary school.
“Elijah Whitaker. He lost his job with the stone mason. Now he’s just a delivery driver.”
Emily followed Fran as she found a free chair to dump her stuff.
“Why did he lose his job?” Fran asked.
Emily shrugged. “I was hoping you might know. Have you heard owt?”
“This is the first I’ve heard of it,” Fran said. A niggling sense of guilt worked its way through her. Obsession aside, should she have checked on Mary to make sure she was all right? She hadn’t seen her since Esther ran away.
Fran found herself out of key during the entire practice. They were supposed to be spearheading a charity performance in two months and yet they sounded terrible. She sounded the worst of all. For once, the group dispersed without much chat. Fran hurried out before Emily could approach for a second time.
The next day, she spent most of her day on the bereavement forum answering questions, deleting trolls, checking for obvious spam. It was comforting busy work. She tried not to think about the Whitakers, Elijah one job down, their income obviously taking a hit. She tried not to think about what impact that might have on a family already going through stress. But then, in the afternoon, while Adrian was gardening, she closed her laptop, put on an apron, and started to bake.
She barely had enough eggs and had to substitute some of the flour, but somehow, she ended up with slightly burnt but reasonably edible chocolate chip cookies. Once they were cooled, she scooped them into a tin, grabbed her bag and told Adrian she was going out for a while. He shouted his farewell from the garden.
By this point, it’d been over two weeks since Esther was found in the woods, and it would mark the first time she’d reached out to the Whitaker’s house since that day. They hadn’t contacted her, either, but perhaps that was because they were busy taking care of Esther after what happened. Fran’s fingertips felt sweaty against the tin. She was more certain about going to them now, because listening to Emily had hit her with how much stress poor Mary must be under. Esther running away was enough, but the gossip around the village and Elijah losing his job had to take a toll.
She steadied her breath as she reached their street, pushing away the memories of that morning. The fear she’d felt, the terrible sense of unease that’d clawed at her insides. Fran could admit it now. She’d believed with every particle of her body that Esther was going to turn up dead.
She knocked on the window of the porch and waited. It was another warm, spring day, and she could only imagine the heat inside that suntrap. There was no answer. She tried the doorbell. Still nothing. Fran considered peering in through the bay window on the front of the house.
When Mary finally came to the door, Fran’s taut smile diminished immediately. She felt the blood drain from her face.
Mary moved slowly. Her eyes were glazed, her hair had not been washed for several days. Fran swallowed uncomfortably as the young woman came to open the porch door. She was thinner than the last time she’d seen her, and her handmade clothes were looser. She walked with her arms holding her upper body. However, she did smile when she saw Fran, and quickened her pace slightly as though pleased to see her.
“I brought you both some cookies,” Fran said as she stepped into the house. “I made them myself, so they aren’t very good. How’s Esther—” Fran stopped talking as she walked into their living room. Unlike the last time she’d visited, the place was a mess. The curtains were drawn, there were some of Esther’s dolls lying around. Food wrappers had been tossed onto the dusty carpet. She even saw a fresh stain on a sofa cushion. If it’d been anyone else, she might not have noticed, but Mary was a proud homesteader who kept a tidy house. Now it wasn’t even clean. “Oh, Mary. What’s happened?”
Behind her, Fran heard Mary begin to cry. 




Chapter Twenty-Five

After comforting Mary for a while, she took the cookies into the kitchen, put them on the counter, rolled up her sleeves and got to work. She worked alone for the first twenty minutes, putting rubbish in bin bags, opening the drapes to let in light, spraying cleaner onto the surfaces that needed it the most. It seemed to her that Mary had stopped doing any housework at all since the incident with Esther. A lump formed in her throat. She should’ve come sooner.
Mary joined in at last and the two women worked in relative silence. Fran noticed that the cleaner the house became, the more colour flushed her pale cheeks. Finally, once the cleaning was over, Fran put the kettle on and made them both a strong cup of tea.
“Where’s Esther, is she upstairs?”
Mary nodded. “That’s where she likes to be now.”
“Shall I take her some cookies, or will she come down?”
Mary just shrugged.
Fran took a side plate out of a cupboard and placed two cookies on it. Mary gave her directions to Esther’s room and Fran went up there alone. She knocked brightly and waited.
“Mommy?”
“No, sweetie. It’s Fran. I came to visit your mum and I brought you cookies.” Her hand hesitated on the doorknob. “Can I come in?”
The moment stretched. Then Esther replied, “Yes.”
Fran pushed open the door, expecting another messy room, but to her surprise, the girl’s bedroom was spotless. There were no toys on the floor, no dirty dishes or items of clothing strewn around. It seemed that Mary had at least been making sure Esther had a tidy space, unless Esther had done it herself.
Esther was sitting on her bed wearing a linen dress and pink frilly socks. Her hair was loose, which led Fran to believe that Mary hadn’t been braiding her hair as she normally did. It had been brushed out nicely, though. It was a relief to see the little girl still being cared for despite the obvious stress Mary was going through. She took the cookies and placed them on the bed, before noticing the colouring book on her lap.
“Such pretty colours. What is that? A mermaid?”
“Yes,” Esther said.
“Is it Ariel?”
“I don’t know.”
“There’s a movie about a mermaid. If your mum doesn’t mind, I could lend it to you. How would you like that?”
“Okay I guess,” she said. Then she added, “Mermaids don’t exist.”
“No, I suppose not. But it’s fun to imagine that they do sometimes.”
Esther stared down at the cookies but didn’t pick either of them up. Her light, ash-coloured eyelashes touched the delicate skin beneath her eyes. When she angled her chin down like that, Fran saw a melancholia in her expression far too sad for a girl of Esther’s age. It frightened her.
“Are you feeling better now?”
She bobbed her head up and down.
“Has your mummy been looking after you okay?”
“Guess so.”
“What about daddy?”
“No.”
“Oh.” Fran leaned in. “What do you mean by that?”
“Father is in Arizona.”
Fran opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated. She remembered how Mary told her about God being Esther’s imaginary friend, and at first, she’d thought that was why Esther said what she said. But why would Esther think God lived in Arizona? Because it was where they used to live?
“How do you like those cookies, Esther?”
Fran hadn’t noticed Mary standing at the door. A flush of heat spread over her neck. Had she heard everything? It’d be obvious to an adult’s ears that Fran was checking in to make sure Esther wasn’t being mistreated.
“I don’t like cookies,” Esther said, but her eyes lingered on the plate a moment too long for that to be true.
“God doesn’t mind if you eat cookies,” Fran said in a gentle voice. “He wants you to be happy.”
The girl’s eyes met hers once more. There was confusion in them.
“She’s right, baby.” Mary walked into the room and sat down on the bed next to her daughter. She placed her arm over her shoulder, and rested her head against Esther’s. “Children deserve treats. You’ve been a good girl.”
To Fran’s surprise, Esther started to cry.
“I’m not a good girl.”
Fran turned away for a moment. She couldn’t stand it, the pain in the girl’s face. Mary was soothing her with a soft voice, brushing the side of her cheek. Fran felt sick. What was happening in this house? Why was this child in such emotional pain that she felt she didn’t deserve a cookie?
“Shh, honey,” Mary said. “My good girl.” 




Chapter Twenty-Six

Fran took Mary back downstairs where she called Adrian. By this point she’d been gone for a few hours and she didn’t want him to worry. As she told him where she was, she tapped the phone with a nervous finger. She’d kept it from him on purpose, lying by omitting the truth because she knew he wouldn’t approve. However, he didn’t react, just made a quiet, “ah” sound.
Fran made two more cups of tea and they sat around the Whitaker’s tiny kitchen table, knees almost touching. She smiled at Esther’s artwork on the fridge. A rainbow filled an A4 sheet of paper. It seemed hopeful and innocent. The product of a happy child. Then next to it, Fran noticed Esther’s portrait of the family. In it, Elijah was taller than them all and drawn in nothing but red crayon. The red made her frown. Everything else was multi-coloured, but Elijah was in red.
As Fran noted the artwork, Mary ate a cookie in two bites before leaning back in her chair and letting out a long, much-needed sigh. Finally, she seemed to relax. Fran considered not saying anything more and letting her be, but she had to say something.
“You need to tell me what’s going on,” Fran said, not unkindly. “And don’t tell me it’s nothing because I have eyes and I’m not stupid. You’re not a lazy person. I know you, and I know you work hard at keeping the house tidy. I know you care enough to homeschool Esther properly, and yet she’s sitting upstairs on the bed not being taught anything. Mary, please tell me what’s going on. Are you depressed? Is it Elijah? Has he hurt you? Has he hurt Esther?” She reached out and took Mary’s hands in her own. “Talk to me.”
Mary shook her head two or three times. Her breathing was unsteady. “Please don’t. It’s not what you think.”
“What does that mean?”
She pulled her hands away from Fran’s, wrapping them both around her mug of hot tea. “I don’t want to sound rude, Fran, but I don’t think you have any idea what it’s been like for us since Elijah lost his job. I’ve been… I’ve just been feeling low. But I’ll be better now.”
“Are you struggling financially?”
Mary sighed, turned her head away.
“I’m sorry to pry like this,” Fran said, unperturbed by the fact that she was being intrusive. She’d rather push too far than not enough. Not when there was a child’s welfare to think about. “But if you open up, I can help you.”
“What makes you think that it’s your job to help me.”
Fran retracted slightly. “I thought we were friends.”
“Then where have you been?” Mary asked. “I thought… I thought you were like them. Those people always talking about us, saying horrible things about Elijah. You believe the lies, don’t you? You think he’s been hurting us.” Her face screwed up in disgust. “The things they say about him. About Esther. They make me sick. But it’s what you all think, isn’t it? Just because we believe in things that you don’t. Because we have traditions and values you don’t. You think we’re freaks to be gawped at.” She wiped at her face with her wrists, gathering up the tears that had begun to wet her cheeks.
“No. No, you have it all wrong. I’m here—”
“Because your child died, and you want a replacement.” Two glassy, hard eyes held Fran’s gaze.
It was the end. They both knew it. There was no coming back from words like that. Fran was frozen in place for a few moments, so shocked that she forgot how to stand. When she rose, the wooden chair legs scraped across the tiles. She picked up her biscuit tin and walked silently to the front door. All the while, Mary’s face was turned down to the table surface, her dark hair covering any glimpse of her expression. Fran hurried out of the house.
It was a beautiful, clear day outside. Her fingertips turned white against the edge of the tin and she accidentally forgot to say hello to one of the other women from the choir as she passed them on the street. She walked briskly, without care or conscious attention to her journey home. In fact, she didn’t even remember the walk as her hand reached the front door to her house. Adrian glanced up from the kitchen counter, placing the knife he’d been holding back onto the chopping board. The room smelled like lemon and parsley. He was making them a fish pie.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
He poured her a glass of wine as she choked out the details of what she’d seen: the dirty house, the child on her own in bed, the things Esther had said, the things Mary had said. She sipped the wine, but it did nothing to remove the bitter taste from her mouth.
“I’m sorry,” Adrian said, pulling Fran to his chest. She sunk into him, grateful for the softness of his shirt, the cooling sensation of cotton on her cheek, the warmth of him below the fabric, and the familiar scent of an aftershave he’d worn on their wedding day. “What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what to do. Was Mary right?”
“No,” Adrian said. “No, you’re not deluded, Franny. You never thought Esther was going to be your child, did you? There’s a chance you became a little more attached than usual because of what we’ve been through, but that’s normal. I swear anyone would feel the same. Come on. Let’s sit down, have supper, and we’ll think about it tomorrow. Okay?”
She agreed, but in her mind, something was forming. An unwanted thought that she’d pushed away for a long while now: it was time to alert the authorities about Esther’s parents and their inability to cope. 




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Fran’s thoughts swung like a pendulum. Every time she thought she was doing the right thing, her mind took a different turn and she was convinced she’d made a huge mistake. The morning after her visit to the Whitakers, Fran had called the police via their information line and told them everything she knew about Esther Whitaker. From finding her in the park, to the bruise on her leg, to the second disappearance and the recent state of the house. She told them about Mary’s inexperience as a mother, the way it felt as though Elijah controlled her. She held back from telling them about the rumours circulating around the village, focussing on the facts. At the beginning of the call she’d been shaking. By the end, she felt so exhausted that she crawled back into bed and clung to her husband for warmth.
Nothing happened at first. Fran stayed at home for a few days, not even bothering with her morning run. The time taken for her ankle to heal had thrown her out of balance and now she slept in, waking up with a headache from restless but deep sleeps, the echo of a nightmare radiating from the back of her skull. The first thing she did each morning was check her phone for messages, either from Mary or someone at the choir, probably Emily, spreading rumours about the police turning up at the Whitakers.
She drank too much coffee every day and ended up with jittery nerves, spilling compost on the lawn as she potted their new plants. Adrian cooked for her while she paced around the house, pretending to listen to podcasts about mindfulness. In reality, her thoughts were churning. She bit her fingernails down to the quick. She’d done the right thing. She’d done the wrong thing.
Finally, at choir practice, she heard the news.
“I didn’t see it first-hand, but Maureen did. They were police all right. Elijah opened the door, she said. He let them in. Don’t know what was said, like.” Noreen whispered snippets to Fran in between their songs. “Two in uniform apparently.”
They were singing songs from Mamma Mia the musical. Far too upbeat for the fluttering of nerves in Fran’s stomach.
“Did the police arrest Elijah?” Fran asked.
“No, nothing like that. They went in and came back out looking relaxed.”
After the practice, a small crowd gathered around while Emily and Noreen gossiped about the Whitakers. Fran heard further snippets from the other members.
“Our Derek can’t stand him. Says he’s a freak. Into all that Bible bashing.”
“Sally won’t deliver milk to them anymore. She reckons he’s a kiddy-diddler.”
“I heard they’re behind on their rent.”
“He can’t afford to buy them clothes. She has to make them.”
“Yeah, well he knocks her six ways from Sunday every night.”
“Do the neighbours hear them fighting?”
“No. They’re quiet apparently.”
“Doesn’t mean he’s not doing it.”
“They don’t go out anymore. They stay inside all day with the curtains shut. He goes out to work and that’s it. Poor kid never sees sunlight.”
“Their lot don’t belong in Leacroft.”
A murmur of agreement rippled. Fran reached for her bag and walked away from them. She felt sick. She wanted to stand up for them and tell them they were wrong, that there were nuances, complications that none of them were seeing. But she’d been the one to call the police. She’d be the hypocrite if she stood there and defended a family she suspected of harming their daughter.
Fran had never been one to feel hate. Despite their flaws, her parents had taught her all about acceptance, tolerance and forgiveness. They told her to turn the other cheek when she was picked on for her large thighs in PE. They told her that everyone was holding onto their own pain. Some squeezed the pain so tightly that it spilled out, like toothpaste from the tube, until it stuck to everyone around them. Those people deserved forgiveness just as much as the rest. But Fran hated everything about this situation. She hated Elijah and his smug smile, his easiness with people, the way he talked about himself and pushed his wife. She hated the way society made her question herself and her choices. That it made her, as a middle-aged woman, feel invisible. Nothing more than an unhinged woman incapable of making objective reasonings. She hated that she felt it was necessary to call the police in the first place, because now she was tangled in a web that would leave its stain on her for a long time to come. Most of all she hated those toxic gossipers standing around in a circle trashing another human being, finding entertainment in the suffering of others, and allowing their prejudice to tumble out of their hateful mouths.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Fran had decided that morning—after waking from a nightmare that shook her to the bone, one where Esther stood over Chloe, a cushion in her hands and a devilish grin on her face—that she would go for her run, sprain be damned. She lapped the village green with ease before heading towards the Whitaker’s road. She couldn’t help herself. It’d been a week since she’d called the police. Going out into the village for groceries or a drink had become almost as hellish as her nightmares. All she heard was gossip about the Whitakers. About how they rarely left the house, how many of the villagers were shunning them in case the father was hurting the daughter, and how Mary Whitaker had been seen once or twice, thin as a rail, pale as milk. Condemned to haunt Leacroft rather than live in it.
Guilt churned away at her, souring whatever she ate. She no longer noticed the beauty of the sunrise. The world could be entirely made up of different shades of grey for all she cared.
Since she’d called the police, she’d checked back with them for updates to find the investigation closed. Whether it had been passed on to social services, she didn’t know. But the police had obviously decided that they didn’t think Elijah was an abuser. Perhaps that meant Fran shouldn’t think that either, and neither should the village, but that wasn’t how the world worked. As Emily would say, mud sticks. The Whitakers were facing an old-fashioned form of retribution—trial by public opinion. Leacroft hated them.
There was no better evidence than what Fran saw that morning. She saw the red letters from halfway down the road and sped up to view them up close. LEAVE. That’s what it said. She stood gawping at the graffiti for at least thirty seconds. Then she felt as though she was being watched and allowed her gaze to travel up the front of the house to the windows on the upper floor. There, she saw Esther standing between her curtains, hair loose and tangled around her pale face. Esther didn’t smile or even move, she simply stood there.
It tugged at her heart. With her hair messy and her mouth pulled down, her eyebrows bunched, she seemed younger than ever. Nothing like the Esther from her nightmare. When the child backed away from the window so that Fran couldn’t see her any longer, she walked to the front porch and considered ringing the doorbell. It would be neighbourly to tell them about the graffiti, wouldn’t it? But then she checked the time on her phone, it was barely after 5:30. Even though Esther was awake, her parents were probably fast asleep. Fran moved away from the door, stared at Esther’s bedroom window one more time, and saw that the girl was gone.
She set off on her jog home. Her legs were unsteady, and after a few strides she slowed to a walk. When she cast one last glance over her shoulder, the house was still.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Adrian sighed when she told him. He rubbed her shoulder, still damp from the run, and spoke in a soft voice. “None of this is your fault. You’ve only ever been trying to help that family. What happened after you made the call is down to those unpleasant, petty people in the village.”
She got up from the bed and began peeling away her running clothes, still agitated, and still talking. “But I knew, didn’t I? At least, I should’ve known what would happen. Any half-intelligent person could see it a mile away. Emily couldn’t stop gossiping about them, there were rumours flying around the whole village, nasty rumours. And what did I do? I fuelled it. When I wanted to know more about Elijah and Mary, I started prying, sticking my nose in where it wasn’t wanted. I even called Emily because I couldn’t wait until choir to get the juicy information.” She threw her socks into the wash basket and stood there naked, skin red, stretch marks opalescent in the morning light. “This is as much on me as it is Emily. Then, I nailed the coffin shut. I called the police.”
Adrian raised his hands in exasperation. “Just like any good citizen would, given what you saw. Given what you know about that family.”
Fran chewed on her bottom lip. “No. I don’t know.” She placed a palm on her forehead. “Maybe I saw more than what’s in front of me. Maybe I was looking for it because…” She trailed off, not wanting to admit it.
“What?”
“Because I’m just like Emily. I’m prejudiced. I saw this young, religious woman and her older husband and assumed the worst.” She sighed. “I’m going to have a shower. I need to wash all this away.”
“Franny.”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
“Love you too, Long John Silver.”
He laughed. Then his smile faded. “You’re not like them.”
She simply shrugged as she walked into the en-suite. She set the shower to scalding, hoping it might sear away an outer layer of skin. She imagined scales shedding, washed away down the drain. What had happened to her these past weeks?
After emerging from the shower a deep shade of vermillion, Adrian served her creamy eggs and handed over a strong cup of builder’s tea. “Feel any better?”
“No. No I still feel like a shitty human being.”
“Don’t talk to yourself like that,” he said. He brushed some damp hair away from Fran’s cheek. “Come on. Let’s have breakfast and go out for the day.”
“Where?”
“What about Chatsworth?”
Fran’s stomach flipped. “No, not there.”
“How about Castleton? We can buy some Blue John jewellery, walk along the footpaths through the valleys. You’ll have to walk slower than usual though. You know I’m an old fart.”
“That’s true,” she said with a smile. When she went to check her phone part way through eating her eggs, Adrian waggled his finger like a schoolteacher.
“There is going to be one rule today,” he said.
“Let me guess,” Fran said. “No phones.”
“Indeed. Now put it away, young lady, before I have to give you detention.” He said it with a grin and a wink.
She did put it away. And then she didn’t look at her phone once that day. They went to Blue John Cavern and walked beneath a ceiling of pale, pastel blue. Fran bought earrings from the gift shop and they wandered the countryside, even coming across an ice cream van and stopping for a cone. It took a while, but eventually her mind settled down so that thoughts of Esther, Mary, even Chloe became little more than an anxious hum relegated to the back of her mind. She had been transported away from Leacroft and that ugly red lettering across the house of the rejected family. She was away from small minds and loose tongues. She could relax and be with her husband. She could stop checking her phone.
And she missed the message. The one that mattered. 




Chapter Thirty

Come and see me. Please. There’s something I want to tell you. Things aren’t what they seem.
Fran typed furiously. I can come to your house tomorrow? Do we need to wait for Elijah to be at work?
She waited. They’d been home about an hour and Fran had finally succumbed to her curiosity when she picked up her phone and checked her social media accounts. That was when she saw the text message from Mary. It’d been sent at 9:00 a.m., around the same time they were leaving the house for their day trip. It was after 7:00 p.m. now and she wondered whether she ought to go to the Whitaker’s and check on them, just in case.
But was she concerned for Mary, or was she serving her own curiosity? The message didn’t say that it was urgent, but she’d sensed a somewhat desperate tone. Fran knew she was speculating, and she couldn’t be completely sure. She picked at some dry skin on her lip waiting for a response.
“Shiraz?”
“Sure.”
She took the stem of the glass as Adrian passed it to her. They’d ordered a Chinese takeaway and were waiting for it to arrive.
“Everything all right?” Adrian said.
Fran thought about keeping the message to herself, perhaps out of a sense of shame that she hadn’t been able to not look at her phone for a full day. Then she changed her mind and showed it to him.
“That is odd,” he agreed.
“Do you think she’s in danger?”
“I think she would have called the police if she was,” Adrian said. “Or called you even. It’s one message from hours ago.”
Something niggled at the back of Fran’s mind. It was a throwaway comment Mary had made about Esther not trusting the police. Did Mary not trust the police either? If her life was in danger would she rely on them for help? They’d called the police when Esther went missing, so perhaps Adrian was right. Still, she couldn’t shake her instinct to act.
“Do you think I should go over there?” She felt stupid asking, but she had to. She needed a second opinion, because yet again dread built up from her insides, seeping into every limb, every fingertip.
“No,” Adrian said. He took the glass of wine from her hands and held them with his own, thumbs running up and down along the backs. “Franny, I was too dismissive at first, and I’m sorry for that. Your concerns were valid then, and they are now. But this is becoming a burden on your mental health. They are adults and they need to make their own decisions. If something’s happened, they can call the police like anyone else would.”
“What if they don’t?”
“They will.” He dropped her hands. “If it was a matter of life or death, which I don’t think this is, they’d call the emergency services. None of them are stupid, not even the girl. She’s one of the most alarmingly bright children I’ve ever met. And I know you have your concerns about Elijah, but he doesn’t drink or do drugs. He’s a man in control.”
“In too much control.”
“Perhaps.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “But—”
“What? She should leave him?”
“Well, yes,” he said, removing his fingers. “Yes, she should.”
“That’s not how abuse works,” Fran snapped. “It wears women down. Physically. Emotionally. It makes them think they’re nothing. That they can’t be saved, and certainly that they can’t save themselves. It makes them internalise every bad thought they’ve ever had about themselves, isolates them and forces them to be dependent on their abuser. No, she can’t just leave.” She stood, a rush of blood surging through her veins. His words had made up her mind. She was going to go to their house, and she didn’t care if it was socially impolite, or something a crazy person would do. She was convinced Mary needed her help, and she was going to give her that help whether she wanted it or not.
“Fran,” Adrian called. “Fran!”
She thought about ignoring him as she stormed out of the house. But something about his tone made her stop.
He sighed. “I’m sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry, but she let him continue. “If you’re going over there, at least let me drive you.”




Chapter Thirty-One

When Adrian pulled up to the kerb, the first thing Fran noticed was the fact that Elijah’s car wasn’t there, which meant he might have gone to his part-time delivery job. But then she noticed that there were no lights on in the house despite the sunlight dwindling as night drew in. She unclipped her seatbelt and walked with Adrian to the porch. He tutted at the graffiti and shook his head. Seeing it again made Fran’s blood start pumping. Who did this to them? She exchanged a glance with Adrian before pressing the doorbell. The cheery bing bong sounded out, but there was no answer. She tried again. Nothing.
Finding that odd, she picked her way over the gravel coated front garden and peered in through the bay window. The curtains were still open despite the sun beginning to set, and inside she saw that their sitting room was empty. What’s more, it was tidy. Spotless in fact, with no dolls on the floor, no scraps of fabric slung over chairs. Surely that was a good sign. Mary had been keeping the house tidy after she and Fran cleaned it up. And yet, it didn’t feel good, it felt wrong, but she wasn’t sure why.
Fran pulled away from the window and walked back to Adrian. “I can’t see anyone inside.”
“Perhaps they’ve gone out for dinner,” he suggested. “Or taken Esther to the cinema.”
It didn’t feel right. Why would a family notorious for rarely leaving the house suddenly go out one evening? This absence, along with the strange message from Mary, put Fran’s nerves on edge. Where could they be? Unless they’d gone to stay with Elijah’s cousin in Derby, which would make sense given the nasty graffiti. But if they were planning to go to Derby, why did Mary send her the text message?
“I’m going to check the garden,” Fran said.
“I’ll come with you.”
She unhooked the latch on the garden gate and entered. Now it felt like they were trespassing, but she didn’t care. From here they could look into the kitchen, which was empty, and dark. There were a few plates piled up onto the draining board, a kettle and toaster in the same spot as before. It was tidy enough. There were no jars or tubs of butter on the kitchen side. The small table was empty. Even though everything was tidy, something felt out of place to Fran.
“Oh,” she said.
“What is it?”
“The artwork on the fridge. It’s gone.” She pressed a finger to the window, pointing in the direction of the fridge.
“What? Esther’s artwork?”
“Yep. A picture of a rainbow. I remember it clearly. Drawn in crayon. I think we need to talk to the neighbours.” Fran made her way back to the front of the house. She was absolutely sure now that the family had left. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the letters on the front of the house. LEAVE.
She vaguely knew the woman who lived on the left side of the Whitakers. A dermatologist she’d once seen for adult acne. Unfortunately, Fran couldn’t remember her name. Joan. Jean. Maybe Jenny? She rapped enthusiastically on the door and waited, fingers twitching against her hips. Adrian came to stand by her side.
“Hello,” said the dermatologist. “Mrs Cole, isn’t it?”
“Fran.”
The woman nodded. “That’s right.”
“Sorry to bother you at this time,” Fran said. She noticed the woman looking at Adrian and added, “This is my husband, Adrian. Sorry, again. It’s just that I got a message from Mary earlier today and I was a bit worried about her. We came to make sure everything was okay and couldn’t help noticing that the house seemed empty. We just wondered if you’d seen anything?”
“You mean the Whitakers? Actually, yes,” she said. “They’re very quiet, you know. I hardly hear a peep out of them. But today there was some shouting.” She jutted her chin towards the graffiti. “I think it was because of that. Some unpleasant business and not called for if you ask me. Anyway, I heard Elijah yelling, but it didn’t last long. About two hours later I saw them packing travel bags into the car. It took them a while. There were suitcases, too. Then they left.” She shrugged. “They’ve either gone on holiday or they’ve moved out for good. I know they were renting but they didn’t take any appliances with them.”
“Right,” Fran said. “How did they seem when they got in the car?”
“Um.” She sighed, tilting her head back as though considering her question. “Stressed to be honest. I think Mary had been crying. But the little girl was happy.”
“She was?”
“Yes. She was smiling.” 




Chapter Thirty-Two

Once back in the car, Fran kept picturing Esther’s smile. She’d barely seen more than a smirk from Esther. There was no smile when they ordered her ice cream or a hot chocolate. No smile when Fran offered to buy her something from the gift shop. No smile when they walked past a puppy. Fran had never known such a serious child, but then she’d only ever known Esther in Leacroft, away from her home and possibly family too, although Mary tended to avoid talking about Arizona.
What if Esther had been a happier child in her hometown? She thought of the rainbow, a picture that had struck her as evoking a happier time. It was possible that there were layers to Esther that Fran had never seen. And it was possible that Esther was smiling because she finally got to go home.
“They’ve gone back to America,” Fran said. “They must have.”
Adrian pulled onto their driveway, cut the ignition and rubbed the stubble on his chin. “It sounds like they’ve at least moved out. Suddenly, mind you.”
Had the message from Mary been a goodbye? Had she wanted Fran to see her so she could tell her they were leaving? Her body felt numb as she walked back to the house. All of that worry for nothing. They’d left and there was nothing she could do. She’d never see them again. Things aren’t what they seem. What did that part of the message mean? Was she defending her family from the gossip, perhaps?
The delivery driver had left their food on the doorstep. Adrian picked up the paper bag and unlocked the door.
“Am I missing something?” Fran said as they walked into the house. “Is there another explanation for all this? They left suddenly today. They basically got up, decided to fly home and bought three expensive plane tickets. They aren’t well off.”
“How do you know they decided today?” Adrian put the takeaway down on the kitchen counter.
Fran eyed the bag. She’d lost her appetite. “Well, I saw them last week and I’m sure Mary would have mentioned them leaving. Plus she… She wasn’t in the right mind to be planning a trip. She was barely functioning.”
“Well, you could see if it lines up,” Adrian offered. “Check if there are flights leaving now or later. They could be driving to London or Manchester to stay overnight and fly in the morning. Or they could’ve got a cheap overnight flight.” He shrugged. “Unless they didn’t fly back to America at all and decided to rent a house somewhere else. Leacroft hasn’t exactly been kind to them.”
“Seems a bit short notice to just rent another house.”
“Perhaps they’ve been looking for a while,” Adrian said. The weariness of his voice made Fran believe he didn’t care either.
They walked together, stride by stride, through the house until settling onto the sofa. Adrian pulled Fran’s legs over his lap and rubbed her feet, sore from the long day of hiking. Her limbs sank down into the cushions. She was exhausted, she realised. Not from physical activity, but from the emotional weight of caring for those two girls. Yes, she thought of Mary as a girl. Part of her thought of Mary as more of a daughter figure than Esther. If Fran had lived out another life, one where she’d married young and had children in her early twenties, she could have a daughter Mary’s age. But she hadn’t. She’d lingered in a space that eventually squeezed her out, living a life she’d considered glamorous when she’d been working at the women’s magazines. Now it seemed like a frivolous waste, but perhaps that was her anxiety talking.
“They’d take their toaster,” she said. “They’d take their kettle. Surely. It feels like they wanted to travel light. Pass me the laptop.”
Adrian leaned over the sofa arm for the laptop resting on their side table. He placed it on her lap and stroked her knee. “You okay, Franny?”
“I’m fine. I just want to know for sure. I should text her again.” She reached into her jeans pocket for the phone. Then fired off a message. Hi Mary, Adrian and I popped over to check you were okay, but it looks like you’ve either moved out or gone on holiday. I’m so sorry I missed your message this morning, especially if you wanted to say goodbye. Please respond to this and let me know everything is all right. I’m thinking of you all. We’re both so sorry for how things turned out in Leacroft. If you have moved out, we’ll miss you xx
To her surprise, the words made her tear up. She might never see either of them ever again. She couldn’t imagine them coming back to visit her after the gossip and the graffiti. She put her phone down, cleared the lump in her throat, and opened the laptop.
It took a while to find what she was looking for. Adrian wasn’t much of a traveller and Fran didn’t like to fly alone, which meant that they rarely booked flights for themselves. She went through several websites and jotted down times for flights. In the end she worked out that they could fly that night, but it wouldn’t be an easy journey. Most of the flights involved them either driving to London or flying to Dublin first. The flight times were long, well over ten hours. Some involved a connection at Boston before heading to Phoenix. It made her head spin just thinking about it.
“What are they going to do with their car?” Fran said out loud. “Just leave it in the airport carpark? Surely they can’t have sold it on the way.”
“Good question,” Adrian said. “Maybe they did sell it on the way. These internet sites make it much easier to sell things I suppose.”
Fran checked her phone. No response. Having said that, some of the flight times she’d researched would put Mary in the air right now. “Oh, Ady.” She leaned back and sighed deeply. “I don’t like this at all. First those girls come into my life and they need someone. Me. I don’t know. But every time I tried to help, I just made things worse. Now they’re gone and I can’t do anything. I’ll never know if they’re safe again, will I? I’ll never know.” 




Chapter Thirty-Three

As suddenly as the Whitakers had appeared, they were gone, their absence as noteworthy, as their presence had been. Even though Fran tried not to listen, wherever she went, she heard talk. In the post office, at church, the newsagent, the pub. Did you hear about the Whitakers?
They left. Vamoose. Gone. One day here, the next nowhere to be seen. Most people got their home state wrong. Nearly every rumour Fran heard had them hightailing it back to Texas where Elijah was a pastor. Others said that they couldn’t go back to America because they were fugitives. I think they stole that child and came over here to get away from the police. That’s why the girl kept running away, because she wanted to go home.
In the days that followed their disappearance, Fran checked her phone forty, fifty times a day, hoping for a response from Mary. She called and left voicemails. She sent multiple text messages and Facebook messages and WhatsApp messages. Eventually, the number was disconnected. Mary’s Facebook profile was deleted. There was no way for Fran to contact the Whitakers anymore.
Fran skipped choir practice the first week, but she decided to pull herself together and go the second. Spring hopped into a hot summer, and her usual walk up the hill left her breathless and sweaty. On her way into the village hall, Emily waved her over.
“Have you heard anything from them?” she asked.
“No,” Fran said. She was about to turn away, but then she decided not to. “We forced them out, you know. It’s all our fault.”
Emily’s expression hardened, her smile settling into a thin line. “We all know you called the police so don’t take that tone with me.”
Fran was stunned. “How?”
“This is a small village, Fran. My nephew is a police officer. He was on call that day. He even saw them and went into the house. He’s an idiot, mind. I told him there was something fishy going on, but he said they were all fine. They shut the investigation down and now look. They’ve scarpered! If that’s not a sign they were guilty I don’t know what is.”
“Or maybe they left because of us. It’s not like we made them welcome. Someone sprayed graffiti on their house!”
She rolled her eyes. “Get off your high horse. That little kiddie kept running away for a reason, you know. They didn’t belong here.”
“We didn’t give them a chance.”
“You called the police,” Emily reminded her. “You know more than anyone that something wasn’t right. I said it to the coppers myself when the girl went missing. I told them. He’s a strange one, I said. He’s the one you need to watch. They did nothing. If the coppers won’t do anything, the alternative is to get them out, stop anything happening to one of our own.”
Fran put her hands on her hips. “You can’t just accuse someone of child abuse.”
“Look, I’m older than you and I’ve learned a few things. I know what you think of me. Gassy old Emily, standing around being a gossip all day. I understand people because I talk about them. You know what? We all have instincts and sometimes they’re right. My instincts told me there was trouble as soon as I clapped my eyes on Elijah Whitaker. There’s trouble with a capital T. I don’t care where they came from or what they believe in. I felt it and you did too. Didn’t you?”
Fran didn’t want to meet the woman’s eyes. She didn’t want her to see the truth on her face. Yes, of course Fran had felt that same instinct. She’d felt it that morning when Esther Whitaker had lifted her gaze and told Fran she was waiting for her father. A chill had run down her spine. Normal seven-year-old children didn’t speak like that.
“For what it’s worth, I don’t think that child is theirs,” Emily said. “You’ve seen her, haven’t you? Blue eyed, blonde haired, pale. And they both have dark hair and dark eyes.”
“That happens,” Fran replied. “Lots of parents have children that look nothing like them. Or they could’ve adopted Esther.”
Emily shook her head and lifted the corner of her mouth. “Adoption? The mother can’t be much older than twenty-two, she barely looks nineteen. How many women that age do you know who can’t conceive?”
“But he’s older,” Fran said.
Emily shrugged. “You’re right, he is. But I still find it hard to believe that an adoption agency would give a child to those two. My son applied and jumped through dozens of hoops to get within sniffing distance of a chance.”
“It was in America though.”
“True.” Emily paused. Her eyes were open wide, and her head kept bobbing up and down, reminding Fran of some old sage handing out wisdom. “What does your instinct say?”
Fran watched the other choir members filtering into the hall. She lifted her hand to say hello. The hall was almost full by the time she turned back to Emily. “It tells me something was very wrong with that family. But what can I do now? They’re gone.”
Emily dumped her large shoulder bag onto a chair. “That’s right. They’re not our problem anymore.” 




Chapter Thirty-Four

Fran threw herself into running. Her morning runs became longer, harder. She incorporated hills, ran off the road onto trails. She ran in the rain. She ran on the hottest day of the year. But the one thing she did every single morning, was run through the village green and stop by the swings. She pictured Esther Whitaker standing there, in that yellow dress, too reticent to take Fran’s hand. Every time she stood in the park she imagined Esther’s body by the brook. Lifeless. That was what Fran had considered all of this moving towards. The unbearable tension of seeing what she didn’t want to see—the solemn child who runs away, the strict, traditional home, the bruises, the meek wife, the controlling husband. Throughout it all she’d been terrified of her own paranoia, and the direction she saw it all heading. That direction was Esther’s lifeless body by the brook.
Maybe it was still heading in that direction, the difference being, she couldn’t see it happening and she couldn’t do anything to stop it. For a week she went home panting, with sweat running down her nose. She’d turn the shower to a temperature she could hardly stand and come out with steaming skin. Adrian scratched his arms and frowned whenever he saw her like that. She’d already noticed an eczema flare up in the crook of his elbow. Her stress was spilling out and infecting her husband. If only she could control it.
One morning, the realisation hit her. She could not move on with her life, no matter how hard she tried. It wasn’t a tap to turn off. She couldn’t stop caring because they didn’t live in Leacroft anymore. It made life trickier, she knew, but once her mind was made up, a sense of peace washed over her. She had some work to do. Nothing more, nothing less. She had to approach this in the same way she would a story: with research. And for that, she started with the internet.
She took her coffee out onto the patio with her laptop and a notebook. Hair damp beneath the morning sun. Skin tingling with the summer heat. She pulled in a deep breath and typed Mary’s name into the search bar. It was the beginning of a new day, and for the first time in weeks, her mind had one single focus.
Neither Elijah nor Mary Whitaker came up in the results. At least, not the Elijah and Mary that she knew. She found an Elijah Whitaker who liked to comment on a fan forum for the Boston Red Sox, and a Mary Whitaker on IMDB who’d worked as a sound engineer for a few movies. There were plenty of results on those sites that tracked ancestry, but she couldn’t find anyone living in Arizona. Neither of them had any social media profiles, at least not anymore, and the usual sites that sell addresses hadn’t proved fruitful. Which meant that she had to try elsewhere. She had to go out into the world.
At Chatsworth House, Mary had mentioned Elijah’s cousin in Derby. But she hadn’t given any details. No names. No specific part of Derby. But what if someone had been needed as a reference when the Whitakers rented the house in Leacroft? Fran knew a few of the estate agents around the area. Could she get some information from them?
She typed the address of the Whitakers’ house into the search engine and found it listed as available to rent again. The agency controlling the listing was Forest Taylor, and it just so happened she’d gone to school with Nick Taylor, the owner’s son. They weren’t exactly best friends, but she could make a few calls, or even have him over for dinner. Her mind stirred into action. First, though, she decided to book in a viewing at the house for the next day.




Chapter Thirty-Five

There was a young man in a suit waiting for her when she walked up to the front porch. His suit was smart, but clearly from a high-street store, the material on the shinier side of tasteful. He held out a hand, face brightened by a perky smile, and introduced himself.
“Hiya, I’m Malcolm, or Malc if you like. Are you Mrs Cole?”
Fran nodded.
“Great. Come in. I’ve got the keys somewhere.” He rustled in his trouser pocket and came out with a bundle of house keys.
“Have you had much interest?” Fran asked.
“Quite a bit.” He gave the door a little shove and they stepped through to the porch. “I think you’re the fifth this week. It’s a nice house. Surprised the owner isn’t selling it, to be honest. They go for a good price around here. Still, you can make a fair bit from renting out these days.”
It was tidy inside. The landlord, or a cleaner, had vacuumed the hallway. When they walked into the living room, it’d been well dusted, and the furniture had been straightened. The curtains were tucked into their tiebacks, allowing the summer sunshine to fill the room with its warmth. Fran stared at the red velvet armchair sadly. All she could see was Mary’s slim frame leaning over her knees praying for the safe return of her daughter. Emily’s words echoed in her mind, about Esther being an abducted child. No, she thought, not Mary. Not after the love she’d seen between Mary and Esther. She tore her eyes away from the chair and focused on what she’d come here for.
“Oh, I thought it was empty.” Fran pointed to an old computer set up on a desk in the corner of the room. It’d been where Mary homeschooled Esther. “Is that included with the furniture?” She was faking her surprise, seeing as she already knew Mary and Elijah had left their kitchen electricals behind, but she wondered if she might get a bit more information this way.
“It can be,” he said. “The previous owners left it. But if you want to bring your own, the landlord can get rid of it for you. Still,” he shrugged, “a free computer ain’t bad.”
“Do renters often leave items behind?” she said, trying to remain casual.
“Well, I’m fairly new to the job. But I can’t see why anyone would leave a computer. Most people would at least donate it or something.”
“I guess they had to scarper. On the run, you reckon?”
He laughed. “No, nothing like that. The husband had to go back to America to look after a sick family member. They couldn’t take anything large with them on the plane. It’s always a boring explanation like that, isn’t it? Right. Want to see the kitchen?”
Once in the kitchen, Fran pretended to examine the cupboards, feigning interest in the work surfaces and the appliances while searching for anything else the Whitakers might have abandoned. There were a few old tins. A jar of coffee granules. A sieve. Nothing of any use.
“Nice kitchen,” Fran said. “Do you mind if I wander on upstairs by myself?”
“Sure, go ahead,” Malcolm said.
He didn’t seem offended or surprised and that was a relief, because she wanted time to truly search the bedrooms. If there was going to be a clue left behind, surely it would be there, in rooms where secrets can be so easily hidden. She thanked the estate agent and hurried up the steep stairs. She remembered which room belonged to Esther and decided to go there first.
The room had been stripped of bedding, but the bed, wardrobes and bedside table were still there. It was unmistakeably a child’s room with the pretty wallpaper and smaller-sized furniture. She checked through all the drawers in Esther’s cabinet, trying not to make too much noise. Sound travelled in empty houses. Then she checked the bedside table, where she found a children’s bible. She popped it into her tote bag.
There was nothing under the bed. Inside the wardrobe, Fran found the yellow dress hanging alone on the rack, with nothing but empty space around it. Her heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t quite process what she was seeing. It was like Esther was in the room with her. She checked over her shoulder to make sure that Malc hadn’t followed her up. Then she snatched it from the coat hanger, rolled it like a beach towel, and shoved it in her bag. The whole time her heart was pounding, as though she was stealing diamonds from a vault. Get a grip, it’s just a dress, she told herself.
Fran moved on to Elijah and Mary’s room, wondering what they’d left behind. The bedding had been stripped again. She checked through the drawers. They were empty. She checked the wardrobe. Nothing. She checked under the bed. Nothing. The bedside table was empty too. She even lifted the mattress. Why would Mary clear this place out apart from two things, Esther’s bible, and Esther’s dress?
“What do you think?” Malcolm asked when she came back down the stairs.
“It’s lovely,” Fran replied. “I’m not surprised you’ve had so much interest. But I need to have a think, so I’ll be in touch soon.” She walked out of the house clutching her bag tightly, still convinced the pale-faced young man with the shiny suit would stop and search her on the way out. 




Chapter Thirty-Six

“Spanish omelette?”
“Only if we have Sangria and a beach to go with it.” Fran placed her tote bag on the kitchen table, somehow sure that Adrian could see the stolen goods inside. She hadn’t told him about going to view the house. She’d told him she was taking a book to a café for some alone time.
“We have orange juice and a garden.” He smiled. “How was the café?”
“Lovely.”
“How was the book.”
“Very good.”
“Did you eat?”
“No, just a coffee. I’ll take that Spanish omelette if the offer still stands.”
He slid the eggs onto a plate, sprinkled on some black pepper and topped with rocket leaves.
“You know, you could’ve been a chef,” Fran noted.
“Maybe I still will be.” He tossed a kitchen towel over one shoulder and grinned.
Fran tucked into the food, aware of her quick movements, still agitated from the stress and exhilaration of lying about the house viewing. She forced herself to slow down, so Adrian didn’t notice her jitters. Deceiving him left a bad taste in her mouth.
“We could go for a walk after lunch,” he said. “Or get a pint.”
“Sounds nice.”
“Are you all right?” he asked. “You seem a little distracted.”
She moved a piece of her omelette around the plate, considering what to say. “I have a confession to make, Adrian.”
He tilted his head, almost in amusement. “What do you mean?”
“I called the estate agent yesterday and made an appointment to view the Whitaker’s house. That’s where I was this morning.”
“Oh,” he said. He turned away from her so that she didn’t see his facial expression. “Right, that makes sense. I thought you were shaky because you’d had too much coffee.”
“I could’ve got away with it then.”
“Yes, you could have.” He turned to face her again, raising an eyebrow. She examined his face, searching for disapproval, or support, or something. But he remained impassive. She wasn’t sure, but she suspected that he was closing off to her. Each small deception, every time she insisted on talking about the Whitakers, he became better at hiding his true feelings. She knew, though. She knew he was sick of it.
“I’ve never been very good at lying to you.” Fran reached out to squeeze his hand.
“Hit me with it then.” Adrian picked up his fork, fingertips gripping the stem too tightly. “Come on. What are we getting into here? You’re going to find them, aren’t you?”
“Yes, sorry.”
“What did you discover at the house.”
“Well, I had a poke around. They’d left their computer behind. All the clothes and small items were gone apart from two things. Esther’s dress, the one she was wearing when I found her on the village green that time. And Esther’s bible.”
“Hmm. Odd.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“You stole them, didn’t you?”
Fran shrugged slightly. “Is it stealing if the owners have abandoned them?”
“Probably.”
“Then you’re married to a criminal I’m afraid.”
He speared a rocket leaf with his fork and let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve been married to worse.”
“Do you know who owns that house? Is it someone in the village?”
“I always thought it was that chap who lives on the hill. You know, face like a beetroot, always wears a tweed jacket.”
“Rory Ellingham?”
“Yes, him. Actually…” He tapped the plate with the edge of his fork. “Yes, that’s right, I’m remembering now. He and his wife have a few properties in and around Leacroft but it’s his wife, Anita, who takes care of them. Collects the rent, that sort of thing. He does something with the stock market. I met him once, years ago, when Mum and Dad were still alive.”
“I know Anita,” Fran said. “She used to come to the choir practice.”
“That’s handy,” Adrian said. “Fran—”
“Also, we might have to have Nick Taylor around for dinner one night so I can get information out of him,” she said, cutting him off.
“Fran.”
“I thought you could do your Moroccan lamb and spicy couscous.”
“Fran. I don’t want to do this.”
Her lip wobbled.
“It’s time to stop.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t. I can’t stop. I need to know what happened to them.”
Adrian lowered his head until his chin rested against his chest. His back was arched over and he seemed tired. “Okay.”
She brushed away tears with the back of her hand, cleared her throat, and turned her head sideways so that she didn’t have to meet his gaze. “For better or worse, eh?”
And then, in an uncharacteristically chilly voice, he said, “When will better be coming back?” Before taking his plate and leaving the kitchen. 




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Fran didn’t have Anita Ellingham’s phone number, which meant that she was forced to contact her through Facebook. She’d spent hours agonising over what kind of excuse to make up for messaging her out of the blue. A casual coffee wouldn’t work. They’d never been good friends. Anita had been with the choir for less than six months before quitting, which meant that they’d never built a strong connection. Fran always got the impression that Anita gossiped about her relationship with Adrian. She was one of those that speculated that Adrian and Fran had started their relationship when she was a young student, which wasn’t true at all.
She couldn’t fake a reminiscing session or persuade her to come back to the choir. There was just one way that Fran could see, and that was to invite Anita personally to the choir’s summer party, even though it was two weeks away. It seemed the most organic way to open the conversation between them.
And if Anita did come to the party, then they could have a glass of wine together and she could casually ask about Elijah and Mary. It wasn’t something she could come out and say without building up to it naturally. Fran had learned as a journalist that people didn’t give you information if they suspected the situation was forced, but they would offer it willingly in a natural conversation. People like to talk; they just don’t like to be forced to talk.
She’d sent the message to Anita a few minutes after the disastrous omelette lunch with Adrian. Then she took her bag upstairs and laid out the dress on their bed. She placed the bible next to it and let out a small sigh. Take my hand, little one. She closed her eyes and remembered Esther alone in the dark. She hadn’t seemed afraid, simply reluctant to go anywhere with a stranger. Fran lifted the dress and searched through the tiny pockets. She found a bobble, and a folded piece of paper. She unfolded it carefully, as though a frog or a bug was going to leap out at her.
Esther Whitaker. Seven years old. Father is Elijah.
Fran stared at the words for a long while, frowning. Why would Esther have this in her pocket? What did it mean? She thought that Mary might have put this in Esther’s pocket in case the child wandered off again. But it would require the person who found her to go through her pockets, which was odd, and there was no phone number. Surely Mary would want to include contact details on something like that. Fran turned the paper over in her hands. It was flimsy, thin, crumpled. It’s possible that the idea was half-cooked by Mary. If she’d been thinking clearly, she might have bought Esther some sort of engraved bracelet to wear, or at least laminated the note. Fran dropped the note onto the dress and opened the bible.
On the inside cover, in childish, but quite neat, handwriting, it said: My name is Esther Whitaker.
Not, this belongs to Esther, but: My name is Esther Whitaker.
There were shivers running up and down Fran’s arms. She turned the pages in the book. It was more like a collection of popular bible stories, its verses illustrated with colourful cartoons. She flicked through the depiction of Adam and Eve in Eden. Noah’s Ark. The Tower of Babel. It was later, as the book focused on the teachings of Jesus, that Fran noticed scribbles in the margins. She sat down on the bed and spread the book out on her lap. Esther had taken a black coloured pencil and crossed out some of the words. She’d blocked out whole paragraphs. There were words in her handwriting. Wrong. No. Fran turned the pages, finding more scribbles. Father says this is wrong. Not Father’s lesson. Father doesn’t want this. Fran closed the book and closed her eyes, too. It was such a strange thing for a child to do.
Mary had told her that Esther’s imaginary friend was God, and looking at the diary, it seemed that she was right. But the strange part about those words was how they seemed to contradict what was in the bible. Why wouldn’t Esther believe in the holy book for her own religion? Firstly, the devotion of this seven-year-old kid alarmed Fran, and secondly, it seemed contradictory.
Unless Mary lied. What if Esther had been talking about Elijah the entire time? What if Elijah had told Esther that the words she read in her seemingly harmless children’s bible were false? She remembered some of the rumours spreading around the village. There were rumours that Esther had been stolen, and there were rumours that Elijah was some sort of pastor. Well, Esther carried a note reminding her of who she was. She also had an authoritarian “Father” figure in her life, whether he was biologically her dad or not.
Fran leaned back on the duvet. She had to find them. 




Chapter Thirty-Eight

When Anita responded positively to her message, Fran decided to keep a conversation going by asking her how life was, what she’d been doing to stay busy after the choir. She kept it casual. Anita was not always a likeable person, with a prickly personality and snobbish tendencies which meant that their Facebook back and forth was an unusual occurrence for them. She hoped it didn’t arouse Anita’s suspicions.
The messages dripped into her inbox slowly. One or two a day. Probably because Anita was so busy all the time. She’d taken on a Spanish course at Leacroft library, seeing as she and Rory had a holiday home on the Costa del Sol now. They went there every few months, so she hadn’t had much time for anything else. She asked how Fran was, and whether she was still with Adrian. It didn’t take long, Fran thought. Even though she and Adrian had been married for getting on ten years, some of the villagers still believed it wouldn’t work, and that Adrian was the kind of man to leave her for a younger model once he got bored. She swallowed her pride and answered politely, telling her that she and Adrian were together and as happy as always.
But it was going to be a slow process extracting information from Anita. She needed to do something else in the interim or she was going to go mad. Trying not to think about Adrian’s disapproval during their omelette lunch, Fran set the wheels in motion for a fake dinner party for Nick Taylor. It turned out that he’d recently divorced his wife, which gave Fran an idea. She sent a message to perpetual singleton, extrovert and Adrian’s old colleague, Suki. A pretend blind date might just work. She bit her lip as she typed out the email. Perhaps even a love match would grow out of this mess.
Convincing Adrian had been another matter, but at least it was an opportunity for him to show off his culinary skills. In fact, he’d immediately brightened up when she mentioned Suki, and announced that they’d be having sushi in honour of Suki’s Japanese heritage. Fran decided not to question his change of heart. She hugged him, and thanked him, and made a promise that everything would be okay. A promise she could not guarantee she could keep.
On the day of the party, Fran woke up with the beginning of a tension headache. She hadn’t slept well and was considering whether they were doing the right thing, but Adrian was fine. He helped her tidy the house, and later that evening, whistled as he sliced salmon into sashimi. He was in his element with sheets of nori, making homemade maki rolls. Fran sat on a stool in the kitchen, leaning on the counter to watch him work. It eased her headache and settled her stomach. She could watch him there for hours.
“Do you think they’ll get on?” Fran mused.
Adrian laughed. “Suki gets on with everyone if she’s had enough vodka tonics. We do have tonic water, don’t we?”
Fran went to check. It was no secret that Adrian and Suki had once been intimate, but it’d been over twenty years ago now, and everyone involved had moved on. Still, the thought of Adrian’s ex-lover coming into her home misaligned her emotional balance. Especially considering how happy he was about it. She grabbed a bottle of vodka and some tonic water from the pantry. Then she checked her phone. No messages, either from Mary or Anita. She spotted that it was 6:30, which meant their guests would be here in an hour. She took the drinks into the kitchen to find Adrian arranging edible flowers over the sliced fish.
“Goodness, you really are going all out.”
“This is my time to shine, darling!” He grinned at her, teeth on full display. Fran laughed.
She busied herself by arranging fruit for dessert before heading upstairs for a quick change of clothes. Before she knew it, Suki had arrived and was drinking vodka in the kitchen with her husband. She smoothed her dress and forced her face into a bright smile. She’d met Suki several times before, but each time Fran was taken aback by her height, her slim frame, and her long—now completely silver—hair that fell down past her shoulders. Suki kissed her on both cheeks, ever the bohemian. She was wearing a black dress that grazed her ankles. Her feet were bare. She had the appearance of a woman about to get married on the beach.
“I’m excited to meet this man you’ve set me up with,” she said, her thumb moving up and down through the condensation on the glass. “How exciting.”
“He’s nice,” Fran said, trying to keep up the ruse that the entire night was about these two people meeting each other. “He’s an estate agent, but not stuffy at all. Divorced, but he didn’t cheat. She cheated actually.”
“Oh no!”
“But it hasn’t made him jaded.”
“Good. Any kids?”
“A son. At university.”
“Which one?”
“Warwick.”
“Not bad. Smart then.”
Fran nodded. The doorbell rang. Adrian winked at her as he left to get the door, leaving her and Suki alone.
Suki, who was perched on the same stool Fran had been sitting on earlier, flipped her hair over one shoulder and leaned forward, her bracelets rattling. “Why am I here? You never invite me to dinner. There’s something going on. Isn’t there?”
“Just do me a favour, okay? Go along with...” Fran’s arms flailed. “This. This whole night. We need information out of this guy.”
Fran’s heart pounded as she half expected Suki to walk straight out of the door. Instead, the silver-haired woman stretched her bright red lips into a broad smile. “Sounds like fun. I’m game.” 




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Fran had forgotten how bland Nick Taylor was. He had the personality of a potato and spent the entirety of their starter—a lovely clam chowder made by Adrian—talking about the housing market, and in particular, the millionaires who couldn’t sell their mansions. Or the nouveau riche paying more than houses are worth just to live in the right location. And all the while, through this boring, lengthy explanation, Suki leaned towards him, her chin resting coquettishly against her upturned palm and topped up Nick’s wine.
“What’s it like selling houses in such a small village?” Suki asked. “You must know everyone. Is it hard to keep secrets?”
“Well,” Nick said, his face pink from both the wine and Suki’s attention. “It’s not so bad. People don’t tend to keep secrets around here. We all know each other so well anyway.”
“Oh, I bet there are a lot of secrets,” Suki said. “These small villages are full of them. And then you get new families coming in, destroying the status quo.
“That’s true,” Nick agreed.
Adrian made a move as though he was about to clear the starter plates away, but Fran placed a hand on his wrist. Suki was doing an excellent job of getting information out of Nick. Now she was pleased Adrian’s ex-lover had agreed to come tonight. It was a stroke of genius.
“That happened recently, actually,” Fran said. “This lovely family, the Whitakers, came from Arizona. They seemed a bit troubled, didn’t they Nick? Nice enough though. And then the village turned on them and it didn’t end well.”
“How horrible. I hate it when good people are treated unfairly. What happened to them?” Suki innocently sipped her vodka tonic.
Nick’s eyes brightened. He appeared to enjoy having the inside scoop. “Well, we let out the house, as you know. They were so eager to move in they dropped off the deposit money the day of the viewing. I was in the office when it happened.”
“Very odd,” Suki said.
“I got to know them a bit,” Fran added. “From what Mary, the wife, said, they didn’t know many people in England. They were probably desperate to put down roots.”
“Yes, we discussed that at the office, too,” Nick said. “They needed references for the lease, and they had a bit of trouble with that. Took them longer to get the references than it did the money, but they were so keen that we held the house for them. In the end a friend from Derby did it.”
Friend, Fran noted. Not family. Mary had used the word cousin. Perhaps she’d lied, or Elijah had lied to her. Unless Nick was mistaken.
“What was this friend like?” Suki asked.
Nick shrugged. “Not sure, really. That’s all I know.”
“Shall I—” Adrian stood as though ready to take the plates, but Fran ushered for him to sit down.
“Let’s enjoy our wine a little longer before the main, darling.” Fran’s smile twitched. This was the part she needed to know. The names. How was she going to get that out of Nick? “You know, I’ve been a bit worried about the Whitakers since they left. That little girl of theirs ran away from home twice.”
“Oh, that’s terrible,” Suki said.
Nick added in, “Yes, it was awful,” before taking another sip of wine.
“I’ve been thinking of trying to track them down, just to check she’s okay.”
“You’ll have a time of it,” Nick said. “They’re more than likely back in Arizona by now. What a god-awful place to live. Hot and dusty.”
Fran glanced at Adrian, giving him the signal to clear the plates. She needed to leave it there and then come back to the conversation at a later moment. The evening had to breathe. She helped Adrian rinse the starter plates as Suki and Nick continued to flirt in the dining room. Then they swooped back in with sashimi, maki and katsu curry with rice. Suki clapped her hands together in excitement, gushing over the array of food.
“Where did you get this delicious fish?” She ate her food like Nigella cooks, tilting her head back to devour it, licking her fingers as she made yummy noises. Nick practically drooled into his wine.
By the time the main was over, Nick was definitely sloshed. He had started touching Suki’s arm, his thumb grazing her pale skin. Both Fran and Adrian cringed, leaving the room with the dinner plates, giggling about their matchmaking as they scraped leftover rice into the kitchen bin.
On their return with platters of fresh fruit and a jug of cream, Suki turned the subject back to the Whitakers.
“I think Fran’s right about that family. It’s sad to think of the troubled child.”
Nick’s head bobbed up and down.
Fran decided to add in, “Especially the way the little girl kept running away from home. It always felt as though they needed extra support, you know?”
Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Adrian roll his eyes.
“Poor child,” Suki said. “Fran, you’re such a lovely person to care for them. Do you know what I would find incredibly compassionate and caring? Which, by the way, is a total turn on for me.”
Fran glanced at her husband; eyes open wide.
“What?” Nick asked, slurring slightly.
“If you helped Fran find that friend of theirs. I mean, you must have their name on a file somewhere, right?”
“We do,” he said.
She nudged her chair closer to his and placed her hand on his arm. “These are extraordinary circumstances, don’t you think? Anyone helping that child, well, they’d be a hero.”
He trailed a finger down her cheek, Fran tried to keep down her fish. “Do you like heroes?”
“Oh yes.”
Nick took his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll text my assistant now. She’ll send me the names tomorrow morning.”
Suki squealed. “You’re amazing.”
He glowed under Fran’s dining room lights. 




Chapter Forty

Morning, babe. Guess who sent me those names? He came through for us. Not a bad lover either. Looking forward to your next sleuthing dinner party. Stay safe, won’t you? It sounds like this Elijah Whitaker fellow is a bad egg. Suki xx Fran made a note of the name in Suki’s follow up text message before pouring her morning coffee. It was around 10:00 a.m. and Adrian was in the garden trimming the hedges. She rubbed tired eyes. Sometime after midnight last night, she and Suki had gone into the garden while Adrian was helping Nick sober up in the kitchen. Spread out on their garden furniture, with shoes kicked off and shawls drawn over shoulders, they chatted while foxes screeched their mating calls in the distance.
“Are you sure about all this, Fran? Finding this family, I mean,” she’d said. “You could be stepping into dangerous territory, you know. That kind of controlling man hates to be backed into a corner. They lash out.” Suki had passed her a joint, blowing smoke into the night sky. Fran had smiled to herself, imagining the gossip at choir practice if they knew she was smoking marijuana.
“I have to,” Fran replied. That was the simple answer in her mind all the time. Yes, she had moments of doubt, but there was no getting out of it, this was an impulse she could not ignore. “I don’t think they have anyone else.”
“And Adrian’s okay with it?”
Fran pulled the smoke into her lungs, smothering a cough. She exhaled. “He wasn’t at first, but I think he’s starting to come around. He cooked everything tonight and went along with the plan. He’s being a sweetheart as always.”
Suki took the joint back and pulled her shawl tightly around her shoulder. “He is a sweetheart.” She paused. “Most of the time anyway.”
“Most of the time?”
Suki waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, nothing.”
“Tell!”
“He cheated on me; you know. And his first wife.”
“What? Are you sure?”
“Yes. I’m sure.” Suki lifted her hands as she raised her voice. “Sophie caught him in the act, I’m afraid. And I found evidence. Let’s leave it at that. But he’s a changed man with you.”
Fran leaned back against the wooden furniture. “I can’t imagine Adrian cheating on anyone.”
“Like I said, he’s a different man now. Back then his head was turned relatively easily by the pretty young things on campus.” She rolled her eyes. “Every year there’d be one student. You know the type. Short skirts and daddy issues.”
Fran’s stomach churned. “He slept with his students?”
“He was your cliched horny professor, I’m afraid. Handsome bastard, too. Plus he had that slight accent from studying at Harvard for three years.”
Fran sighed. “I wish I’d known him back then. I can’t picture it.”
“Well he’s not like that now. He wants an easy life. He wants you to be happy, but when it comes down to it, he wants an easy, untroubled life. Gardening in the day, reading in the evenings, a glass of red and an early night.” Suki shrugged.
Fran lifted one eyebrow and almost laughed. “That’s the Adrian I know.”
“Jesus, look at your face. I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned anything. This was all years and years ago.”
“I know.” Fran tried to smile. “He’s still the mild-mannered Adrian I know, right?”
She let out a quick laugh. “Of course! You two are great together. Look, be careful, won’t you? I don’t want to overstep, but I hope you can see that what you’re doing is as much for yourself as for the child.”
Fran waggled her fingers towards the spliff until Suki handed it over. Her second toke was easier than the first. A sense of relaxation spread through her muscles, chasing away the unease laid by Suki’s tales of infidelity. “Yeah, I know. Everyone keeps pointing it out to me. Adrian. Random busybodies in the village. Now you.” She rolled her eyes, but half in jest.
“In case I never said it, because I don’t think I did, I’m so sorry about Chloe. What happened to you both was just awful.”
Fran felt her body crumple inwards. Her facial muscles twitched as she tried to keep her emotions under control. “Thanks. I know.”
The men had come back out of the house then—Nick revived by coffee—and the party had soon fizzled out.
Now, Fran stared at the name she’d written in biro. Next to it was an address. Noah Martinez. He lived in Derby, like Mary had told her, but he didn’t seem to be related to Elijah, not judging by the surnames anyway. Plus, Nick had referred to him as a friend rather than family. She folded up the paper and placed it in her back pocket. Her head was throbbing. She’d woken up at 5:00 a.m., not with the desire to go for her run, but with the urge to be sick. Somehow she’d managed to creep to the downstairs toilet and retch up her insides before Adrian found out. Then she slipped back into bed and succumbed to a shivering paranoia that engulfed her thoughts until it was time to get up. And what had she learned from those paranoid thoughts? That she was afraid what she’d discover once she tracked down the Whitakers. That she now felt like she didn’t know her husband.
Worst of all. What if she spent all this time searching for the Whitakers just to find them safe and happy? It wasn’t that she hoped for their suffering, more that she didn’t want to be proven obsessive. But most of all, it’d prove that they don’t need her.
Fran went out into the garden to tell Adrian she was off for the afternoon. She put on her sunglasses to protect her eyes from the sunny day and climbed into her car. 




Chapter Forty-One

Fran used the Sat Nav to get there. It wasn’t a long journey, but the transition from village to city was jarring. She found herself frustrated by drivers, confused by one-way systems and stuck inside her car waiting for traffic lights to change. There was still a dull ache at the back of her skull, the paracetamol not quite touching her hangover.
Finally, she approached the city centre apartment, but the building was right on a main road with no parking. After another ten minutes of driving around, she found a multi-story carpark nearby and squeezed into a tight space between a concrete pillar and a Corsa. Sucking in her stomach, she about made it out of the car and down the many flights of stairs to get out. The city smelled like hot bins and exhaust fumes.
It was a scorching day, and the tops of her thighs—the bits that not even her morning runs could reach—chafed as she hurried to the correct address. She longed to be wearing shorts and resented her decision to throw on a maxi dress that morning.
She hadn’t phoned ahead. Perhaps Noah worked at the weekend or had gone to the seaside to enjoy the sun. Or perhaps she’d get lucky and find Elijah’s so-called friend ready and willing to tell her everything she needed to know.
Fran stood outside the apartment block above a Game Stop and searched the panel for the correct flat number. She pressed the buzzer and waited for an answer. There was no response. She pressed it again.
“Hey, are you visiting someone?” asked a voice behind her.
Fran turned around to find a young woman about eighteen or nineteen smiling at her. Even though she was dressed in a strappy top and shorts, there was still a sheen of sweat over her shoulders and forearms.
“I am actually. Noah Martinez? He lives in flat C.”
“Oh yeah, I know Noah. I’ll let you in if you like, but I think he might’ve gone on holiday. I haven’t seen him for a few days.”
“Thanks so much, that would be great,” Fran said.
She used a swipe card to open the door. “It’s just one floor if you don’t fancy the lift. I wouldn’t if I were you. It breaks down every month.” Her sandals slapped against the steps as she made her way up the staircase.
“Thanks for the tip.”
Fran followed her up the stairs, musing that the place reminded her of the stairwells in a department store or multi-storey carpark, not a home. She couldn’t imagine living in the heart of a city, even a relatively small city like Derby. The atmosphere was suffocating. She was glad for her cropped hair in the unbearably hot building. Still, she had to wipe the sweat from her forehead when she approached the flat door. She wasn’t holding out much hope at this point after hearing from Noah’s neighbour, but she rapped loudly on the door regardless.
Noah’s neighbour lived in flat B across the hallway and turned to smile as she entered her apartment. Fran waited but there was no response. She decided to try one more time, knocking so loudly that her knuckles hurt. Still nothing.
Fran was about to turn and leave when she heard a scratch on the other side of the door. She bent down, listening. There it was again, a scratch. This time it sounded more urgent. A moment later she heard meowing.
“Hi, kitty,” Fran said.
The cat responded with a yowl, followed by more scratching. Frantic scratching, she thought.
Fran turned and stared at flat B. Noah’s neighbour had mentioned not seeing him for a few days, and yet the cat was inside, and sounded as though it was in some distress. She listened to its meowing and scratching for another moment, trying to decide what to do. She walked over to flat B and knocked.
When the door opened, the woman seemed confused to see Fran standing there.
“Sorry to bother you,” Fran said. “You mentioned that you hadn’t seen Noah for a few days. The thing is, I can hear Noah’s cat on the other side of the door and now I’m a bit concerned.”
“Really?” She opened the door wider and stepped into the corridor. “Huh. I don’t think Noah would go away and leave his cat alone.” The young woman frowned as she listened to the sound of loud meowing.
“Do you have a spare key?” Fran suggested. “The cat sounds distressed.”
“I don’t,” she said. “But there’s an office downstairs. Someone there might be able to help.”




Chapter Forty-Two

“I’m Fran by the way. Sorry to cause you such a bother.”
“Naomi. It’s okay. To be honest I’m glad you came. There’s no way Noah would go away and leave his cat like that.” She brushed the thin strands of her fringe from her eyes as they reached the ground floor. “In fact, none of this is like him. He’s pretty quiet. We always end up leaving for work at the same time every morning. Otherwise I wouldn’t even know his name. But one thing I do know, is that this is his first time away. I remember this one week when he was sick, but apart from that every morning at 8:00 a.m. he walks down the stairs and I do too.” She smiled shyly. “Sorry, I’m rambling.”
Fran returned the smile. “You’re not, don’t worry. Do you remember a family living with him for a while? A young woman called Mary, her husband Elijah and their seven-year-old, Esther?”
“Yes,” she said, as they started down one more level into the basement. “Now that was a strange set up. I don’t know who they were, but they were odd. The girl in particular.”
“Esther?”
“Yeah. Weird kid. Once made a disapproving scoffing sound about my shorts. I’ve never wanted to slap a child before.”
“They’re very religious,” Fran said. “I think Esther is just picking up on the things she’s been taught.”
“Yeah, I got that impression. I was just kidding about the slapping part.” She let out a nervous giggle.
“That’s okay, I’ve had the same thought,” Fran confessed. “What about Noah, is he religious too?”
As they walked down a bright corridor, Naomi wrapped her arms around her torso as though for warmth. “Honestly? I don’t know.” She glanced sideways at Fran, as though only now wondering why she was there. “Aren’t you a friend of Noah’s?” They reached a door marked “building management” and she knocked.
“Actually, I’ve never met him. I know the family who lived with him.”
“Okay.” She sounded confused.
“The family went missing a few weeks ago. I was hoping he might know where they’ve gone.”
“Oh, wow.”
The door opened and a stout man wearing a polo shirt answered. He had curly ginger hair and a bright red nose.
“Can I help you?”
Naomi took the lead. “I live in Flat B. This lady came to see Noah in Flat C but he’s not answering, and something seems off. I haven’t seen him for days, but his cat is in the flat on its own and…” She trailed off, and Fran could see her conviction fading.
“We’re worried something might have happened to him,” Fran added.
“Have either of you contacted a family member?” asked the manager.
“We don’t know any. Can you just open the door?”
He frowned and shoved his hands into his khaki trouser pockets. “I’m not supposed to. Unless it’s an emergency.”
Fran bit her bottom lip. Her head had started to throb again. “We believe it is an emergency. There’s an animal in distress inside the flat.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Naomi added. “The poor thing is scratching at the door.”
“Let me find the keys,” he said, disappearing back into his office. A moment later, he re-emerged with a couple of keys on a ring with a plastic fob. He turned back and locked his office before striding up the corridor. Fran thought of getting all the way back up to the first floor and dreaded it. Her hungover muscles ached as she tried to keep up with the manager. It was a relief to see him head straight to the lifts.
“You girls had better not get me in trouble,” he said as they stepped into the chamber. The three of them filled the tiny space, all of them pulling their arms close to their body to avoid unnecessary skin contact.
Fran bit her tongue against being called a “girl”. Naomi, however, let her frustration show.
“You’ll be in more trouble if something bad is going on in that flat,” she snapped.
The man gave her a sharp look and let out an exasperated sigh. When the lift arrived at floor one, and the doors opened with a frankly terrifying rattle, he opened his arm in an exaggerated gesture, allowing Naomi out first. Fran followed them both from behind, feeling awkwardly responsible for this turn of events.
As soon as they reached Noah Martinez’s apartment, the hair lifted on the backs of her arms. The cat was still at the door, scratching and meowing, its yowling more frantic than before.
“Jesus,” he said. “That thing sounds rabid!”
“I’m sure it’s just scared,” Naomi said. “I’ve got some cooked chicken in the fridge. I’ll go and get it.”
She went into her flat for a moment, while the manager unlocked the door. We both waited for Naomi to come back with a plate of cut up chicken pieces. When she was ready she nodded at the door for the manager to open it.
A slip of black fur burst from the door as it opened. Naomi put the plate down and talked soothingly to the agitated cat. It began eating right away, between thunderous, anxious purrs.
But there was something altogether more malign released from the apartment when the door opened. They reacted to it at the same time, covering their mouths and noses with their hands or forearms. Fran retched as soon as the smell hit the back of her throat. The toxic stench that emanated from the open door reminded her of a dead rat Adrian had found in their chimney cavity. This was worse. This was sickly, and decayed, and rotten. Fran knew right away what it was, and she was convinced the others did too. A body. 




Chapter Forty-Three

Fran did not walk forward, she stood in the doorway, frozen by her own dread. The manager stepped back into the corridor, took a phone out of his pocket and called the police. She heard him speaking through the dull, thudding of the blood in her ears. Next to her, she was vaguely aware of Naomi speaking. Something about not going inside in case it was a crime scene. She ended with, “Poor Noah”.
Fran stared at the open apartment. She saw a mackintosh hung up on the wall, white walls turning yellow from sun damage, and a threadbare carpet. She saw the corner of a kitchen; one pale green cupboard with white paint peeling from the handle. She saw the edge of an old sofa, the arm worn down from years of use. There was the hint of a curtain. It did not billow. There was no air.
When she finally stepped into the flat, no one stopped her. The manager was preoccupied, pacing up and down the corridor outside the flat, perhaps worrying about his job, or the other residents. Naomi had bent down to check on the cat again. No one was watching Fran as she walked past the mackintosh, the kitchen cupboard and into the lounge area.
Noah hung from the back of a door. He was on the opposite end of the room, facing Fran. His head had lowered, and his arms and legs were hanging limply. He was obviously dead. His socks were ripped to shreds from where the cat had clawed them. Fran gasped in horror and turned away, closing her eyes to try and eradicate the sight of the body. She could not. He was etched there on the back of her eyelids like the inversion of a bright light. Her stomach lurched but she fought hard to keep her body under control. No, she would not vomit. No. She opened her eyes and scanned the room, trying not to look at Noah’s corpse.
That was when she saw the handwritten note on a shelf above the gas fire. She stepped over and took it. The note had been written on a standard sheet of A4 paper, folded over. On the side facing out, Noah had written the name James. With shaking hands, Fran unfolded the note.
I’m sorry I left. This is for you and perhaps it will bring me back to you.
I apologise to the person who has the burden of finding me. If it brings you comfort, I am at peace.
Blessings to you.
Noah
“What are you doing?” the manager stared at Fran holding the note with an expression of horror on his face. Then his gaze trailed over to the body and he ran out of the room. From either the kitchen or the hallway, he yelled. “Put that back and wait out here for the police. Are you mad? You can’t tamper with things.”
Fran folded the note as it was and left it on the shelf. She knew she shouldn’t have touched anything, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. On the way out she tried not to look at Noah one last time, but then she turned and saw those clawed socks. Back in the hallway, where Naomi cradled Noah’s cat in her arms, Fran started to cry.
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Naomi said, perhaps forgetting that Fran had never met Noah before.
The police came soon after. In the manager’s office they took statements and examined the scene. Fran left her details with them so that they could contact her if they needed anything. She and Naomi exchanged phone numbers, too. They were linked now, by this experience. Aside from the grimness of the smell and the state of the body the police came across as relaxed. It seemed to be an obvious suicide. There was the body of a lonely man hanging from a door, and a note that told them he’d done it to himself.
Fran left as soon as the interviews ended. She cast a quick glance at Naomi, who had left the cat in her apartment, with a sad smile. None of this had gone the way she’d hoped. Now, all Fran wanted to do  was go home, and try to scrub away the smell of Noah’s decomposing body.




Chapter Forty-Four

It was the day of the choir summer shindig, and Fran’s group were convening at the village hall for a pot-luck lunch. She walked up the hill for the first time since her disagreement with Emily, a loaf of Adrian’s banana bread in her bag, and a bottle of wine in her hand. Her heart was pumping harder than during her morning run. This, she felt, was her last opportunity to get information about the Whitakers. It was now or never.
She was tired. At night, she saw Noah Martinez hanging from the back of a door, a leather belt cutting into the flesh around his neck. She saw him alive, regretting his choice in his final moments, fighting against the belt, kicking and gurgling. White foam forming at the corner of his mouth. Then she would wake, go for a run, and try not to think about it. She told herself that it’d only been a week and soon she would begin to go back to normal. Noah had been no one to her. A random person connected to the Whitakers. Why had the sight of his body affected her so much?
Because it was not the first body she had found. Of course, it came back around to Chloe, it always did.
Anita Ellingham waved at her in the carpark and Fran’s stomach flipped over. As always, she was dressed well, her sky-blue dress co-ordinating with dark blue shoes and bag. The colour complemented her deep olive skin tone. Her lips were a tasteful plum, her hair blown out into waves. She pulled Fran into a hug.
“I’m so glad you reached out,” she gushed. “I’ve missed the choir.”
“It’s lovely to see you again,” Fran said, as they walked into the hall.
“What did you bring?” Anita bent around Fran to look at the bottle of wine in her hand. “Pinot. Lovely.”
“And Adrian’s banana bread. Not mine.” She laughed. “Mine always comes out with a soggy bottom.” They walked over to the trestle tables and Fran put her bottle down with the rest. She picked up two plastic cups. “Fancy a glass?”
“Go on then.” Anita placed a bottle of champagne next to Fran’s Pinot Grigio. Then she reached into her oversized Coach bag to retrieve a bakery box. “I didn’t know what to bring. In the end I decided not to unleash my terrible baking skills on the group, so I bought doughnuts.”
Fran raised her eyebrows at the label on the box. “Butterfly Bakery. Lovely.” She knew they wouldn’t be regular doughnuts, but fancy, artisan ones with luxurious, creamy centres. Her mouth watered just thinking about taking a bite, but she had to admit that Adrian’s lovely banana bread now looked a bit sad next to the colourful array of treats.
As Fran passed her a large glass of wine, the rest of the choir gathered around to ask Anita questions. What had she been up to? Where had she been? What was her holiday like? And so on. Fran took big gulps of her wine, regretting this plan. Convinced that it wasn’t going to work. Feeling like a failure, and not just because she didn’t bring expensive champagne to their pot-luck shindig.
Throughout the afternoon, Fran and Emily avoided each other. She frequently heard the older woman’s voice, but she never felt the urge to go over to her. A few of the others asked where she’d been over the last few weeks, but Fran made up excuses about a cold. As the day went on, and she’d almost finished the bottle of Pinot, that excuse sounded phoney even to her own ears. But she was too distracted by watching Anita to care.
It was around 3:00 p.m. that Fran managed to wheedle herself into Anita’s company, pulling up a chair next to hers. Anita had kicked off her heels and was rubbing the ball of her left foot.
“Had enough?” Fran asked, nodding at Anita’s bare feet.
“I’m still breaking these ones in. Either that or they’re breaking me.”
Fran laughed. “If it wasn’t for Adrian, I’d wear Crocs all day, every day. But I suppose I’d still like him to find me attractive.”
“Oh, he’d fancy you in a bin bag,” she replied, smiling. She took a sip of her wine and the smile faded away. “What do you need, Fran?” She flipped her hair over one side of her shoulder and stretched out her athletic legs, calf muscles flexing and relaxing.
“What do you mean?”
“Come on. You invited me personally. It’s not like we’re great friends or anything. And I got the email sent to everyone on the mailing list anyway. But you wanted to make sure I came, and there’s a reason for that. I’m the only rich bitch in my family, I know when someone wants something from me. Out with it, then. What do you want?”
“I want to know where the Whitakers came from. I want their previous address in Arizona, and I think you have it. You’re the landlord. If they told anyone, it was you.”
“Why do you want to know that?” she seemed genuinely surprised. Fran wondered what she’d been expecting. A loan, perhaps.
“Because I think that little girl is in danger and I want to help her. But I don’t know where any of them went.”
“What are you going to do if I give you the address? Are you going to fly to Arizona and demand they don’t abuse their child? What’s the endgame here?”
Fran’s throat grew thick and dry. The wine sat sourly in the pit of her stomach. “Yes. I will go there if that’s what I need to do.”
Anita crossed one foot over the other. “Well. All right then. I’ll tell you everything I know. It’s not much, but it might help.”




Chapter Forty-Five

Once again, Fran woke up to find a text message waiting for her. This one contained an address in Arizona that she jotted down in her notebook. Then she sat for a while, still in her pyjamas, considering everything she knew.
A second text came through a few minutes later, from Naomi at the apartment block. It was short and to the point: Noah’s death had been officially ruled a suicide, and his family had been notified. Fran thanked her for the update, to which Naomi responded with a photo of Noah’s cat: He didn’t have much family. I might have to plan the funeral myself and keep this little guy.
Fran wrote down the name Noah Martinez. Deceased. Then she wrote down what she remembered about his suicide note. He’d mentioned a man called James as well as some vague regrets and a belief that his death was in some way an atonement for leaving. He’d also written a wish to reunite with James in the afterlife. But what did he leave? A community? A place? A relationship?
I apologise to the person who has the burden of finding me. If it brings you comfort, I am at peace.
Noah had written those last lines for her. He would never know her. Never know what she looked like, or the expression of horror on her face as she’d walked into the lounge. Yet he wrote those lines for her.
She pulled her thoughts back to what she knew. Noah must be a spiritual man, otherwise he wouldn’t be so sure about finding peace and meeting James again. Perhaps that was the thread connecting him to Mary, Elijah and Esther. She wrote down the words Father James. Yes. That was it. Esther had once mentioned Father James who was the pastor of their local church. So perhaps they went to the same church. But how, and why, did they all leave the country to start afresh in England?
She shut her notebook with a sigh and opened her laptop instead. Adrian was still asleep in the bedroom while she sprawled out on the sofa doing her research. In a way, this was what she’d imagined doing with her journalism degree, except it would be night and she’d have pots of Chinese food spread over a desk, just like in the movies. But it hadn’t happened like that. It’d never quite taken off, and she’d been stuck writing personality quizzes and articles about brunch.
It struck her then that in her mid-forties she should’ve achieved more. Children at least. Wasn’t that what society dictated of women? Procreate to prove your worth. Otherwise, what are you? What’s your worth? Well, maybe this was it. Saving Esther and Mary Whitaker. After all, she called the police. She caused the mess.
Fran entered the Arizona address into the Google search bar. According to Anita, Mary and Elijah came from a small town outside Tucson. The street view showed a long, straight road flanked by cacti and straggly desert plants. About as far from Leacroft as imaginable. These wooden houses were spaced far apart, their land often covered by old trucks and wire fences. Fran zoomed in on the building that appeared to be Mary’s old house. It was big enough for about three bedrooms. The outside was a pale rust colour. The roof was some sort of corrugated material rather than traditional tile. The gate, hanging crookedly on its hinges, was missing one bar. She tried to zoom in again to no avail.
She took the cursor further down the same road and found a school. She imagined tiny feet kicking up the dust as children ran laughing from one end of the yard to the other. A slide would drop them squarely onto the sandy ground. There was a cactus over seven feet tall looming over the fence. Perhaps this was the place Mary went to school. Fran imagined her as a similar child to Esther. Quiet and shy, but fiercely self-possessed. Then she dismissed that thought. Mary didn’t know herself, not even now. Mary was too insecure.
Fran closed the site and opened a new one. She searched for flights to Tucson. Then flights to Phoenix and various connections to Tucson. She compared the prices on several different sites and made up her mind. A few moments later, Adrian yawned his way into the room, stretching out his arms, his joints clicking and popping.
“Fancy scrambled eggs this morning? Didn’t you go for your run? Too hungover, eh?” He bent to kiss her on the head but paused before his lips reached her messy hair, seeing the computer screen. “What’s this?”
Fran lifted her head and viewed her husband from upside down. “I’m going to Tucson. Anita gave me Mary’s previous address.”
Adrian moved around the sofa so that they were face to face. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am.”
He shook his head and lowered himself onto the coffee table. “This is way out of hand. This… this is too much.” His eyes widened and his chin wobbled as his voice became louder, filling the room. “I’m sorry, I’ve tried to support you with this, but you cannot go to Arizona. It’s complete madness. Absolutely bonkers! You see that don’t you, Franny? Don’t you? What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking that I have a lot of spare time on my hands and there’s a child in Arizona who might need my help.”
“Oh, come on. You don’t even have any proof she’s in danger.”
“I don’t care. I’m going.”
“This is insane.”
“Yeah, you keep saying that. What you mean is that I’m insane.”
“No. Don’t put words in my mouth. That’s not what I mean.”
“Yes, it is.”
He sighed, placing his head into his hands. “I’m worried about you. Am I not allowed to be worried about you anymore? Is that politically incorrect now? As your husband? Hmm?”
“If you’re so worried you can come with me.” Fran jutted out her chin. A challenge.
He walked out of the room. The slammed door made the entire house vibrate. 




Chapter Forty-Six

In the taxi on the way to the airport, Fran continued to use Google street view on her phone and imagined what it would be like to grow up on that dirt-track road; miles of flat land, a beige and lime green landscape. Vast space between houses. She could run around a single property, looping it several times, never needing to venture out into the world.
There were many flags, but few shops. After scrolling for several minutes, she found a general store, and opposite, a church. It was a geometric, modern church, the cleanest and tidiest building on the street. Did Mary and Elijah meet each other in that church? Did Father James preach there? She tried to imagine a twenty-year-old Mary falling for this older man. It wasn’t as though Fran hadn’t seen May-December romances play out before, but they were usually between incredibly attractive older men—often in a position of power, such as a professor—and an equally attractive, if somewhat insecure young woman. Elijah wasn’t particularly attractive, but he did have a certain charm, the kind she imagined most sociopaths possessing.
The taxi driver dropped her off at Manchester airport, where she dragged her suitcase through customs, and onto a plane to Dublin. It was going to be a long day. She’d booked a city hotel in Tucson, with a warning to the management that she’d arrive sometime in the early hours of the morning. It was hot in England, she expected it to be hotter there. Adrian wouldn’t cope well during the British heatwave, but she wasn’t going to fare much better.
He was not coming with her.
When the first plane finally departed, she rested her head against the tiny window and thought about her husband’s cutting words. Insane, crazy and mad had been repeated many times. In the end, she’d thrown her belongings into a suitcase, booked a taxi, and left mid-argument. It’d been the worst fight they’d ever had. Never before had she witnessed that expression of utter betrayal on his face. Adrian. A mild-mannered, kind-hearted man who simply wanted to cook for his wife and read books in his study. He’d flailed and yelled and almost cried as she’d walked out of the door.
She closed her eyes.
The second leg of the journey, from Ireland to Phoenix, went by in a limbo-like daze, as Fran found herself sitting next to a woman who decided to tell her all about her divorce. Fran smiled and nodded, considered ordering a whisky, continued to smile and nod. The hot Arizona sun was a relief to the barrage of bullet-fire insults the woman continued to levy against her lawyer ex. If he wants a fight, I’ll give him one, was her battle-cry, and he’ll never see the kids again her promise. It’d been an exhausting flight.
From there, Fran waited for a transfer from Phoenix to Tucson. It was late, she was exhausted and her clothes were stiff with sweat. The air-conditioning was a blessing as she climbed into the surprisingly small SUV. Here she found herself with three other passengers, all of whom immediately took out their phones and ignored her. She breathed a sigh of relief as she did the same. Silence had never tasted so sweet. She had two hours of it. No one spoke the entire time they were together, all too interested in their own lives. Fran scanned their faces. Two men in suits, both middle-aged, and a young woman with her hair pulled up into a neat topknot. She imagined that they were here on business. It surprised her when the three of them left the SUV at the same hotel and helped each other with suitcases. All that time and it turned out they were on the same trip. She watched them walk up to the hotel, still not talking, before the SUV pulled away again.
She checked her phone. There was nothing from Adrian. Her heart fluttered against her ribs. It was another fifteen minutes to her hotel, and she was beginning to feel delirious with exhaustion. The car stopped and she almost told the driver to turn around and head back to Phoenix. Part of her wanted to get back on the plane, listen to some other woman complaining about her love life and run back to her husband in their beautiful home with the perfectly manicured garden.
But she didn’t, because she’d called the police. She joined in the gossip. She’d contributed to the treatment of Mary Whitaker and her child. She thanked the driver. She dragged her suitcase up the hotel steps. She stumbled into the foyer and allowed someone to show her to her room. She sat down on the bed and her eyes trailed the beige walls and floral hotel art. Well, she was here. Now what?




Chapter Forty-Seven

She woke up at 3:00 p.m. the next day, having ignored the advice about jet lag and how to deal with it. There were no new messages on her phone. Her heart sank with disappointment and the harsh words spoken between her and Adrian echoed in her mind. Had she told him she was never coming back? Did he yell back, good? Unpleasant words bounced around her mind. His eyes bulged in her memories. She typed a text to him: Here, safe, because she couldn’t not tell him she was okay. No matter what had been said, she knew that her husband would be worrying about her. Even if he didn’t reply she knew. Barely a second or two after she sent the message, she saw that Adrian had read it. She waited another minute to see if he would respond. He didn’t.
This was unlike him. He was never one to give her the silent treatment. She’d hurt him, deeply, by coming to Arizona, and she understood that. For once, she was ignoring it, purposefully, and she hoped that she was doing the right thing.
Fran hauled herself out of bed for a shower. Her stomach was rumbling. She considered ordering room service, but instead dried her hair and headed down to the hotel bar, wandering the patterned corridors and feeling like she’d stepped onto the movie set of The Shining. There was someone new at reception, no doubt whoever covered the night shift left hours ago. It was a fairly small hotel without too many people milling around. It was the kind of mid-priced hotel that attracted those here for business, not pleasure. She seated herself at the bar and tried to remember how ordering food works in America. She’d been to Florida as a child and New York in her twenties and vaguely remembered that even casual drinks went on a bill. It also occurred to her that she hadn’t chosen her own meal for a while. Adrian handled all of the shopping and the cooking. Even though he only cooked meals he knew she liked, she didn’t often choose what they had. That struck her as important. Now she could have anything at all.
She ordered a burger and Coke—when in Rome—and spent the time flicking through a guidebook she’d bought at the Phoenix airport. Most of it was irrelevant, but the taxi numbers would come in useful. Then she spent some time going over the routes out of the city towards Mary’s last known address before she travelled to the UK. At least until the burger arrived and her mouth began to water.
It'd been a long time since she’d been this alone. She’d travelled solo before, back when she was younger and less introspective. This was a completely different affair. She was alone, and she’d lost the backing of her closest, dearest person. Fran shook her head slightly, bringing her thoughts to the task in hand. Adrian loved her and she loved him, perhaps it was best to leave it at that until she found the Whitakers.
What did she want to do next? Her first day was almost over. There was no point travelling up to Mary’s old house now, it was past 5:00 p.m. No, she needed to go in the morning when she had more opportunity to look around. Instead, she checked the street view again, virtually roaming the area. She saw the Catalina mountains and the small town in the foothills. She could even drag the little stick figure up to the peak of Mount Lemmon and imagine herself hiking through the national park. Homesickness set in. The vistas were alien to her, scrubby brown reeds poking out between sandy rocks. Towering cacti and thin, spiky grass. She already missed oak trees, dry stone walls and sloping meadows of dewy green.
This dry city was where Mary had grown up. She couldn’t imagine that young, fragile girl here in this decidedly less habitable area, with her pale skin and thin frame. Easy prey for a man like Elijah? She took Esther’s bible from her bag and skipped through the pages again. Father wouldn’t like this. Had both of them been indoctrinated into whatever Elijah believed to be true?
Just as Fran was about to leave, her phone rang. Adrian was calling her through WhatsApp. He must’ve decided it was cheaper. Her heart skipped a beat as she snatched it up and placed it against her ear.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” he said.
“Can we be friends again?” she asked.
He paused. It was a long pause. Too long. Her eyes welled with tears.
“We’re never not friends. You know that.”
“Yes, but—”
“I love you,” he said.
But he didn’t say that he forgave her or that he supported her. He couldn’t say those words because he didn’t mean them. Fran told him she loved him and that she’d check back with him the next day. Then she hung up the phone and decided that she’d better make this trip worthwhile. 




Chapter Forty-Eight

Fran awoke uneasily to the sound of her alarm blaring. It was 7:30 and she was determined to ignore the jetlagged insomnia of the night before. Instead of sleeping, she’d browsed television channels, bought chocolate from a vending machine, and stayed up until the early hours of the morning, sitting in a yoga position against the headboard, bare feet touching each other, wrappers scattered on the bed. She wouldn’t dream of such a thing at home.
After a brisk shower, she made her way down to the lobby and asked the polite young man on the front desk to call her a taxi. He called her ma’am and told her to have a nice day.
The taxi showed up and she gave him the address. It was about a forty-minute drive out of Tucson to a suburb called Dove Valley, a little further north than the Catalina Foothills. On the way there, the taxi driver pointed out the mountains in the distance, the jagged peaks of russet brown. Broken teeth rising above the valleys. She remembered what it’d felt like to virtually climb Mount Lemmon and see the canyons spreading out into the open space. Goosebumps spread up and down her arms. She’d come all this way. Maybe she was insane.
When he turned off Route 77, the roads narrowed, and the houses dispersed. There were wire fences everywhere, blocking off areas of bristling bushes and skinny-legged cacti. Every now and then they came across a patch of colour—yellow leaves on a bush, verdant green grass—before the road turned into more of a dusty track. Fran saw the church, the tiny general store, the old trucks and occasional mobile home. Rickety mailboxes stood at the end of driveways.
“Can I ask you a question, ma’am?” the driver said, his moustache appearing in the rear-view mirror.
“Sure,” she said.
“How are you gonna get back to the hotel? Because I don’t think you’ll be able to flag a taxi anywhere around here.”
Fran chewed on the inside of her mouth. “Yes, that could be a problem. Maybe I could hire you for the day. Would that work?”
“You mean sit around in a car in this heat?” he asked. “Hell no.” He laughed. “Stick around in Tucson and you’ll soon learn not to underestimate the weather. How about I pick you up in an hour?”
Fran made an agreement with the driver and he passed her his card. She opened the door and stepped onto the sandy track, the heat from the sun immediately bearing down on her exposed skin. She’d slathered herself in sunscreen that morning, but the late-summer Arizona sun was still a lot to handle. The taxi left and she was alone in Dove Valley, feeling particularly pale and English in a straw hat and Birkenstocks.
She stood before the beige fronted wooden house from her Google street view browsing. In person it reminded her of a Lego brick: squat, square and sharp at the corners. She pushed her sunglasses up her nose and walked towards the door, opening and closing a metal gate on the way up the drive. Clumsy feet tripped over a scrubby bush, but she righted herself before she fell. The indignity of it made her heartbeat quicken.
This was Mary’s last known address before she moved to England. A paint-peeled building with the mountains looming in the background, surrounded by a thirsty landscape. Fran noticed the tears in the fly screens across the windows, and the rot seeping into the boards around the front door. She stepped closer, sensing the stillness, the thin layer of dust beneath her feet, the settled nature of the place. It didn’t take long for her to realise that this house was abandoned.
But nevertheless, she knocked on the door and waited. Then she peered in through the closest window. Her heart pitter-pattered. Cupping her fingers around her eyes to block out the reflection of the desert landscape, she leaned in. Flies buzzed around her. Sweat gathered along her hairline. She left patches of steam on the dirty glass.
There was still furniture inside the house. She squinted through the tears in the screen, trying to make out whether someone still lived here. She didn’t think so. She saw a sofa against a wall, carpets, the occasional cabinet. There were no pictures, electronics or the general bric-a-brac you’d expect a person to own. Did Mary and Elijah move out without selling their home? Or had they been renting, and the owner hadn’t found a new tenant yet? Or was this Mary’s family home that had been left by her parents at some point?
“Can I help you?”
Fran let out an audible gasp. Her fingers clutched her chest so tightly that her knuckles went white. She turned around to find a woman around sixty years old in sports clothes and dark sunglasses staring at her with pursed, unamused lips.
“Sorry, I was hoping to find Mary or Elijah Whitaker.”
The woman raised her eyebrows when she heard Fran speak. But she didn’t comment on Fran’s accent. “Don’t know any Mary Whitaker but a family lived here for a while. Kept themselves to themselves and stayed about a month before they left. The place has been empty ever since.”
Fran cautiously stepped forward, taking her phone out of her pocket. She scrolled through to a picture of Mary and Esther from their Chatsworth House visit. “Do you know her?”
The woman lifted up her sunglasses to get a better view. “Yes, that’s her. And the child. Like I said, quiet family. Barely left the house, not that there’s much to do around here. Always seemed on edge. I’d be doing my daily steps around the street and catch her looking out through the window, watching. It was like she thought someone was coming.” 




Chapter Forty-Nine

Fran learned a few more scraps of information from the woman and gave her some contact details just in case she remembered more. She learned that the woman’s name was Patty, and she lived five houses down. She walked up and down the road every day for exercise, and her son was always late to pick her up and take her to Target.
“She was a nervous thing. Pretty though. And the child was beautiful and polite, but I always thought it was odd she looked nothing like them,” Patty said. “He was decent. He always said hello at least, but she, the wife, never spoke. Little Miss Lemon Lips, I called her. She always looked like she was sucking a lemon!”
Fran laughed politely and gently extricated herself from the conversation, telling Patty to call her if she remembered anything useful. Then, deciding to make the most of her hour, Fran walked up and down the street knocking on doors, holding up her phone and asking if any of the neighbours remembered Mary and Esther. It was a relatively fruitless task. Yes, they recognised them, no, they’d never spoken to any of them. They told her the same information as Patty. The Whitakers lived there for about a month, kept to themselves, and rarely went anywhere. There was only one person who gave her anything more than that, a slim-hipped young man in a dirty black t-shirt who lived the closest to the Whitaker’s house.
“Oh yeah, I remember them.” He scratched at stubble on his chin. “They had some hot visitors.”
“What do you mean?”
He gestured to the picture on her phone. “The girl, Mary was it? She had hot chicks visiting her all the time. Skinny, but cute, you know?”
“How many visitors did she have? Lots of different people or the same person over and over?”
“There were two,” he said. “One tall blonde with a nice ass. I mean, she didn’t show it off, but you could tell under those old-lady skirts. The other was a redhead. Flat chested but skin like alabaster.” He smiled wistfully. “Man, I should’ve asked one of them out.”
“How old were they?”
“’Bout the same age as your girl Mary here, I guess. Early twenties, something like that. Maybe like nineteen for the redhead. Has she gone missing?”
“Kind of,” Fran said. She put the phone back in her pocket. “Is there anything else you remember?”
“I was walking my dog Santo a few days before they left, and I saw the redhead go into the house. I saw her maybe three or four times during the month they lived here. About twenty minutes later I was bringing Santo back home and I saw ginger storming out of the house in some sort of fucking rage. Mary came out and followed her halfway down the drive, but the redhead got in her truck and drove off without even acknowledging Mary being there. Guess they had a fight or something.”
“I don’t suppose you know the names of these women?”
He leaned his weight against the door and shook his head. “Like I said, I missed my chance to ask either of them out. Hey, are you single?”
Fran lifted up the hand with her wedding ring.
“Damn,” he said, a crooked grin spreading across his face. “That’s a nice accent you’ve got there.”
Fran rolled her eyes, but she had to admit he had a mischievous charm about him. “Did the women wear clothes that seemed odd to you? Like handmade clothes?”
“I don’t know if they were handmade or not, but yeah they were kinda odd. These girls liked to cover up the goods, you know? Shirts done all the way up here.” He motioned to just below his chin. “Skirts down to the ankle. If you ask me, it just made them hotter.”
“No one asked you,” Fran said, giving him what she thought was probably a grandmotherly glare. “Look, I’m giving you my number, but not for that reason, it’s because I need to find Mary Whitaker and you might remember something else that’s important. If you do, please call me, okay?”
He took the card and winked. “Sure. Whatever you say. The name’s Francisco by the way.”
“Oh, well, now I know it’d never work out between us,” she said. “My name’s Francesca.”
Francisco just laughed. 




Chapter Fifty

Back at the hotel, Fran basked underneath the air-conditioning unit in her room. For around thirty minutes she lay there, stripped down to her underwear, letting the cool air glide over her skin. Then she took out her notebook and wrote down the description of the two young women who had routinely visited Mary at her home in Dove Valley. She also made a note of the fact that Mary, Elijah and Esther had lived there for one month, but been visited three or four times by the women. These two women wore clothes similar to Mary. Modest, homemade clothes.
That evening she ate at the hotel bar while trying to organise her thoughts on what she’d learned so far. The Whitakers lived in Dove Valley for one month. Before that, she didn’t know where they’d lived, but she estimated that it had probably been some sort of closed community given the kind of visitors they’d been having.
The more she learned about this family, the more she began to wonder whether at least some of the gossip in Leacroft had been right. If Mary and Elijah had come from some sort of closed community that would make sense. It would explain Mary’s nervousness as perceived by neighbour Patty, and it would explain the tense relationship with her visitors, as witnessed by Francisco. But why would they lie about that in Leacroft? Had they feared prejudice from the village? They’d been right to, she knew that much. The realisation saddened her. What if they’d come searching for a safe place and the village had rejected them? What if they felt like they didn’t belong anywhere now? What if she never found them at all and would never know where they went?
That night she fell asleep dreaming of a long dirt track leading to a tall cactus. Esther’s body lay beneath it. She woke with a start to the blaring of her alarm. Every part of her body ached. She guzzled down water from the mini-fridge and got ready for her second day in Tucson. This time she wasn’t going back to Dove Valley, she was staying here in the city.
There was a message on her phone from Adrian. A picture of a cup of coffee on the patio table with the caption: Morning. She smiled and sent back a picture of her hotel water and a chocolate chip cookie. Breakfast in Arizona.
The right side of her bed was cold. She leaned back, trying to find a comfortable spot on the hard mattress. After Chloe had died, she’d rested in her husband’s arms for hours at a time, not sleeping, not talking, not crying. Fran’s fingers grazed the cotton sheets longing for the warmth of his arms. The ache in her body was a yearning for him, she realised that now. But she didn’t dwell on it for too long, she dressed and went to breakfast in the hotel.
Eating alone was getting easier. This time, as she dined on a huge stack of pancakes while researching the location of the Tucson police department. There was more than one, as well as a sheriff’s department, but she figured the main department on South Stone Avenue would be her best bet. She didn’t have a crime to report, and Mary wasn’t technically missing, she didn’t think, but at the same time she knew that what was happening was bigger than her walking around Tucson neighbourhoods knocking on doors and asking questions. She needed to sit down with an officer and explain her concerns. She just hoped that whoever saw her would listen.
After she finished her food, another new person on the front desk called her a taxi and Fran went out in the Arizona heat for a second day. Her skin was slathered in sunscreen. She felt greasy. Pores clogged with it. Her sunglasses slipped down her nose as she walked.
Inside, the car was heavenly with aircon as it hummed along the wide Tucson streets. Everything in America seemed to be stretched out. There wasn’t much of a discernible city centre, like the pedestrianised areas back in the UK, instead flat terracotta-coloured buildings were scattered between carparks. When the car pulled up outside the police department, she let the driver go this time, knowing she could call another cab or take the bus back to the hotel. It was too hot to walk, despite it being a short distance.
Fran wafted air at the back of her neck as she stood outside the building. A flag lay flat against its pole, limp in the breezeless air. It was probably the largest building she’d seen outside the hotel, with a sprawling backend and a three-storey curved front. The sandstone exterior melded with the umber landscape. But here, at least, there were people and life happening around her. In the valley she’d felt as though she’d walked into someone else’s state of limbo.
Once inside, a po-faced brunette woman in uniform told Fran to take a seat. She waited, legs sweating against the plastic, until a short, bulky detective with closely cropped black hair led her through to an interview room.
His uniform bunched up as he sat down opposite Fran. He smiled and placed his hands together on the table. There was a thin, pencil moustache along the length of his full upper lip. “Hot today.” He raised his eyebrows and let out a short breath. “Too hot to be in a police department with crappy air conditioning, that’s for sure. So, my name is Detective Woodson. How can I help you?”
The butterflies in her stomach settled slightly as she warmed to his approachable humour. She smiled thinly and searched for a way to tell him her story. “I’m concerned about a woman local to Tucson,” she began. “I met her back in the UK, and then she left, suddenly, with her family. I think she must have come back here but I can’t find her, and she isn’t returning my calls.”
He frowned. “Okay, can I take a name?”
Fran reeled off the details for Mary and Elijah. She showed him the picture of Mary and Esther from her phone, and the final message Mary sent. She explained about Esther running away, and Elijah’s strange presence.
“I know I’m not family and it perhaps isn’t my place to report Mary or Esther missing,” she said, aware of how odd her story was beginning to sound, “but I had to do something.”
“You came all the way to Arizona for this?” He leaned back in his chair. “You didn’t pick up the phone and maybe call us from the UK?”
A creeping sense of dread filled the space between her and the officer. It hit her how obsessed she must seem. Her face bloomed with embarrassment. “I… I needed to come and make sure she’s all right. If she needs to get away from Elijah, she’ll need a friend to help her do that. I don’t know if she has friends here so… Look, I know it seems crazy, but I… without sounding like a… I have the means to travel and I want to make sure she’s okay. That’s all I want.”
“It’s all right, Mrs. Cole. I wasn’t accusing you of anything, it’s just an unusual situation.” He tapped his pen on the tabletop as he spoke. His warm demeanour remained but she got the distinct impression from his unblinking eyes that he was trying to figure her out. “I’m not going to lie to you, we’re stretched, what with budget cuts and so on, but I am going to check this out for you.” He offered her a reassuring smile that failed to reassure.
Fran thanked him and left. He’d done nothing bad and said nothing unpleasant, and yet she’d never felt so small. 




Chapter Fifty-One

That feeling of being small, insignificant did not leave her as she walked away. Was that it? What more could she do? She’d visited Mary’s old house. She’d gone to the police. She’d given out her contact details to their neighbours and now she had to wait.
Fran’s legs felt like jelly as she wandered the wide sidewalks running parallel to the main street. It was mid-morning and she already felt dehydrated. People in baseball caps and shorts passed her, not even giving her a second glance. Yet she still felt like an alien with her pink-tinged, slightly burnt English skin and clipped accent.
She wandered past an art museum and kept going. A tiny space of green lawns passed for a park in the middle of two busy roads. A sad white bench sat in the middle. She carried on until she noticed a concrete concourse surrounded by restaurants and decided to stop for something with ice in it, whether it was coffee, tea or lemonade, she didn’t care. Jogging across the plaza, she noticed a sun-bleached flyer taped to a lamppost and peered closer. Missing, it said, Jayden Ellis, six years old. The little boy smiled brightly in the photocopied picture. Lovely straight teeth, tightly curled hair. Baby fat around his cheekbones. Fran wrapped her arms around her body, suddenly needing comfort. All around the world children were lost.
She ducked into a Mexican restaurant and ordered an iced tea from an elfin featured young woman in a red apron. Then she settled down on a table away from the window and that glaring sun.
“Can I ask where you’re from?” the girl said, setting the tea down on a paper coaster. “I love your accent.”
“England.” Fran smiled. “Derbyshire.”
“Is that near London?”
“Sort of.”
“Cool.”
Fran watched her walk away and mused about the size of the UK compared to America and how London actually isn’t that far away when you think about it. But then her eyes were pulled back to the window and that faded poster. Could she do something like that for Mary? Walk around Tucson with flyers of Mary or Esther’s face? Would it work? She tapped her fingernail on the Formica. Maybe.
She gulped down half the tea and then took out her notebook to start drawing something up. She’d need to get a photograph printed out first before finding somewhere that could photocopy it for her. She’d have to leave her number and hope someone would call. It’d mean staying in Arizona for a little while longer, but she’d bought a one-way ticket for now, planning to stay as long as she needed to.
Adrian wouldn’t like it. He wanted her home, she knew that. She was testing his patience, of course she was. But her mind was made up. She paid her bill and left, deciding to have a walk around to see if she could find a Walmart or something similar that might have a photo printing machine. She wasn’t paying attention as she left the restaurant, with her head bent low as she fiddled with her bag. She didn’t see that she wasn’t alone.
“Are you looking for salvation?”
Fran stopped dead and turned around. There she found a blond-haired, blue-eyed man about twenty years old. He was standing very still on the edge of the concourse, next to a set of stone steps. Dressed smartly in a suit, Fran imagined he must be sweltering.
“Excuse me?” she said.
“Are you looking for salvation?”
She noticed, then, the stack of pamphlets in his hands. She took in the brown suit-jacket, the smattering of a beard on his chin, the whimsical earnestness in his eyes. “Oh. No thanks. I’m fully salved already.” It was supposed to be a joke, but he didn’t laugh.
“Are you sure about that?” He took a step closer. “You look lost.”
“Well, that’s because I’m not from here. I’m on holiday,” she said, hoping it would get rid of him.
“In Tucson?” The corner of his lips lifted. “Strange place to go on holiday.” He raised his arm and reached out with the reading material. “Can I give you this? There aren’t any strings attached. All I suggest is that you read it. We’re a company designed to help people who are searching for more in life. You can contact us if you’d like to know more. We have an interview process that helps to determine your life goals. It’s a free consultation and there’s no pressure to join anything.”
Fran didn’t want to, but felt the social pressure to take the leaflet. “Thanks. I didn’t know setting life goals led to salvation.” She laughed slightly, hating herself for not just walking away and throwing the damn thing in the bin.
“Wouldn’t you call salvation a goal?” he asked.
“I guess.”
He opened his arms as though that answered the question.
“Well, I’d best be on my way.”
The young man dipped his pale head. “It’d be great to meet you again. I hope you come for an interview. I think you’d find what you’re looking for.”
“I doubt it, but thanks,” Fran said, beginning to get irritated. She stormed off in the opposite direction, more annoyed at herself for engaging in conversation with the guy. When back on the pavement, her eyes roamed the street, searching for a bin, eager to get rid of the offending article.
And then she stopped.
She stood stock still. A woman pushing a pram in the opposite direction let her handbag hit her in the ribs, but she barely felt it, or heard the disgruntled tut as the pram steered away. None of it mattered, because she knew.
She knew where Mary and Esther were. 




Chapter Fifty-Two

THEN
It was before sunrise and Esther was standing in her bedroom fully dressed. Her heart was beating rapidly against her ribs, and, despite the chill, she felt a little sweat beginning to form in the small of her back. She held herself still. Had she heard something?
After waiting another beat, Esther decided that no one would notice if she tip-toed out of her bedroom. She carried her patent leather Mary-Jane shoes as she made her way down the stairs, feet up on their toes, fingers lightly tracing the bannister. The scent of fresh spring air drifted in from the hallway. Esther froze at the bottom of the stairs. Why was the front door open?
Esther held her breath and didn’t move. She waited until she heard the sound of the plastic against plastic. It was the outdoor bin lid being opened and closed. Mary was taking out the trash, probably because she forgot to do it last night. She let out a slow breath and her muscles began to relax. All she needed to do was be quick and quiet.
She pulled on her shoes at the door, not bothering to latch them, and ran out of the house. She ran straight, not knowing where she was going, but knowing that she didn’t want to be in that house anymore. She hated it there. She hated Elijah and the way he bossed them both around. She hated Mary and the stupid book she made her read, the one with the pictures about Jesus and Moses. She hated the words because they were all wrong. They weren’t Father’s words.
She was going to find Father now. He told her that he would always find her, no matter what. All she needed to do was look at the night sky. There he was, twinkling down at her, his spirit a bright star. He knew what was right and what was good in this world. He would make all the funny feelings in her tummy go away. All those niggles telling her Mary and Elijah were going about everything wrong.
But Esther also didn’t know where she was going, and she was a little afraid. When she reached the village green she stopped by the swings and latched her shoes. Everywhere was dark, but not as dark as Arizona. Not as open and empty as her home. This place smelled like daffodils and dewdrops hanging from the blades of green grass. It was different here. She hated it.
When she heard thudding footsteps and a rhythmical panting breath, Esther clenched her fists tightly. She thought about hiding somewhere but she couldn’t seem to make her legs move. A woman came into view. She was dressed in tight clothing and her hair was scraped back by a headband. When the woman saw her, she let out a gasp and clutched her throat, stopping dead in her tracks. Esther felt like a ghost. The woman was scared of her.
“Hello,” said the woman, inching closer. “What are you doing out here all alone?”
Esther did not speak. She tightened her small fists.
“Where’s your mummy? Why aren’t you at home?”
She said nothing. Father always told her not to trust anyone outside the family. This woman was not part of her family and she couldn’t trust her.
“Take my hand, little one,” the woman cooed. “You’re safe now.”
But she would not. She stood and scowled. What if she was a demon? The ones that Father said wear human skin like clothes. No, Esther could not trust this woman, not even if she spoke with a soft voice and gently held out her hand.
They were at an impasse. Esther would not speak, and the woman could not leave her alone. Eventually, when the woman asked Esther her name, she spoke.
“Father is coming. He’ll find me here.”
“We can find your daddy together if you like.”
Esther regarded this person, who had crouched down to her height, with contempt. This person did not understand who Father was and how much better he was than everyone else. They didn’t need to search for him, because he was watching them right now. He was there, twinkling in the sky, leading her every day. She missed him more than anything.
“What’s your name?”
“Esther.”
“Where does your daddy live? We can look for him now.”
“Arizona.”
And the stars, Esther thought.
The woman frowned and took her mobile phone out of her pocket. This was why Father said not to trust anyone, because they will always call someone else. And then who shows up? The police. Father said they were the worst. He always said never to go with an officer but to run away as fast as she could instead.
But before the woman could use her phone, Esther saw Mary running towards them, sliding on wet grass. Esther cringed as Mary slipped, dropped to her knees, and pulled her into a hug. Now she had to go back to that house. She hated it there. All she wanted was to go back to her real home. She craned her neck and stared at the stars while the grown-ups talked. She barely heard their voices, except for the woman’s name: Fran. 




Chapter Fifty-Three

THEN
Their noise floated up through the floorboards to where Esther was lying on her bed. She’d been making notes in her picture bible about all the things that were wrong according to Father. But she couldn’t concentrate because Elijah and Mary were fighting downstairs. Again. They hadn’t stopped fighting since they moved to Leacroft. Esther put down her pen and decided to sneak onto the landing to listen to them for a while. She wanted to know what they were saying, and she especially wanted to know if they were saying anything about her.
She crept out barefoot. It was after 10:00 p.m. and she was in her nightie. Mary had braided her hair so that it fell over one shoulder. She knelt down next to the bannisters and listened.
“You’re blind, Mary,” Elijah said. “People like us can’t be friends with people like them. If you were older, you’d understand.” Esther could picture him shaking his head as he spoke. He did that a lot when he was lecturing.
“Understand what?” Mary replied.
“That she’s not a friend you want to have.”
“Why?”
“It’s not appropriate Mary. Come on, use your head. You know it. You went to her ridiculous choir practice and you saw what people around here think of us.”
“But you agreed to the dinner party…”
“I thought you’d see,” he replied. “I thought you’d wake up.”
“You liked them,” Mary said.
“So what? You can enjoy someone’s company for an hour but then understand when something has to end. This is all nothing but foolishness, you’re just too young to understand, that’s all.”
Esther heard Elijah’s footsteps as he moved around the room. And with his movements, his voice drifted away. She couldn’t make out his words after that, but she heard a bump and a grunt. Then everything went quiet.
Over the last few weeks, Mary had befriended Fran and they’d met up in the café and at the big estate house that Esther hated. She didn’t like Fran. Fran was an outsider and Esther knew that Father wouldn’t approve. Part of her hated Mary for making her spend time with this English woman. But Esther wasn’t given a say because she was a child. She hated being a child. She wanted to be grown.
She got to her feet and walked back to her bedroom. There she opened the curtains and stared out at the darkness. Leacroft was quiet, but never as silent as her home in Arizona. There was always someone walking a dog or going jogging. There were always streetlights dotted around the narrow streets and parked cars. And tonight, there were too many clouds in the sky to see the stars and she hated that. She hated it.
Perhaps she could run away. Properly this time. She sat down on her bed and thought about it for a moment. Little girls like her didn’t travel on their own and Esther knew she couldn’t walk to Arizona from England. But maybe she could run away and grow up somewhere hidden and then find her way back. She stood up. That was it, she could disappear and live on her own away from Elijah’s lectures and Mary’s tears. She could live in the woods until she was old enough to get on a plane without people calling the police. Father always said that children were closest to God when they were out in the wild. He said everyone should learn to survive the wilderness or they weren’t worth a cent.
Esther decided then and there that she would be the girl who goes to live in the wild, just like people did thousands of years ago. That was what Father said, anyway, that children had no right playing with toys or running around with nothing to do. That was the kind of idleness that let the devil in, that ravaged the soul and ruined any chance of salvation. Children like Esther got a head start in life because they learned how to work. They learned how to survive. Imagine the story she could tell Father if she went home after living in the wilderness for years without any adult supervision. She did imagine it. She saw his benevolent and proud smile as she recounted her tale.
Esther quickly changed into a dress and hurried back to the landing, almost forgetting to be quiet. She was about to tip-toe down the stairs when she saw Mary walking out of the lounge, brushing a few tears from her cheeks. Esther held her breath, watching as Mary took her keys from the family’s tidy-rack and walked out of view. Esther couldn’t see from this angle, but she heard Mary pulling on her shawl and shoes. She was going out. The front door opened and closed.
Inside the lounge, Elijah was quiet. For whatever reason, he wasn’t following Mary out of the house at all, he was going to stay there. Esther’s heart was pattering now, because she sensed that something was going to happen. She didn’t know what, but she knew it would be important, maybe even dangerous. Part of her wanted to go back to bed and turn off the lights, but she didn’t. She crept down the stairs, walked up to the lounge door and held her breath as she listened. With her ear pressed against the door, she heard Elijah’s snores. He’d already fallen asleep.
Just like Mary, she went into the hallway, took her coat from the hook, and pulled on her canvas sneakers. Then she slipped out of the door into the dark. 




Chapter Fifty-Four

THEN
Up ahead, Mary’s sneakers shuffled against the tarmac making scuff-scuff sounds. Esther started to run to try and catch up with her mother. But then she heard her own shoes making those sounds and decided she didn’t want to be seen. It dawned on her that if Mary turned around and saw her, she’d have to go back to that house, and all of her dreams of escaping would be gone. She stepped onto the grass next to the road to muffle the sounds of her small feet.
All around her, the world was dark and silent. She saw a few people moving about inside their houses; dolls in a doll house. The yellow glow of the table lamps and light fixtures spilled onto their front gardens. In the distance someone was walking their dog around the green, but they hadn’t seen her. Esther glanced ahead to check Mary was still there. She was. She briefly considered not following her at all, because now would be the perfect opportunity for Esther to run away without Mary noticing. But then a thought popped into her mind. What if Mary was going to meet Father? Mary never left the house late at night like this. There had to be a reason for it. What if Esther left and missed her chance to see him again?
Up ahead, just visible beneath the streetlights, Mary turned off the road and strode towards the woods running the length of the village. Of course, Father would want to meet Mary somewhere like that. He loved wild places. In Arizona he rode up the mountains every day and spent hours meditating high up on the dusty slopes. She thought of breakfasts at the ranch, where the family sat around on long tables waiting to hear who Father would take with him. Mary told Esther that Father would often choose her to go. That was how Esther was made. They went up the mountain, they meditated together, and Mary came back to the ranch with Esther in her belly. Father had given her a gift.
The density of the houses thinned out until they were away from the road completely. Esther’s heartbeat quickened as she stepped through the entrance to the woods. There were no streetlights here and Esther was beginning to worry about falling over. Her feet tripped on stones. Thin strips of moonlight revealed the narrow path snaking through the trees, but it didn’t always show her the loose stones underfoot. In the distance, she could just about see her mother, but every time Mary veered from the path, Esther’s chest seized with panic. For that split second, Esther always thought she was alone but then she would catch up and see Mary’s pale figure in the distance. She was glad that Mary had decided to wear the cream woollen wrap she used as a coat on summer nights. At least it contrasted against the darkness.
A little further along, and Esther sensed that Mary was slowing down. At one point, Mary stopped and stood still, staring out into the distance as though waiting for someone. Esther had to jump behind a tree to make sure she wasn’t seen. She peeked out from around the trunk, eyes adjusted to the darkness, watching Mary remove a mobile phone from her pocket. Was she looking at a message from Father? Esther clutched the trunk of the tree tightly, waiting and waiting for something to happen. Was Father going to step out of the shadows? Or was Mary here to meet someone else?
A few moments later, Mary put her phone away and carried on up a narrow path. On trembling legs, Esther followed her. She stumbled her way up a steep incline as the thorns from the undergrowth snagged her socks and caught on her legs. She winced at the sharp slicing of the thorns before reminding herself to be brave. This was a test, and she could pass, or she could fail. Father didn’t like frightened children.
Mary wandered into the deepest, darkest thickets within the woods and Esther panicked, afraid she wouldn’t be able to see Mary at all. She forced herself to hurry, ignoring the slap of thin branches against her arms and shoulders. Esther rushed away from the path and ran with abandon into the woods. Her heart pounded. She was generally mature and confident for her age but in that moment, she had never felt more like a silly little girl who needed her mother. A scream remained lodged in her throat. The scream of being seven years old and lost in the woods at night, but she’d lost her voice in the panic. There was no longer any attempt to hide herself from Mary, she ran as fast as she could. But Mary wasn’t in sight anymore. There was nothing but the closing in of the trees and the loose stones under her feet.
Silent tears rolled down her face. She tried again to scream, but her throat was raspy and raw. A pathetic whimper emerged from her throat and died on her lips. In the distance, she thought she heard a man’s voice, raised, as though chastising Mary, and Esther tried as hard as she could to shout out the word Father. But as she was pulling the breath into her lungs to call to him, she slipped down a bank. She hit the ground hard, banging her head against a rock, and then she tumbled and tumbled until there was nothing but darkness.
As she was slipping in and out of consciousness, Esther wondered whether she’d heard her Father at all. She suspected that she hadn’t. 




Chapter Fifty-Five

THEN
Esther woke beneath bright lights and Mary’s watery gaze. She was thirsty and reached for the plastic cup on the table next to her bed. Her mind was quite fuzzy, and she was slowly taking in her surroundings, from the blinking strip lights to the stiff sheets over her body, to the swing doors leading into the room.
“Esther? Esther, are you all right?”
The chair scraped against the resin floor as Mary stood. She offered Esther the cup of water, guiding it to her lips. The room-temperature liquid was enough to soothe Esther’s dry throat and help bring her back to reality. Her memories came to her in flashes. Mary and Elijah fighting in the lounge, then Mary leaving the house late at night. Running through the woods. Falling hard against a rock. She remembered lying in the mud, half-conscious, for hours, imagining the sound of a man’s voice. Father’s voice. He told her to be still, and that he would be coming back for her soon. He told her to be a good girl.
“I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” Mary said, stroking Esther’s hair. “For everything.”
Her words meant nothing to Esther then. All she wanted was the truth. Outside the room, she sensed the bustle of a hospital and wondered where Elijah was. She blinked, took a sip of the water and held back tears.
“Where’s Father, Mommy?” Esther said.
Mary reacted in the same way she always reacted when Esther brought up Father. She recoiled and grimaced. Then she glanced towards the door and her shoulders slumped.
“You know where he is. He’s in Arizona.”
“On the ranch?”
“Yes.”
“Then who were you talking to in the woods?”
She frowned in confusion.
“No one, honey.”
“Why did you go into the woods?”
Mary sighed, lifted her head and brushed away tears. “I was going to meet Fran. I thought maybe she could help. I was sad because I had a fight with Daddy. But she didn’t turn up.”
Esther paused for a moment. Was she lying? “So Father wasn’t there? But I heard him.” Her memories were all jumbled up. While barely conscious in the mud she’d heard Father talking to her, and that was why she’d imagined him there with Mary. It was all a trick in her mind.
Mary’s words came out slowly and shakily when she answered. “I’m sorry you followed me and got hurt. I had no idea you were there.” She stroked Esther’s hair again. “I thought you were tucked up in bed like a good girl.”
Esther started to cry. “Am I in trouble?”
Mary planted a kiss on her forehead. “No, sweetie, you’re not. But…” She glanced towards the door again. “But you need to promise not to tell anyone about seeing me in the woods. Okay?”
“Why not?”
“Because they’ll blame me for you getting hurt, that’s why.” Now Mary started to cry. “They’ll call me names. They’ll say I’m a terrible mom and that I don’t deserve you. They don’t like me here, that’s obvious.” She angrily brushed the tears from her cheeks. “Maybe they’d try to take you away from me and you wouldn’t like that would you?”
Esther hesitated but she shook her head.
“I swear I didn’t see you in the woods, Esther. I swear it. You know I would’ve taken you home, don’t you? You know I’ll always take care of you. I love you more than anything. You’re my daughter. Mine. You know that don’t you?”
Esther nodded her head. Mary liked to say things like that a lot and every time her intensity was scary.
“You’re my sweet little girl.” She kissed her forehead again. “I’m so sorry I didn’t see you. I’m so sorry you got hurt.” There were footsteps getting louder, approaching the room. Mary grabbed Esther’s hand. “Please don’t tell Daddy you saw me in the woods. He’d be angry with me.”
Before Esther could answer, the door opened, and Elijah walked in. Mary looked up anxiously, but Esther simply frowned.
Elijah’s eyes widened. His expression broke out into a wide smile. “She’s awake!” He rushed over to the bed and kissed Esther on the cheek. “Thank the Lord.” He pulled Mary into a hug, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room.
Esther watched with disdain. She could accept Mary’s request not to say anything about the woods, but she would never believe Elijah was her daddy, or that he cared about her. No, she had only one Father, and she intended to go home to him. 




Chapter Fifty-Six

NOW
Fran hurried back to the police station with the pamphlet clutched between her sweaty fingers. It must have been an odd sight for the people of Tucson, a harried woman in Birkenstocks and an ill-fitting straw hat rushing down the sidewalk with sweat pouring down her face. Once Fran had her revelation, she’d turned back to the young man in the suit to ask him a few questions, but he’d already begun walking away. From there she’d sprinted after him waving the leaflet, but he turned a corner and melted away into a shop or a restaurant. She stopped to catch her breath before noticing an address printed on the reading material. Maybe that was enough. She turned back on herself towards the police station, speeding past the art gallery, feet scurrying along the hot tarmac.
She made her way into the building, removing the hat to let the aircon cool her damp scalp. While waiting in a queue behind a man in a wide cowboy hat and a woman in denim shorts, she examined the bright stock photo on the leaflet. Young, attractive faces smiled up at her, hugging each other beneath a cloudless blue sky. She knew they weren’t the real members of the organisation. They were models. It was a carefully constructed image to provide a level of comfort. Find salvation in love was the tagline.
The officer on the front desk cleared her throat and Fran realised it was her turn. She asked for Detective Woodson.
“He just left the station,” she said. “He had a case to attend to out of the city. Do you want to leave a message?”
“Could you tell him Fran Cole came to see him? And could you tell him it’s about the… the…” Fran glanced down at the leaflet. “The Children of James.”
The officer rolled her eyes. “What’ve those kooks been up to now? Did one of them steal something from you?”
“No, nothing like that. Are they known troublemakers around here?”
She raised her eyebrows. “They didn’t use to be. They tended to keep to themselves but lately… yes.”
“Why lately?” Fran probed.
“I’ve heard a few things,” the officer said. “Rumours here and there. It sounds like they’ve hit on hard times and a bunch of them come into the city to shoplift and pickpocket and whatnot. We keep getting a ton of calls about them. Have you checked your purse? Because you’re gonna want to do that.”
Fran glanced at her handbag for a moment, distracted by this new information. She told herself to focus. “Thanks, I will. So, they’ve been around for a while then?”
“As far as I know, they moved here from some other state in the nineties. Folk weren’t too happy to have them here and there were some protests, but they stayed, and to be fair, they mostly kept out of trouble and seemed to be pretty harmless. It was all Wall Street brokers and ad executive types back then. Why is it always the highly-strung that have a breakdown and move out to the desert to meditate and eat kale? They do whatever weird shit they want to do on the ranch, and we leave them the fuck alone unless they’re causing trouble.”
“How come they’ve fallen on hard times?”
She shrugged. “You’d have to ask them. I guess rich people aren’t as interested in cults now as they were in the eighties and nineties. The world changed. People realised they weren’t going to find God giving away their money to phonies. What did you want the detective for, anyway, hon?”
Fran unlocked her phone and showed the officer the picture of Mary and Esther. “I just reported these two girls missing. But now I think they might be part of the cult.”
“Do they dress like the pioneers moving to the Western colonies?”
“Yes!” Fran said.
“That’ll be where they are all right.” 




Chapter Fifty-Seven

THEN
Esther was happier than she’d been for months. It was a sunny day, and the air was warm, though not as hot and dry as Arizona. She sat on the backseat of their car rental with the window wound down, waiting while Mary and Elijah put the last of the suitcases in the trunk. Elijah had made the announcement shortly after they’d found graffiti spray-painted across the door to their house.
“Enough is enough. We’re leaving,” he’d said, staring at the paint. “It’s time to go back to where we belong, and you know what that means, Mary. You know we’ve been kidding ourselves trying to live here away from the family.”
It’d been music to her ears. Esther couldn’t even express the amount of hatred she had for Leacroft. She even hugged Elijah, thanking him, something she never, ever did.
Elijah left shortly after the announcement, ignoring Mary’s pleas. “I’m going to get rid of the car,” he’d said. “We need the money. There’s a dealership nearby and we can sell it fast there. But I’m taking your passport, Mary. Don’t get any ideas.” He grabbed her by the throat. “If you run, I’ll find you.” She’d started crying as soon as he was speeding away, and since then she hadn’t stopped. Her sobbing filtered through the floorboards when Esther was packing her suitcase.
She tried to ignore Mary’s sobs as she folded her clothes. She was methodical, making sure to remember every item. The yellow dress with the bows lay on top of the pile. But one thing she didn’t pack was that stupid book that didn’t make any sense. No, she was leaving that in Leacroft.
Once Mary had pulled herself together—and Elijah had returned with the rental—she’d insisted on Esther going to wait in the car while she sorted the last of the packing. In fact, she’d taken Esther’s small suitcase from her. She did everything with wet eyes and unwashed hair that hung limply around her thin face. When she spoke, which wasn’t often, she sniffed heavily after every sentence. But Esther couldn’t understand why she was so upset. Didn’t Mary want to go home? Didn’t she want to see Father again? It made no sense to her. They’d been happy on the ranch. They’d been a family.
It didn’t take long to fill the rental, and soon they were pulling out of the driveway and rolling through the village. Esther glared at the tiny houses, the pale faces and silver hair of the residents, the patch of green grass with the pathetic playground, the traffic lights, and the corner shop, and then they were out of that place. She leaned back against the seat as they pulled onto a highway, and started to imagine her fingers were an axe, cutting everything that blurred past her eyes in two. When she exhaled, it was like she was ridding herself of Leacroft and everything it stood for: the worst feeling for a child, one of control and restriction and utter stillness. Soon all of that would be lifted.
At some point Esther fell asleep with her head resting against the leather. She woke with a dry mouth and the sound of echoing car engines in an enclosed space. Her door was open, and Mary was unclipping her seatbelt. She rubbed her eyes and saw Elijah stacking suitcases onto a trolley.
“Come on, Essie, wake up now,” Mary said. “We need to walk to our terminal.”
Esther climbed out of the vehicle, stretching aching muscles as she closed the door behind her. They were in a loud carpark. Every tyre screech or revved engine bounced from one concrete wall to the other. Mary took her hand and they walked towards the main building, dodging taxis and vans as they rumbled past. For the first time, Esther was nervous. The stares from all the other people didn’t help. It was something she was trying to get used to, but didn’t understand. Sometimes she didn’t understand adults at all. Mary had tried to explain to her that their family dressed a little differently and other people tended to notice their appearance. She explained that sometimes different meant scary to people who didn’t want to learn about the experiences of others who aren’t like them. Then she’d gone on to tell Esther that Father was one of those people. He didn’t allow change. He didn’t allow anyone unique to be in their family, and she’d decided that Mary wasn’t the best person to listen to after all.
They walked for what felt like a long time, before sitting on metal benches in an overcrowded but enormous room. There were constant bing bongs like loud doorbells and scratchy voices spoke in different languages through the sound system. After sitting for what felt like hours, they stood and queued for a while until finally handing over their documents. Elijah smiled and laughed with everyone he met. He kept putting his arm over Esther’s shoulder and showing her off like she was a doll or a trophy or a lab specimen. Even Mary made an effort to smile every now and then, nodding when a flight attendant leaned over and called Esther “cutie”.
But Mary was not relaxed like Elijah, she was tensed up and quiet. Her eyes lingered on the documents that Elijah passed to the flight attendants and security people. Esther watched, wondering what Mary was thinking. Then she gave up, deciding that her mother was strange for not being happy to go back to Arizona.
Finally, they got on the plane. After shuffling, waiting, breathing in other people’s smells, they found their seats and dropped into them.
“It’s going to be a long journey, girls,” Elijah said. “This is just the beginning.”
Mary pulled her long hair over her face as a shield. Esther supposed it was so other people wouldn’t notice her crying. Esther saw it though.
“Don’t worry, honey.” Elijah patted the back of Mary’s hand. “Everything is going to be okay. Father James will welcome us back, you know he will.”
Esther decided it was one of the only sensible things Elijah had ever said.
“We lost our way for a while,” Elijah continued. “But we’re going back to Him now and all will be forgiven. He loves you.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Mary said.
“Come on now, baby,” Elijah said. “I know you’re upset, but you also know we had to go, right? You know that don’t you? What with the people in that village and the Reckoning approaching…” Elijah shook his head. He lowered his voice slightly. “We have to go. We have to be there with them for the Reckoning.”
Mary sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand while Esther nodded her head. She agreed with Elijah for a change. They did need to be back at the ranch for the Reckoning. How else would they finally find salvation? It was what Father James had promised to them and soon they would receive it. She smiled to herself as the airplane rolled along the runway. 




Chapter Fifty-Eight

NOW
Fran paced her hotel room, a thumbnail jammed between her front teeth. She was tired and hungry, and her skin tingled from a day in the hot weather. She’d started digging up information on the Children of James cult. Part of her wanted to go straight to the address on the leaflet and demand for them to release Mary and Esther. But she had to be smart about this.
She ordered room service, drew the curtains to block out the sun, and turned the aircon up to max. As she walked back and forth, she mentally berated herself for not picking up on the clues sooner. The clothes. The distrust. Esther’s strange demeanour.
Fran opened the pamphlet, started to read the information and found herself surprised. Not once was religion mentioned, and most references to the “Children of James” had been relegated to the back page, typed in a much smaller case so that it was barely noticeable. No, the material focused on their modern and highly scientific screening process to help potential “clients” realise their goal towards salvation. On the next page there were pictures of a sun setting behind some outbuildings and a man wearing sunglasses while riding a horse in the foreground. The words were all about reconnecting with nature and shedding the stress of modern life. It was about farming, physical labour and learning how to meditate.
Who was James? There was little information about him in the leaflet. Fran opened up her laptop and searched for “Children of James cult”. There were many results, including a podcast episode dedicated to them. She began clicking through the results when her burger arrived.
Settling back down on the bed, Fran dipped a chip into tomato ketchup and scrolled through pages of information. Most of it was just factual. It was founded in 1985 by Roger Devon, who apparently originally called the cult “Body and Soul”. However, he then changed his name to Father James and the cult became all about him. The Children of James. It seemed like a classic narcissist’s move. They started as a small commune in Nebraska before moving to a sprawling ranch in Tucson in the late nineties. Before settling in Tucson there were two locations believed to be part of the cult, the other being set up by one of Devon’s henchmen—nameless in the article—in Colorado. It seemed that eventually, the Colorado commune mostly disbanded, with some members leaving, and others moving to Tucson.
Fran took a bite of her burger. This organisation didn’t seem harmless to her. No ex-members had given interviews about their experience in James’s “Family”, a name that eerily brought to mind the Mansons. The more Fran read, the more it seemed that ex-members were too afraid to tell their story. It was a small cult, yes, but it had some notoriety online. It was known as being close-knit, and isolated from the rest of the world. Father James was thought to have a group of bodyguards to protect him from enemies—who they termed “drains”—and few people left the cult once they joined.
Half a burger sat on her plate, but she had no desire to eat it. She was nervous now. Judging by a few documentaries she’d seen about cults that operated in the seventies, getting an indoctrinated person out of one was tough.
As she was pondering her next move, her phone buzzed. Fran unlocked the screen and smiled. Adrian had sent her a picture of the garden. It was sunny still. The fuchsias were in full bloom, dangling prettily over the garden fence. She sighed, wishing she was home. Yet at the same time she had to admit that part of her was enjoying this. She was investigating for the first time in many years and it was a serious investigation into a subject that mattered. When she regarded her notes, she realised that not all of them were helpful to Mary and Esther. Some of them were more about the cult itself. Could she write an article on this subject once she’d managed to get the Whitakers out of the cult? She wanted to; she knew that much.
She sent Adrian a smiley face, before returning to her laptop where she typed in the website address for the cult. It was exactly what she expected: a slick design with bright colours and logos. Time had been taken to make this organisation appear legitimate. The “Children of James” moniker was used sparingly. They’d learnt to tone down their eccentricities over time. The seventies and eighties were ripe for the hippy aesthetic, but that wouldn’t do for the new generations.
On the leaflet, it gave Fran instructions on how to organise a personality test that would help “optimise” Fran’s chances of salvation. She followed these now and found herself booking a meeting with a client manager to discuss her options. The meeting was for tomorrow, in Tucson city centre. 




Chapter Fifty-Nine

THEN
When they landed in Tucson, Esther watched Mary run to the bathroom as though she was going to be sick. Elijah ignored it. He took hold of Esther’s hand and walked them towards baggage claim.
“She’ll be all right,” he said. “It’s the heat is all. It’s a big change from England and she needs a moment to adjust.”
“Are we going straight to the family?” Esther asked. She was eager to see them. Her friends were there. Grace and Paul and Delilah. “Can we get some chocolate on the way?”
“Sure, honey.” He let go of her hand as they approached the revolving belt.
“Will Father James be there?”
“Yes, he will.”
“Will the Reckoning be soon?”
“Father thinks sometime around the end of the month.” Elijah crouched down so that they were the same height. He glanced around him. “Listen, it’s probably best not to talk about that in public. It might make other folks nervous.”
Esther nodded solemnly. She didn’t like Elijah, but he was right about this. She watched him lean over the moving belt and remove one of their suitcases. Mary came back from the bathroom hiding her face with her hair. She pulled her sleeves over her fingers and her gaze darted about. When she smiled at Esther she did so sadly.
“We all set?” Elijah asked Mary, his chin tilted down. Esther watched the two adults interact. The way Mary moved her head so fast, like she was afraid, and the strange stare Elijah gave her. Even though she was a child, she sensed that something she didn’t fully understand was going on.
But Mary just needed to calm down. Everything would be fine once they reached the ranch.
Elijah yanked the rest of the suitcases from the belt and stacked them onto another trolley. He even let Esther sit on top as he wheeled it through the airport. As promised, they stopped for a couple of Hershey’s bars from the gift shop. Grace loved Hershey’s chocolate. A picture of her freckled face came into Esther’s mind. She began remembering a lot about the ranch. The thought of the routine there settled her. It was prayers at sunrise, followed by homemade bread and porridge for breakfast before the children took the laundry to the machines. Then she and the other kids would water and tend to the vegetable garden. After that, they worked until sunset, sweeping the floors, dusting the farmhouse, helping in the kitchen or the animal barns when needed. They harvested vegetables when they were ready and sowed seeds when it was time to sow. The ranch adjusted to the seasons. They pickled and canned in fall, picked oranges and pecans in the winter, planted seeds in the spring and gorged on cantaloupes in the summer. Chocolate was a rare treat that came around maybe once or twice a year. She smiled, thinking about how excited Grace would be.
But she’d been bad once. She and Paul ventured beyond the gate by the road. They wanted to see what it was like once the ranch ended. Father told them if they liked it outside the ranch so much, they should sleep under the stars that night. Nature made children stronger. Made them survivors. She remembered sharing a blanket with Paul, their bodies shivering in the cold with the sound of coyotes in the distance. She’d barely slept, terrified a tarantula would crawl across her face. Esther had never been so afraid. But that was the point. Everyone had to feel fear.
In the entrance of the airport, a man stood waiting for them. Esther saw him before she saw the other people milling around. He was as tall as Elijah, but skinnier. He had red hair which had not been brushed and his boots were still dusty from working. Esther grinned when she saw him.
“Caleb.” Elijah clapped the man on the back. “Well, look at you. You’re taller. It’s good to see you.”
“And you, Brother. I’m glad you’re home.” Caleb smiled and squeezed the cap he clutched between his fingers.
“It’s good to be back.” Elijah grinned.
Esther hopped down from the trolley and took a few strides closer to Caleb. He was one of the younger members of the family, slightly older and broader than a gangly teenager, but not by much.
“Hello there, Esther,” Caleb said. “You’ve grown too.”
“That’s right,” Esther said.
He laughed and squeezed her shoulder. “Well then. Shall we take your bags to the truck?” His eyes barely lingered on Mary.
“Yes, let’s,” Elijah said. “Man, I can’t wait to get back to the ranch.”
Mary said nothing as Caleb helped Elijah with the suitcases. She continued to tug at her sleeves, worrying the fabric.
“Father will be waiting for me,” Esther said. She wanted everyone to hurry up.
Mary began to cry. “I’m not going.” She grabbed hold of Esther’s hand, squeezing tightly. Esther let out a whimper. She’d never felt Mary grip her hand like this before. It hurt. It felt like her bones were going to break. When Mary started backing up, Esther dug her heels down as hard as she could, but Mary was so forceful that it almost pulled her off her feet.
“Now stop this.” Elijah dropped a suitcase in order to take Mary firmly by the elbow. “I won’t have this fussing from my wife.”
“I’m not your wife!” Mary hissed.
“Yes, you are. Caleb, help me a minute.”
The two men took hold of Mary and marched her forwards. Eventually, Mary released Esther from her grip and crumpled inwards, sobbing. She seemed to lose the fight, and Elijah could pick up the suitcases once more. Caleb kept one hand on Mary’s elbow. Esther noticed people staring at them, but when she looked at them, they turned away.
“Everything’s going to be fine, Mary. He isn’t mad at you,” Caleb said. “If that’s what you’re worried about, don’t be. He can’t wait to see you.”
“Shut up, Caleb,” Mary snapped. “Fine. I’ll come with you because I need to look after Esther, and I know you won’t let me leave with her. I hate this, and I hate Him.”
Esther’s gaze shot up to her mother’s. She hated Him? Father? How could her mother hate her Father? She felt sad all of a sudden and she despised Mary for it. Now she had to remember the bad things, too, and she’d been trying so hard not to. 




Chapter Sixty

NOW
There were questions on Fran’s phone. All of them from Adrian. How are you? When are you coming home? What have you found? She rolled over in the hotel bed and exhaled into the cooling linens. She knew he wouldn’t approve of what she was about to do, and for that reason, she didn’t tell him everything. I’m fine. I’m not sure yet. Not a lot. But I have reported them missing and now I guess I need to wait and see if the police find anything. She didn’t tell him anything about the cult and she especially didn’t tell him that she had a meeting with Caleb.
The guilt of that churned in her stomach. She was nervous about the meeting anyway, so she decided to skip breakfast and spend some extra time in the shower letting cold water run over her. The anxiety made her homesick for her morning runs, her husband’s hands, the familiarity of her garden or favourite chair. But she’d been the one to call the police on the Whitakers and in her mind that made her complicit in whatever consequences had arisen from that scenario. And… well, she didn’t want to admit how much she enjoyed following this lead.
She wore linen trousers and a halter-neck, packed her notebook, pen and the cult leaflet into a tote bag and called a taxi on the way out of the hotel. It was another scorching day and she waited in the foyer before the taxi arrived.
It was surprising but logical that the initial meeting with the cult would take place in Tucson city rather than the ranch. They obviously wanted to feel her out before she was allowed access to the Children of James family. She imagined them as an inner circle of acolytes. A closed, paranoid community of devotees.
The taxi dropped her off outside an office building next to a disused Blockbuster and a small pharmacy. It was the kind of drab, grey place you’d assume belonged to a government department. She found the appropriate buzzer for the floor she needed and pressed it.
A moment later, a man’s voice said hello through the speaker.
“Hi, I’m Francesca, I’m here for the meeting,” she replied.
“Great. Come in. Take the elevator up to the third floor and I’ll meet you at the entrance.” He had exactly the kind of reassuring, upbeat but not intense voice you’d assume a cult recruiter would have.
Fran pushed the door and went inside. The walls were cool blue, like shallow water. It was an old lift, but nowhere near as creaky as the one in Noah Martinez’s apartment block. The memory of it made her swallow nervously. But it was a blissfully short journey and the doors opened to a man with red hair rocking back and forth on his heels. He was dressed in a checked, cotton shirt and worker’s boots. He greeted her with an easy smile before stepping forward to shake her hand.
“Hi Francesca, I’m Caleb. It’s great to meet you.”
“And you.”
“Follow me through here, it’s just in this meeting room. Not far. Did you find us okay?” He filled the silences with chatter as they traversed a grey-carpeted corridor of white doors and panelled walls. They stepped into a small meeting room with yet another white door adjacent to a computer desk.
“Oh, yes, no problem.”
“Your accent is just lovely if you don’t mind me saying so.”
“Not at all,” Fran said with a forced smile.
Caleb sat down on one side of the desk and gestured for her to take the other. She ended up sitting in front of the computer and guessed that she would have to use it at some point.
“Now, I know you’ve come here expecting some sort of hard sell. I’m sure you have all kinds of opinions about what we do here and lots of concerns. That’s all completely fine. If you’ve been in Arizona a while, you might have heard people saying not nice things about us. Look, I’m not going to talk your ear off and try to change your mind. Honestly, our methods speak for themselves and I’m sure you’ll be pleasantly surprised. Children of James is all about finding inner peace. Salvation, if you like. It takes hard work to find it, but once you do, you’ll wonder why you haven’t lived like this your whole life.”
“Wow, that’s quite an endorsement,” Fran said.
Caleb laughed. “I promised no hard sell, didn’t I? I’m sorry, I just get a little over-enthusiastic. Do you have any questions for me before taking the test?”
“What is the personality test?” Fran asked.
“Oh, sure. Well, it’s nothing painful.” He waited for her to laugh. “There’s no final exam. It’s just exactly what it sounds like, a series of questions to determine your goals, as well as your strengths and maybe a few of your weaknesses too. We all have them.” He grinned.
“How long does it take?” Fran asked.
“An hour, give or take. But don’t feel rushed. Take your time with it. Afterwards, we’ll have a chat about your answers. Does that sound all right? Not too scary now is it?”
“Not scary at all,” Fran said.
“Good. Let me get you all set up.”
Fran pushed her chair back to allow Caleb to tap the mouse and load the questionnaire. His description of it seemed a lot like the kind of personality tests you could take online, like the Myers-Briggs or “Which Mental Illness Do I Have”.
“Don’t worry, I’ll let you do it in peace. I’ll be next door if you need anything. Just knock. There’s a water cooler and cups in the corner. You’re all set, Francesca. You made a great decision coming here today. I have a good feeling about you.”
“I bet you say that to all the girls,” Fran joked.
Caleb laughed. “Trust me, I don’t. But I am a good judge of character and you’re giving me good vibes. Good luck with the test now. Holler if you need me.”
And with that, he left her with the computer. Fran started to read the questions.
You often contemplate the existence of life after death. Strongly agree. Agree. Agree somewhat. Neutral. Disagree somewhat. Disagree. Strongly Disagree. Fran ticked strongly agree and moved on to question two. 




Chapter Sixty-One

THEN
Caleb had to pull the truck over to allow Mary to be sick. There was some commotion as Elijah held on to her while she vomited at the side of the highway. He told Caleb he wasn’t going to let her run off because Father wanted her back. He didn’t want to disappoint Father.
For the first time since Esther learned they were going home, she felt fear creeping over her skin like hundreds of scuttling insects running up and down her arms. In her seven-year-old mind, her mother had always been the grown-up providing a barrier to the things she wanted most, like going back to Father James or not leaving for England in the first place. But now, Mary’s obvious terror was rubbing off on her. It made her face up to something—her pain.
She’d felt such love from the family. There were days heady with it. Hugs and kind words came at her in abundance. And then there were days that were nothing like that at all, where she felt invisible, or worse. Esther sat in the truck with her hands resting on her thighs. She thought about pressing her thumbs deep into the flesh to make it all stop. She did that often, hurting herself to stop those thoughts. Pressing down so hard that sometimes it left a small, purplish bruise.
Even though it was night by the time they reached the ranch, the whole family were waiting for them outside the farmhouse. Esther heard Mary’s heavy breathing, the crunch of the tyres on the path. Three or four lines of faces waited for them. She searched for Grace, Paul and Delilah but she couldn’t find them. Perhaps they were in bed already. One face she did see smiled at her and her heart skipped a beat. Seeing him instantly soothed all of her worries.
“Oh God,” Mary said. “No, Elijah. Please. I wanted to get away from this and now you’ve brought me back to them.”
“Stop whining, woman!” He smacked the back of her head, grabbing hold of her hair. “I never said I’d stay away from the Reckoning. I never promised you that.”
Mary reached across and took Esther’s hand. “I’m going to look after you. I promise. No matter what happens.”
“Oh, come on, Mary,” Caleb said with a smile. “You of all people know we don’t hurt children in the family.”
“Yes,” she said, “me of all people.” Her eyes shone like pearls in the dark.
Esther didn’t have time to wonder what that meant because the truck was coming to a halt. Caleb gave Mary one hard stare before he opened his door and the four of them piled out. The group of people greeting them had grown since the last time Esther was at the Ranch. There were several faces she didn’t recognise at all. But it didn’t matter, and it didn’t scare her. She knew they would be friendly and nice because Father was a good judge of character. If he said someone was good, they were good.
There was a rush of movement as they walked around the vehicle to the group. All the women crowded around Mary, beaming smiles on their faces, arms open wide. They engulfed Mary, pulling her into the centre of them. Then they stroked her hair and kissed her cheeks and wrapped their arms around her. “Sister,” they said, one by one at first and then together in chorus. “Sister.” Mary folded into them, a thin body inside a mass of limbs.
The men enveloped Elijah in the same way. They clapped his back and rubbed his hair. They hugged him, pulled him inside the group. There were tears in Elijah’s eyes. “Brother,” they said. “Brother.” Elijah said it back to them. Esther watched, waiting. Soon the adults broke apart and turned to her. They stepped closer and opened their arms wide. Esther closed the gap between them, ready to be smothered by the warmth of their bodies. They wrapped their arms around her, and while she was nestled within the group, she heard the chorus hum of “Daughter.”
Love.
Esther did not know much about the outside world because she’d spent so little time in it. But from what she’d seen of Leacroft, none of those people knew love like she knew love. This was love. This was acceptance.
They pulled away so that Esther stood in the middle of a wide circle. Mary was on her right, with Elijah on her left. He was weeping happy tears while Mary was standing straight and still, eyes trained on the man in front of them. Father.
He was dressed in his sermon outfit. White linen trousers and shirt with a gold thread running through the fabric. A gold watch matched both the suit and his tan. He wore sunglasses despite it being night. Esther understood why. She knew the power of his gaze. His white teeth were almost an alarming contrast against the night sky. He raised his arms and opened them out wide as though attempting to embrace everyone at once. Each finger was circled with a gold band and two on his left pinky. He was flanked by several large men that Esther had always found particularly frightening. Father’s bodyguards.
He stood there allowing the silence to settle. Esther gazed in wonder.
He gestured to Elijah first. “I am joyous. My son has returned.”
Elijah sniffed as he spoke, his voice cracking. “It is wondrous to be in your light again, Father. Can you forgive me for veering from your path?”
Father James shushed him. Elijah wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Then the Father moved closer to Esther and a chill of delighted excitement wormed its way up her spine. Awkwardly, he bent lower and hooked a dry finger beneath her chin. “My daughter. It is a privilege to see your face again. It has been too long, little Esther. I mourn for the months I missed getting to know you.”
Esther blushed. She wholeheartedly felt the power of his words.
Father James straightened up and walked slowly towards Mary. He smiled at her, seemingly oblivious to the tension that even Esther saw running through her body, from the clenched jaw to the white-knuckled fists.
“Mary, Mary,” he said. His voice was soft, almost sing-song. “You ran from me. You stole money from me too. But I think I have missed you the most. My lovely wife. We are once again reconnected.” He raised his hand and slid it down the side of her face. Esther watched a shudder ripple through her mother’s body. 




Chapter Sixty-Two

NOW
Fran had intended to work through the questions as quickly as she could in order to reach the interview part of the recruitment process, but instead she found herself sucked in. The time estimate was also way off. After an hour, she was barely halfway through. The questions and statements veered from bizarre: You sing often while alone. She ticked agree. To deeply personal: You masturbate often. She cringed and ticked agree. But there was one, tucked away towards the midpoint among a separate subsection of direct questions: Have you ever lost a child?
Fran answered yes. Underneath the question a textbox had been added for additional information. She wrote in it about Chloe’s cot death. She wrote five lines and she felt completely drained. At that point she went to the watercooler and poured a cup of water, idly watching the bubbles gurgling up through the container. She took a moment to check her phone while she hydrated. Adrian had follow-up questions for her. Can’t the police call you when you’re back in England? Surely, you’ve done enough for this family? Perhaps you should come home? She pursed her lips and ignored them before going back to the personality test. Suddenly being asked how often she watched pornography didn’t seem so bad.
After being at the test centre for over two hours, Fran was finally able to sit down with Caleb to discuss the results. He’d printed out a chart which now lay on a table between them.
“I’m sorry about Chloe,” he said. “Thank you for sharing her story with me.”
She hadn’t expected him to single anything out. Hearing those words sent a jolt through her body. “It’s always difficult for me to talk about.”
“Of course,” he said. “I understand completely. This is a safe space, Fran. I want you to know that. Everything about the Children of James is safe. Whatever is said in this room will never leave it. I want you to feel like you can express yourself. Whatever emotion you feel is valid.”
This man—this young man, barely older than twenty—was saying things to her that she didn’t know she needed to hear. She let out a nervous laugh, but inside she felt as though the air had been knocked out of her lungs. It was nothing new or ground-breaking, but at the same time she hadn’t realised how invalidated she’d felt at home.
“I’ll take you through your scores,” Caleb said. “It’s important to note that you haven’t passed or failed anything. This isn’t an examination.”
“Do I get a gold star though?” Fran asked, nervously attempting to keep the conversation light, and privately dreading the results. She’d of course ended up answering the questions truthfully, because it was human nature to do so. Now she felt as though she couldn’t face what the results would tell her.
Caleb gave her a boyish grin. “I’m afraid I just ran out.” His smile faded when he directed his attention back to the chart between them on the desk. “So, there are some subsections here. We look at your inner-wellness, external goals, and soul. Did you realise that you’re depressed?”
Fran laughed. “I’m not depressed.”
“You’re carrying deeply traumatic emotional strain. Have you ever stopped grieving for Chloe?”
“Of course not, but that doesn’t mean I’m depressed.”
“Doesn’t it?” He pointed out some peaks and troughs. “Look at the turmoil of your inner-wellness. It’s all over the place.”
“What about my external goals?”
“I see someone who wants more out of life. You answered strongly agree to the statement that you are drifting in life without a purpose,” he said.
“Did I? I don’t remember.”
He lifted a pen as though they’d hit a eureka moment together. “Ah. Your subconscious took over. That’s good. The more instinctual you are with these tests, the better the results.”
“Right.” She reminded herself that this was pseudo-science designed to seek out the vulnerable. She reminded herself that he was talking nonsense.
“Your inner-wellness and your external goals both come together to make your complete self. Or your soul.” He interlinked his fingers. “I see that you believe in an afterlife.”
“I’ve been a Christian all my life,” Fran said.
“Then you must believe in the soul.”
“Yes.”
“In my family, and by that, I mean the family I chose, not the one I was born into, we take that concept of the soul even further. We prioritise the soul over everything. You are a holistic being. The self is your everything. Your soul, your life essence, everything. Why have you neglected your soul, Francesca?”
She stared at him, unable to blink, suddenly feeling like this boy—who was half her age—was giving her a dressing down.
“I don’t think I have.”
“It’s so easy to do. Most of us neglect our most precious essence.” He pointed at the charts. “But the answers are all here. Inner-wellness and external goals. This is where you start.” 




Chapter Sixty-Three

THEN
Esther woke up still buzzing with excitement. She’d been allowed to sleep in the farmhouse that night, a privilege that most children in the family didn’t get. It’d been on the sofa in the lounge area, but it was still much comfier than with the other children. The next morning, she walked with Mary and Father James to the sermon hall, where they would say prayers before breakfast. There were too many residents for everyone to fit inside the kitchen, so there were two long tables set out in the converted barn. Her head craned up to the beams above them. It still smelled like dry straw, with dust lingering in the air, sunlight turning it into gold. She’d missed the sensation of dust hitting the back of her neck as she walked around the ranch.
Two servers stood behind containers of porridge and bowls of fruit, portioning out the food. Esther took her bowl and went to sit with the children. She sat in between Grace and Delilah. On the other side of the table, Mary was idly stirring her food. Esther knew there was something wrong with her, but she didn’t know what. The way her eyes were glazed over reminded Esther of the weeks following the incident in the woods. Perhaps she was possessed by demons. Father James had explained how demons attacked the self. In Esther’s mind, they were dark shadows floating around the infected person, diving in and out like eagles swooping down to kill their prey. She shivered.
“Paul says you went to England.”
Esther turned to look at Grace. They’d been best friends once. They were sisters, of course, even though they didn’t look alike. Grace had olive skin and freckles across her nose. Delilah had black hair and blue eyes. Paul was tall with dirty-blond hair. That was how it was in the family.
“Yeah, we went to this horrible place called Leacroft. It was a drain.” She took a sip of water and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
Grace made a disgusted sound. “Why did you go?” She glanced at Mary and then cupped her hand so that she could whisper in Esther’s ear. “Did you run away?”
Esther cupped her hand and whispered to Grace. “She made us go.”
Grace frowned, thinking about Esther’s words, before whispering back, “Why would she want to leave? She’s Father’s favourite?”
Esther shrugged. She didn’t know either. Then she considered whether Mary had been the drain all along. Drains were detrimental to the home they’d built as a family. Father James described them like they were vampires, sucking away everything good. They drained away your inner-wellness. Mostly, he said, it was because they couldn’t believe in anything good. They didn’t believe in Father’s powers for one thing.
She was about to whisper back to Grace when Father James entered the sermon hall. His steps were slower than Esther remembered, and she worried then that he’d been ill or was ill now. There were four bodyguards with him, the same large, intimidating men from the night before. She knew one was called Isaiah. He was bearded and bulky. The tallest she thought might be called Zachary. The others were new.
This morning, Father James was wearing slacks, a black t-shirt and a thick, gold necklace. Immediately, the entire group stood up and bowed their heads in reverence.
Esther dared to peek up as Father James made his way to the head of the first table. She saw Isaiah pull back a chair for him as he took his seat. Wood scraped against concrete as the family sat down. They ate in silence, waiting to hear if Father James was going to speak. Esther picked at a strawberry.
“Today I will be meditating at the cabin in the mountains,” Father said. “And I will take Mary with me.”
Esther watched her mother’s reaction but she remained impassive. All she did was set down her spoon and stare into space. She glanced across at Elijah who was sitting with Caleb on a different table. He hadn’t spoken to her that morning, but she didn’t care. She was looking forward to not living with him like they did in Leacroft. He wasn’t her father and she wasn’t his daughter. Everything in Leacroft had been make-believe, like they were putting on a play for the English people.
“There was an illegal marriage between Mary and Elijah while they were gone,” Father James said. “This marriage was illegal because neither of them requested my permission before it occurred. I have now decided that this marriage will be annulled. Mary will continue to be one of my wives. Elijah, you can marry Hannah.”
Esther glanced over at Hannah, a pointy-chinned redhead about Caleb’s age. Esther remembered her as one of the girls who kept visiting them when they lived at an old house in Dove Valley. She watched as Hannah’s eyes widened in shock and her mouth opened as though she was going to speak. The girl glanced over at another boy, Jude, and her eyes glazed with tears. Suddenly, Hannah rose to her feet.
“I’m sorry, Father,” she said. “I’m so grateful that you chose me out of everyone, but I must admit that I was hoping Jude and I—”
“You wish? You? Tell me, girl, are you sitting in my chair?”
“N-no,” she stuttered.
“Do you sleep in my bed?”
She lowered her eyes and shook her head.
“Do you heal the sick? Do you speak the word of God? Do you help people achieve salvation? Did God tell you about the Reckoning?”
She was crying now. Tiny splashes of tears hit the tabletop. “No.”
“Look at me, child.” Father James ripped away his glasses and the family gasped. Esther did too. “Look into my eyes.”
Hannah slowly raised her head and regarded him. Her whole body was shuddering from her sobs. Her face was contorted into a grimace. The two of them stared at each other while everyone else held their breath. Esther felt anxiety coursing through her. She’d seen the power of Father’s gaze before. Gradually, the wracking sobs subsided, and Hannah stood there breathing normally. At first, Esther felt relief, but then Hannah’s eyes rolled back into her head as she slumped onto the barn floor, knocking a spoon from the table as she went. Jude immediately stood, but he didn’t move. He simply stared. Esther turned her attention to Elijah, who remained in his seat, rigid.
It was Isaiah who lifted the young woman and carried her from the barn. Father picked up his sunglasses and placed them back on his face. Then he raised his spoon and tucked into his porridge. 




Chapter Sixty-Four

NOW
By the time Fran left the test centre it was lunchtime and she was exhausted by the entire process. She wandered around aimlessly for about ten minutes, attempting to pull her thoughts together, and then she stopped at a diner for a grilled cheese sandwich and an iced tea. Her stomach had started to complain about all the bread, cheese and sugar she’d been eating, but it tasted good and gave her the energy she needed to process what had happened.
She’d never been involved in a cult or had any dealings with them, and she’d never been recruited by one before. It shocked her how effective it was. The personal questions, the friendly, therapeutic “client manager”, the grief and pain she ended up sharing with him. Alongside the fact she was there for around three hours and meant that she’d already sunk her time into this venture. She’d chosen the extended version of the consultation, with an in-depth analysis of her results, and it had cost her $75. There was the other sunk cost.
It brought to mind a conversation she’d once had with Adrian about their friend’s business. Fran had sympathised with Deepa, who was setting up her own cupcake bakery in Buxton. She’d used her life-savings on it, but the shop wasn’t doing well. Adrian had made a somewhat insensitive comment about her giving up on the shop, selling it and cutting her losses, when Deepa announced she’d already received a bank loan. It hadn’t ended well. She’d borrowed thousands, worked hours and hours, ended up bankrupt and even begged friends for money. If Deepa hadn’t used that money to begin with, the money with which she had an emotional attachment, would she have stuck it out for so long?
Now Fran had paid for her personality analysis—the results of which she had in her bag—she felt connected to this organisation. And this organisation’s face, so far, had been smiling, unassuming Caleb who told her gently that she was depressed.
After the sandwich, Fran checked her phone, finding a new email from Caleb. He’d taken less than an hour to follow up on their consultation.
Dear Francesca,
Thank you so much for visiting the Children of James test centre today. I hope you found the results of your assessment to be enlightening. I hope you don’t mind me following up so soon, but I felt as though we broke through the first barrier today. There’s no pressure at all, but I would love to keep in touch.
I have attached the first five chapters of the Book of James which goes into more detail about the salvation you can achieve by working on your inner wellness and your external goals. If you enjoy those chapters, you can buy the rest as an eBook, for just $3.99. It’s on sale right now!
I want to add how much I enjoyed talking to you today. Now that you’ve made that first step, I wondered if you would be interested in the second. The Children of James runs workshops at our peaceful and idyllic ranch in the Catalina mountains. There’s a link below for you to check them out. These workshops last for one day at a time, and they focus on healing the soul. I cannot begin to tell you how important it is for you to work on the very core of you. Surely, you, and your soul, are worth this effort.
I believe in you Francesca.
You can achieve salvation.
Your Friend,
Caleb
Fran closed her email app and bit her bottom lip. So that was the next stage. A book and a workshop. No doubt the book would be full of vague, nonsensical statements about the soul and the self and the holistic nature of the two, plus whatever salvation meant. The workshop would be filled with other cult members pretending to be a new recruit like her.
But the workshop took place on the ranch, which was where she suspected Mary and Esther were living. This was a perfect opportunity for her to search the place. She opened the email inbox again and clicked into the email. She read it one more time, and then clicked on the link to the workshop prices. A course for one day cost $200. There it was: that sunk cost fallacy again. She imagined herself lost and in search of meaning. She imagined that she was stuck in a cycle of self-hatred. She imagined the consultation with friendly Caleb and then the course afterwards. Yes, she saw it now. She saw how easy it was to be sucked into this religion. She almost didn’t want to reply. Part of her wanted to go straight to the airport and get on the next flight back to the UK. Hell, she’d accept anywhere in Europe, wherever was far away from here.
That would be cowardly, though, wouldn’t it? She replied back to Caleb and told him which course she wanted to book. He sent her a schedule, and an invoice. 




Chapter Sixty-Five

THEN
Arizona was hotter and dustier than Esther remembered. By mid-morning her fingers smelled like laundry detergent and her arms ached from folding linens. But she fell into the routine with ease, spending time with the other children. Aaron and Angel, a couple within the family, now had a six-month-old baby called Judith who Esther liked to hold and rock gently. She and Grace kept the baby swaddled in a crib near the washing machines as they cleaned bedsheets. Every now and then they took turns changing the diaper and feeding Judith with a bottle. Angel wouldn’t be able to see her baby in the daytime because she had other work to do, either on the ranch or in Tucson, handing out flyers and looking for people to recruit.
That was how it worked in the family. The children took care of each other. They slept in one room together, outside the main farmhouse in what used to be the storm shelter. Children over four years old slept there together. Babies and toddlers stayed with their parents at night in a converted barn.
Esther had missed the whispers and giggles after dark. They played a game at night. Each of them recited a prayer but they changed the words into nonsense words. The others had to guess which prayer they were reciting based on the rhythm alone. Once they were bored of that game, they talked about each other. Esther would whisper to Grace about little David, the youngest, having a snotty nose all day, or how Delilah talked in her sleep.
There was another new child called John. He was six years old and cried every single night. He often refused to speak to them, which got on the other children’s nerves. Because of that, Esther and Grace grew more and more hostile towards John, first barking instructions at him on the farm, then giving him cruel nicknames. The one that stuck, was Stinky.
It was unfair, and she knew it was, because he didn’t smell particularly bad. Only in the evenings after a long day working on the ranch. But Stinky annoyed them because he was never, ever happy. He sniffed and cried his way through every day and every night. At breakfast, he ate small meagre bites of his porridge before giving up entirely. Once Father had to get Zachary to force him to eat. He never remembered his prayers and he failed to recite them at the sermons. He often said blasphemous things about hating Father James. He wasn’t grateful to be there, and to Esther that was abhorrent, especially after she’d been forced away for a time.
Stinky always seemed to be under the charge of Esther and Grace. She had to show him how to fold sheets and chop onions. She tutted at him many times a day and she and Grace would laugh when he couldn’t work a vegetable peeler or measure out sugar. They knew the ins and outs of the ranch. They knew the rules. They had the power, and they enjoyed it.
For the most part.
Sometimes, late at night, Esther couldn’t sleep. She heard Stinky’s sniffles and she got a stomach ache. She pressed her thumbs into her legs to make the ache go away, knowing that the next day Grace would giggle at her clever, cutting insults, perpetuating the same cycle. She felt bad at night, but she liked making Grace laugh as well.
They’d been at the ranch for almost a week and Esther had seen Mary once or twice, but she hadn’t seen Elijah at all. She assumed he was spending time with Hannah, his new wife. Sometimes she missed Mary, even though she tried to convince herself that she didn’t. Father liked Mary to be with him at all times. She got to sleep in his private bedroom, and in the day, she went with him on rides up the mountain. It was the utmost privilege for someone to have in the family. And yet Mary was like Stinky, sniffling and weeping whenever Esther saw her. If their paths crossed in the daytime, Mary would open her arms and want Esther to go running into them. But Esther didn’t. And then a pained expression would cross Mary’s face, so pitiful that Esther would have to turn away. Mary would wrap her arms around her chest and wander away, her gait unsteady.
At night she often wished she’d run into Mary’s arms and held her close.
One day, Esther was collecting eggs from the chicken coop when she saw Mary and Father riding back from the mountains. Mary’s shoulders were slumped forward, her reins falling slack across the horse’s neck. She was riding Oakley, a chestnut gelding that Esther didn’t like because he would panic and break his lead rope whenever he needed to be groomed. A bodyguard rode behind them, someone Esther didn’t know. She stayed in the coop watching, organising the eggs in her basket. She was alone. Stinky was working in the kitchen. Grace and Delilah were changing the baby. David and Paul were sweeping the barn.
Mary began to talk, which was unusual these days, and her voice carried over to where Esther lurked. “Will you consider what I said?”
Father James brought his horse to a halt and regarded her. They were side by side. “I’ve already considered it.”
“And?”
“Sweet, sweet Mary. I love you child, but you test my patience. Listen to me. God has a plan and I’ve seen it. You know he talks through me. You know I am his vessel. It concerns me that you continue to test me. I see how your external goals are all wrong. I’ve warned you before about this. Haven’t I? You’re beginning to be a drain, and you know how I hate drains.” Esther saw only Father’s sunglasses, not his expression, but he was not smiling.
Mary’s voice sounded high-pitched, like a panicked animal. “What are you doing to me? I’m tired and I’m dizzy all the time. Sometimes I slur my words. I get the shakes at night. Are you drugging me? Is this how you turn me into one of your passive zombies? It won’t work.”
“That medication is for your own good.” He casually reached across and patted Oakley on the neck, running his fingers through the horse’s mane.
“It’s so you can control me,” she said. Her voice was small and hard, as though she had a bitter lemon lodged in her throat. “Like when you married me, and I was twelve years old. That’s what you are. That’s who you are. It took me too long to see it. I looked up to you. I adored you and you hurt me over and over again. I should’ve fought Elijah. I should’ve taken Esther and run away in England… I…”
“Child, you need guidance is all. Let the hate out now to accept the love. This is your family and we forgive you.” Father tugged Oakley’s mane and the horse began to fidget. He yanked it harder and then Oakley protested, pulling himself away.
Mary quickly grasped her reins as Oakley began to dance sideways across the path. Esther knew Mary didn’t like horseback riding. One of the mares had thrown her and she’d hated it ever since. Father James knew it too because he’d been there. Esther’s body tensed as she watched, she was afraid Mary was going to be unseated, but the horse began to calm down and paw the ground. Once the animal settled, Mary lowered her head down to Oakley’s withers. Esther could hear her crying all the way over in the chicken coop. Weak, she thought, but her muscles relaxed now that her mother was safe.
Father dismounted and walked over to soothe the horse. He stroked the shining chestnut coat and placed a hand on Mary’s thigh. “I will heal you, Mary, and once you’re healed, you can accept salvation. I want you by my side for the Reckoning. I don’t want you left behind, baby girl. You’re my number one, and you always have been. Say you’ll be with me.”
Mary lifted her head. There was snot coming out of her nose. “I need to be with Esther. She’s my child.”
“Our child,” he corrected.
“Let her live, Father.” Mary leaned down and took his hands, kissed his fingers. “Let her live and I will do anything and be anything you want.”




Chapter Sixty-Six

NOW
Fran had heard nothing from the detective. She used the WhatsApp service to call Adrian and let him know she was staying in Arizona for at least another week. Fran knew that this was going to take time. She knew that infiltrating a cult meant developing their trust, and that meant playing them at their own game. She didn’t tell him any of that, obviously. He’d taken the news as well as could be expected, with little more than a very well, if that’s what you want. They’d ended the call abruptly.
After she’d booked onto the next available course, Fran did something she hadn’t done for a long time. She opened a Word document, and she started writing. It began as a collation of facts about the cult. Where they began, who started it, when they moved to Arizona. And then she detailed her account of the recruitment process, from being handed the pamphlet in the street to meeting Caleb at the test centre, to the selection of courses available. She also weaved Mary and Esther into her writing. The way they met. The clothes they wore. The stern little girl who challenged her morality at the dinner table. She wrote about her own faith in God and how the existence of this cult frightened her and even shook her faith.
Because she had a day to kill before the course at the ranch started, Fran trotted down to the lobby and decided to survey as many people as she could about the Children of James. She began with the hotel staff. Most cringed as she brought up the cult’s name. They were often reluctant to talk in any in-depth way about them, merely acknowledging that they existed, stating that the community tended to keep to themselves. They often mentioned the recruiters who wandered Tucson city centre with their stacks of reading material. Some told her about the smartly dressed young people who knocked on doors attempting to goad residents into debates about salvation and the soul. A cleaner told Fran that her cousin had been recruited at a youth hostel.
Fran typed all of this into her Word document. She wasn’t sure what it was becoming. An article? A biography? But it was becoming something.
Adrian called again later that night. It was a video call, but he couldn’t work the app properly, so she ended up talking to a black screen. She’d been deep into her article and considered ignoring the call, but then she changed her mind and answered.
“I miss you, Franny,” he said, and she knew he meant it. “We didn’t end things too well earlier, did we?”
“No,” she agreed.
“I’m worried about you.”
“There’s nothing to be worried about,” she insisted. “Like I said, I’m giving it a week or so to see if anything turns up, and then I’m coming home. That’s it.”
“Is that a promise? Because I’ll hold you to it?”
“Yes,” she said. “That’s a promise.”
Though she did mean what she said, deep down she knew it was a lie. If it was a truth, she wouldn’t feel sick to her stomach saying it. But she said enough to hopefully give her the freedom she needed to find Mary, while at the same time keeping her marriage together. He didn’t know how much she needed this, that was something she was sure about. And though she went to bed feeling uneasy, she woke with a sense of determination. Today was the day she began her Children of James 101 course, alternatively titled: “What is your inner wellness and why have you been ignoring it?”
There had been instructions that came with the course booking. She was to wear comfortable clothing and footwear. Nothing open-toed. It made her feel somewhat apprehensive, but she pulled out what she had in her suitcase and made it work.
Yet another taxi and the costs were mounting. She was glad to have her own bank account that Adrian didn’t have access to, but at the same time, her funds in it were limited. It was more of an emergency account than one she used regularly. She told herself that it didn’t matter, not in the long run. Not if she found Mary and Esther.
“I can’t take you all the way there,” the driver said. “There are rules. No outsiders.”
“Oh,” Fran replied. “How close can you get me?”
“The outer gate, I guess. The leader has his bodyguards all over the goddamn place. You’ll have to hop the gate and walk through their fields.”
She agreed to that and they set off. On the way there, Fran asked him what he thought of the cult.
“Everyone thinks they’re harmless, but I don’t. They get up to whatever the hell they want in the mountains. God knows how many people live there because no one says, do they? Could be a hundred, could be a dozen. Where are they sleeping? How are they eating? How much money is that leader scamming from them? Someone needs to shut them down. Religion my ass.” He paused and took a breath. “No one wants to say it. They’re all too worried about offending someone. Meanwhile they could be up to anything.”
“What about the police? Do they ever check in on them?”
“Not that I’ve heard. I guess maybe if they commit a crime. Things got pretty tense a few years back.”
“Oh yeah, what happened?”
“Little girl went missing. She was four or five years old; I forget now. Anyway, the parents claimed they’d seen a cultist hanging around near their home. Someone from the sheriff’s department went to check it out and realised how many members own guns.”
“Did anyone get hurt?”
He shook his head. “They let them search the place and the girl wasn’t found. No kids there at all apparently.”
“Oh,” Fran said. That seemed unlikely.
“Could’ve gone Waco for a minute there.”
“Yeah.” Fran stared out of the window at the mountains. Guns. She hadn’t factored guns into the equation. But of course, there would be guns.
“Anyway, this is as far as I can get you. Be careful there, won’t you. Please tell me you’re not thinking of joining.”
“No,” Fran replied. “I just want to see what it’s like.”
“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve heard that one before.” 




Chapter Sixty-Seven

THEN
Esther had tried hard not to think about what Mary had said to Father during their horseback conversation. But at the same time, it was hard not to.
She and Grace were alone in the horse barn, sweeping up fallen hay. The brush swush-swooshed against the concrete along with the sound of fidgeting horses. She heard Champion grinding his teeth again. Pepper swished her tail. Bert shook his head and grunted, snorting hay dust from his nostrils. Oakley was asleep in the straw, long legs folded underneath his body, round stomach rising and falling. She wanted to enjoy being back, listening to the sounds of relaxed animals, but her mind couldn’t concentrate on the good things, it kept veering to thoughts of her mother and father.
Esther walked over to Grace and sat down on a haybale. “What do married people do to each other? You know… when they make children.”
“They lie down together,” Grace said.
“Is that it?”
Grace frowned. “I think they rub together naked. But God’s there too somehow.”
“After they’ve become man and wife?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
Esther placed her brush against the wall. They had special lightweight plastic brooms to help them with their work. The wooden adult ones were too heavy.
“But how old do you have to be to lie with someone?”
“I don’t know,” Grace said. “Old.”
“Like, adult old? As old as Father?”
“Not that old,” she said. “But older than us.”
“What about twelve?”
Grace thought about it for a minute. “No, older than that.”
Esther thought of Paul who was ten. She couldn’t imagine him marrying anyone in two years. He still picked his nose and ate it. Esther couldn’t imagine herself being a wife at twelve, either. So why had Mary said those things? She decided to tell Grace all about it. She patted the hay bale and they sat together while Esther recanted the entire conversation.
“Maybe she didn’t lie with him,” Grace said. “Maybe you came from somewhere else, like I did.”
“Maybe we were both found.” Esther suddenly had the urge to take Grace by the hand. She did. “I’d like that.”
“Me too,” Grace said.
Later that day, Esther took some freshly harvested lettuce to the farmhouse kitchen, and then went along to the laundry room to stack the linens. As she was making her way there, she saw Father James standing in the hallway next to the staircase.
“Esther isn’t it?” he asked. He was wearing his sunglasses and his gold jewellery. Isaiah stood silently on his right.
“Yes, Father.” Esther bowed.
“I’d like to have a chat.” He gestured for her to follow him and then they walked to the back of the house. He opened the door to a study and she wandered in.
Esther’s heart was beating fast as he showed her to a chair opposite a desk and then closed the door behind them. Isaiah stayed on the outside of the room.
“How are you today?” he asked.
“Very well, Father. Thank you.”
“Good girl. Let me look at you.” To her surprise, he removed his sunglasses before gently lifting her chin. “My, my. You do remind me of your mother. Such a pretty mouth.”
She shivered. The power of his blue eyes bored into her, penetrating beneath her skin and bones, to her soul. Father James possessed the ability to heal with those eyes. Some of the other members wore vials of his tears around their necks to help with their arthritis and intestinal problems.
He leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head. “Have you been working on yourself as a holistic, soulful entity?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Do you accept the will of God on your journey to salvation?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Do you believe that I am the prophet, the vessel and the tongue of God?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Good,” he said. “And what do you make of your mother, Mary?”
Esther faltered. Her gaze dropped to her hands that were folded in her lap. Then they drifted over to the bookshelf. None of the other cult members were allowed books, but Father kept a small selection. There was the Book of James, of course, the Bible, which was blasphemous, a dictionary, an encyclopaedia and a large book about medicine. Mary had taught her to read when she was little. The only book they had was the Book of James, and it taught her everything she needed to know.
“She loves me,” Esther said.
“Yes, she does. Anything else.”
Esther gripped her knees and felt a familiar cramp forming in her tummy. “She lies.”
Father James raised his eyebrows. He was about to speak when there was a knock at the door. “Yes?”
Isaiah leaned in. “Sorry for the interruption, Father. A visitor has arrived.”
“Ask them to wait in the sermon hall, will you?” Father dismissed the man with a wave of his hand before redirecting his attention back to Esther. “I see before me a great believer. A girl on the right path. I am impressed, Esther. Very impressed indeed. Now, what do you know about the Reckoning?”
“The Reckoning is when we will receive salvation from God.”
“That’s right.” Father James smiled. “I hear around the ranch that you organise the children all by yourself. And in his wisdom, God has told me you have an important part to play in the Reckoning. Would you like me to tell you what that is?”
Esther nodded eagerly.




Chapter Sixty-Eight

NOW
Caleb was standing next to a five-bar gate with his hands casually tucked into his pockets. There was no one around, just him. Fran lifted one hand in a limp greeting and pondered the fact that there was no one with him. Was she the only participant? That would be strange, wouldn’t it?
“It’s so nice to see you again,” he said, opening the gate for her. He was smiling broadly. It fell just shy of creepy, somewhere between welcoming and forced.
The gate opened out onto a dirt track that ran between the fields. They had a few horses grazing the grass, shaking their manes against the clouds of buzzing flies. A small number of cattle and goats brayed and snorted. The cattle stayed away from the fence while the goats came trotting over.
“So, you’re a working farm out here?” Fran asked.
“Partially,” Caleb replied. “We’re more self-sufficient than working. We sell some of our produce but not to grocery stores. The cattle and the goats are rescues from slaughterhouses. The goats still produce milk, but we keep the cows out of kindness. Sometimes in the summer and fall we set up a stall on the road to sell produce, or we donate it to food banks.”
“And every member chips in to keep this place running?”
“They do, yes,” he said. “That’s our way of life here.”
“But what about external goals?” Fran asked.
Caleb’s welcoming smile morphed into a knowing grin. “Don’t worry, we’ll go through all of that in today’s course.”
“Right.”
“There’s no need to be nervous. It’s a great day. I promise.” He glanced at his watch. “There are a couple of other participants waiting at the hall. We should start on time, but I’ll have to collect a few others back at the gate.”
Fran tried to take a mental picture of everything she saw as they approached the ranch. She saw a farmhouse, which was large but not huge. It had a wooden porch and lace curtains. There were several outbuildings, some of which were obviously for animals, but others she thought could be accommodation for residents. There were more windows along the walls of those barns and they generally seemed cleaner. Caleb directed her towards one of the clean outbuildings and told her to wait inside. Then he turned back to head down the dirt track again.
It was tempting to veer off course and snoop around, but Fran decided to follow as directed. On her way there, she examined the face of everyone she saw, searching for Mary, Esther or Elijah. But what would happen if she saw them? It’s not like they’d agree to come away with her anyway. Elijah might even have her escorted away and banned from returning. Now that she was here, her heart jumped madly in her chest. Would this even work?
And at the same time, Fran felt as though Adrian would be laughing at her, at the strange situation she’d placed herself in. No, that wasn’t true. He wouldn’t be laughing; he’d be afraid for her. He’d be worried sick.
She walked into the barn Caleb had pointed out to her; nerves fluttering frantically around her stomach. It was sweltering inside. She untucked her top from her trousers, hoping it would help cool her down. There were four others in the hall, hovering next to a circle of chairs. The barn had been converted into a space that reminded her of Leacroft Village Hall with a stage at the far end and space for an audience. But it was more open than the village hall, and a concrete floor made every step feel like a scuffle. Cheerful triangles of coloured bunting hovered high up in the rafters.
A slender woman in a colourful maxi-dress passed her a bottle of water. “You’ll need this,” she said.
Fran thanked her. “Have you been to one of these before?”
She had smooth, mahogany skin, with two slightly darker half moons beneath her eyes. Fran figured she was in her late thirties. “Yes. This is my second go, I guess.”
“The first time didn’t convince you?”
She smiled. “No, but I wasn’t put off, either. I’m still feeling it out. It’s…” she paused, searching for the words. “A lot.”
Fran laughed. “Yeah, it certainly is. I’m Fran by the way.” She held out her hand for the woman to shake.
“Talisa.”
Fran took a sip of water. At least she knew one friendly person to team up with if this day involved some sort of role play. Fran repressed a shudder at the thought of role playing, something she’d always dreaded during office away days.
While they waited, Talisa asked her some polite questions about her accent, and Fran asked her if she was from Tucson. The conversation was stilted but pleasant. Meeting new people and having awkward conversations always made her feel younger, like she was back at university meeting her course mates for the first time.
“Guys, I’m back. Sorry about the wait.” Caleb breezed back in with three other people. They were young, mid-twenties, ranging from straw-blond to dirty blond. Two girls and a guy. Caleb clapped his hands together. “Great! Everyone is here so let’s get started!”
Fran found her way to a chair, staying close to Talisa. She noted that everyone was in modern clothing, but she still suspected cult members hiding within the group. She was sure they had a stash of different outfits for this kind of event. She noticed a disproportionate number of women in the group and that most of the others were no older than thirty. She was the dinosaur, as Adrian would say.
They began with introductions, then some workshopping of external goals, which resulted in Fran and Talisa bending over a whiteboard with marker pens. And then Fran noticed a slight shift in tone. Caleb’s course began directly attacking consumerism.
“What if I showed you a way to shed your material goods? What if I told you that your external goals do not need to revolve around which iPhone you own? What if I told you that achieving your best self has nothing to do with any of these things?” Caleb slapped his knees with the palms of his hand. “Come with me.”
They walked back out into the yard and Fran’s eyes roamed the landscape. Now it was mid-morning and she was imagining Mary around every corner. What would happen if she was recognised in front of Caleb? Nothing good. She kept her head down. She saw a man in the distance who was the same height and shape as Elijah. He had a beard too. Could it be him? She turned her head away and chastised herself for not having the foresight to wear a hat with a large brim. Her straw hat barely concealed her features.
Caleb led them to a small paddock. It was in some disrepair, with stones, rocks and weeds mixed in with the hard soil. There were different tools lined up against the fence. Shovels, trowels, rakes and more. Fran almost laughed at the audacity. Were they really going to make them do farm work after paying for a course?
Talisa verbalised her thoughts. “You can’t be serious? This is just exploitation.”
“I am serious,” Caleb said. “Clear this field. And while you’re doing it, meditate on one thing: I feed my spirit. I feed my soul. I want you to repeat those words after me.”
The group repeated the words. Fran too.
“You will not speak to each other. You will meditate and you will clear this field.”
“And what will you be doing?” Talisa asked.
“I’ll be right here,” Caleb said. “I’ll be meditating with you.”
One of the blonds spoke up. “I’m not clearing out your fucking field. This is bullshit.”
Caleb shook his head. “No, it isn’t. We don’t use this field and it being cleared means nothing to us. This is for you. But if you want to leave then leave. No one is forcing you. Alternatively, if you want to stay and learn how to feed your soul then you know where the tools are.” He gestured to the shovels and rakes. It was the firmest she’d ever heard the usually gently Caleb sound, and it had an effect on her that she wasn’t expecting. She almost wanted to obey, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. Maybe it was to annoy the young blond kids.
The participants hesitated. Most exchanged glances with each other as the silence stretched. A man picked up a shovel. A few others followed. Fran let out a long sigh and picked up a trowel. Slowly, even the angry blond girl rolled her eyes as she snatched up a rake.
Fran got to work, but while she was digging out weeds, she changed her affirmation. It was: I will find them. I will save them.




Chapter Sixty-Nine

Esther was trying to sleep in the bunker but Stinky was snoring. That was why she couldn’t sleep, because of him, not because of what Father James had asked her to do. No, because Father James was good and everything he said was true. He was God’s mouthpiece. That meant everything he requested came directly from God. Didn’t it? But what was a mouthpiece again? She couldn’t remember. Someone who talked a lot? No, that wasn’t right. It meant that God told Father what to do and then he relayed the message to them. If they did exactly what he said, they would find salvation, which they needed because the Reckoning was right around the corner.
Her stomach hurt. She hadn’t eaten much but she still felt sick. They had a toilet in the shelter, but it was in sight of everyone and she didn’t want to throw up in front of the others. Instead she kept her eyes closed and silently prayed. Dear Lord, thank you for keeping me safe. Thank you for giving us the gift of Father James and speaking through him to deliver your truth. The words rolled easily through her mind because she had been taught them for as long as she could remember. Then she added her own words. I want to be a good girl. I want to do the right thing. Can you help me choose? What Father says is right and what Mother says is right are two different things. Perhaps you could show me tomorrow. But how would I know? I don’t think you can talk to me like you talk to Father. Wait, I know. If Missy lays one egg tomorrow, then Mother is right about Father. If she’s right, then I shouldn’t do what Father asked me to do. But if Missy lays two eggs then I know you are speaking through Father. If I find two eggs, I will do what Father has asked me to do. Is that okay, Lord? I love you very much. Esther.
That made her tummy feel better and she didn’t need to be sick anymore. In fact, she slept perfectly well after that.
All through the next day, Esther watched Missy. She was a brown chicken with creamy-white flecks on her wings. She was older now and limped sometimes, but continued to be one of the most reliable layers out of the flock. It was, however, very rare for Missy to lay more than one egg in a day. It was rare for any chicken to lay two eggs in one day, but if any hen could do it, it’d be Missy.
Esther knew that Missy had a particular spot in the coop where she laid her eggs. It was a corner spot that Missy was highly protective of. The others had been pecked enough to know not to encroach. Esther continued to check Missy’s spot about every fifteen minutes just to be sure she was the first to find an egg. Grace gave her funny looks as they were watering the lettuce in the garden.
“Can I come?” she kept asking.
“No. I want to look at them alone.”
Esther had lied and told Grace she was looking to see if any of the hens were sitting on their eggs. Mary had once told her that hens would get “broody” which meant they wanted their eggs to turn into chicks. She said that once hens got broody, they protected their egg at all costs and refused to let anyone else harm them.
“That’s not fair,” Grace complained.
Esther rolled her eyes but eventually allowed Grace to go with her. They had to walk around the back of the farmhouse instead of through the yard because Caleb was running another course for new people. That meant they couldn’t be out in the open. It was probably why they were working in the garden today, because it kept them out of the way of prying eyes. But it wasn’t going to stop Esther checking on Missy. She supposed that the will of God was more important anyway.
Once they got to the coop, Esther found one egg in Missy’s corner. She picked it up and smiled. One down. Then she frowned. Did she want Missy to lay two eggs? Did she want to do the thing Father James had asked her to do? Now she wasn’t sure, but she liked the idea of God talking to her as well as talking to Father.
“Boring,” Grace said. “It’s just an egg.”
“I guess none of them are broody then,” Esther said.
They went back to the garden and carried on weeding and watering. The next time she checked back was lunchtime. Nothing. She ran all the way back to the farmhouse. The children couldn’t use the sermon hall today, they had to eat at the table in the dining room. Mary had joined them though. She wrapped her arms around Esther’s shoulders.
“I miss you, Essie,” she said, tears running down her cheeks.
Esther cringed. Why did she look so terrible? Eyes sticking out of her head, skin taut and yellow, a bag of bones for a body. Didn’t Mary understand that it made her feel bad?
Mary sat uncomfortably close to Esther and watched her eat with a smile on her face. It was creepy. And Mary didn’t eat a single thing, she just drank coffee while her body trembled. Sometimes she muttered things out loud that sounded like internal thoughts.
“I’ll get us out,” she said. “… the Reckoning… Has to be. Out. We’ll be out.”
None of it made sense and it frightened Esther. Because she couldn’t wait to get away, Esther wolfed down her food and made her excuses. But Mary wasn’t even listening. She continued to mumble to herself, with her chapped lips moving up and down like a babbling baby, and her blank eyes staring out at nothing. It began to upset Esther. In fact, she hid behind the tomato plants and cried for a while before pulling herself together. God was waiting for her.
When she checked Missy’s corner, there was no second egg. She didn’t know whether to be happy that she didn’t have to go through with Father James’s request, or angry that God wouldn’t talk to her. She went back to the garden and picked tomatoes, bending close to the ground as she worked. Grace smiled and waved enthusiastically but even though Esther smiled back, inside she secretly hoped her friend wouldn’t come over. Unfortunately, Grace didn’t pick up on Esther’s bad mood and walked over to join her. She had on the same dirty overalls as Esther, and wiped soil on them from her palms.
“Do you think Mary is okay?” she asked. She stood over Esther, her body blocking the sun.
Esther shrugged her shoulders.
“Did you talk to her?”
“No.” She didn’t want to talk about Mary. She didn’t want to talk at all. “I’m going to go dig up weeds over there.” She moved away from Grace and attacked the soil with her trowel.
For the rest of the day Esther refused to look at Missy’s corner. She got paper-cut slices in between her fingers weeding out bristle-grass at the bottom of the garden. She carried punnets of tomatoes into the kitchen. She washed potatoes and peeled carrots for dinner. She washed some of the dresses for the women. She wiped sweat from her brow more times than she could count. She ate her dinner in silence in the sermon hall now that the course people had left. She avoided Mary’s gaze as she ate. She didn’t look at Father James, who was sitting next to Mary, occasionally feeding her from his fork. She ignored her tummy troubles and ate the vegetable casserole anyway.
And then… Well, then she ran off to Missy’s corner for one last look. There was the second egg. 




Chapter Seventy

They cleared that damn field. Fran watched Talisa straighten up and take a swig from her water bottle. She wasn’t complaining anymore, she was smiling. The field was clear of stones, all the debris raked away. And it had happened while she was in a daze. A strange, meditative daze. One of the young blonds collapsed dramatically onto the soil and laughed. There were smiles spreading around the group because they’d achieved something remarkable with the summer sun beating down on them.
Her body ached and she was exhausted. She was dirty, too, and hoped there would at least be a sink for her to wash her hands and face before they went home. No one spoke. Caleb gestured for them to follow him. He walked out of the freshly tilled field and into a grassy meadow. Fran wondered briefly just how much land the cult owned. But that thought flittered away, replaced by appreciation of the nature around them, because it was beautiful. From the distant terracotta peaks, to the fields of dry grass and mesquite bushes rolling into the grid-like streets of Tucson city below. Cars scurried along straight roads like ants in a formation.
Caleb sat down on the grass and invited them to do the same. It was slightly spiky, less comfortable than the soft, British grass that always seemed to be damp. He crossed his legs and they did too. He closed his eyes and they did the same. Fran shuffled, trying to feel at ease. There was still tension running through her. She swallowed thickly. Then Caleb began to speak.
“I feed my spirit. I feed my soul. I feed my spirit. I feed my soul. No need to say it with me, just relax and concentrate on my words.” And then he continued over and over again. I feed my spirit. I feed my soul.
Fran opened her eyes and found Caleb watching her. He winked, and never missed a beat. I feed my spirit. I feed my soul. She closed her eyes, embarrassed to have been caught.
She knew it was all a load of rubbish and that the cult had managed to make her pay them to till their field and that there were more than likely cult members in the group playing along to help it seem more authentic, and yet she still felt a tremendous sense of peace wash over her. Once she stopped fighting that sensation, her body sank into the ground and she felt both heavy and weightless at the same time. Some of that tension left her body. Her mind cleared, completely, for a moment. Two moments. It was blissful, but fleeting. After that calming sensation she saw Mary and Esther sitting opposite her in the café back in Leacroft. Esther’s expression was stern as always. Mary was laughing, the corners of her eyes crinkling pleasantly. Then she saw Esther standing in the middle of the village green on her own in the dark. Hands behind her back. Black shoes together. She felt the sensation of aching calves as though she’d been running. She held out her hand, but Esther simply stared at her.
Lastly, Fran saw Chloe. She saw her tiny face poking above the baby blanket. She had walked into the nursery many times before and seen Chloe’s chubby cheeks above the soft, pink wool. She’d walked in to find Chloe smiling, or gurgling, or relaxed in sleep. But this time she felt a punch in her gut. A wrecking ball to the abdomen. Her body knew before her mind caught up. Chloe’s perfect peaches and cream complexion had turned blue. She remembered the silence on the baby monitor. Those purple toes peeking out from under the wool.
Fran gasped. She stood, walked away from the group, with her hand clamped to her mouth. She couldn’t breathe. Before she knew it, Caleb was next to her, a warm hand on her back gently rubbing in a circular motion. Fran was doubled over sobbing, an excruciating pain radiating from her abdomen.
“You’re safe,” he said. “Let out your pain. Let it go.”
“No,” Fran gulped out. “It’s all I have left of her. It’s all I have.”
She felt more hands placed on her shoulders and back. The others had joined her. They were checking she was okay. They rubbed and caressed and patted. She felt the warmth of their skin on hers.
“We’ve got you,” Talisa said.
“I… I…” Fran said, her sobs still wracking through her. “I. Can’t. Let. Her. Go.”
“Just breathe, Francesca,” Caleb said. “Breathe it out. Come on, breathe with me.” He helped her straighten up. He breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth. She matched him. “In… Out…” The others did the same. They breathed in and out. In and out. They breathed together.
“Let it go,” Caleb whispered.
Fran stared at those faces. They all stared back, from the young blond kids to the two guys to Talisa, who was nodding encouragingly with her, like a midwife. She didn’t know any of these people and yet she felt safe. She felt seen. She turned and faced the farmhouse. She saw the simplicity, the charm of it. Then back to the fields, to the city, to the ants. Adrian had never told her to let it go. He had never told her to let it out. Did it frighten him to see her pain? She had kept all of this folded neatly away in a space inside her. They’d redecorated the nursery with a slap of paint and that was that.
She fell down, defeated, and the others sat around her. Each of them placed one hand on her. She closed her eyes and thought of Chloe, imagining the girl she would have been. Fran had never admitted this to anyone, but she liked children in traditional clothing. She liked little girls in pigtails and smart, leather shoes. Proper tights and dresses. Not the leggings and t-shirts that most children wore now.
Chloe would have been bright, of course. Interested in books, perhaps. Good at English. Average at maths. An empath, always kind but never a pushover. Neat but not obsessive. A violin player. Beautiful but not overtly so, possessing a subtle grace. Yes, these were fantasies of the girl Fran had wanted to be herself and never was.
She let it go.
She recognised them as pointless now. None of these things were Chloe. Her daughter had never been given the opportunity to form her own personality. Fran was torturing herself by creating it for her. Forcing a future onto a ghost. It was time to stop inventing the life she regarded as snatched away by cruelty. Instead she clung to the hours of bloody agony in the hospital, the sensation of Chloe at the breast and how bizarre yet comforting it was. The sight of her spit bubbles. The smell of her head. The chubby wrinkles in her skin. The dry flakes above her eyebrows. The gurgling noises. The screams during those first few nappy changes. The warmth of her as she lay on her chest.
Before Fran knew it, she was lying down on the ground, her head nestled by the spiky grass. She was smiling up at the sky. She had let go. 




Chapter Seventy-One

Fran was meeting Caleb for lunch. It was the day after Children of James 101 and he told her that he’d love to do a follow up chat and see how she was getting on. The course had been particularly intense for Fran. He sensed that she’d let go of a great weight, and he wanted to make sure she was all right. Such a huge transition could be difficult for people.
She agreed to meet him at the same Mexican restaurant she’d found near the police station because that was the one place she remembered. Plus, if she did get any bad feelings or hunches about the cult she could go straight to the station and find Detective Woodson.
She walked into the city centre. It was a slightly cooler day, with a fresh breeze drifting down from the mountains. She’d used clips to keep her hair away from her face and wore a vest top and skirt. It’d pained her to spend money on the over-priced laundry service at the hotel, but she hadn’t fancied dragging her suitcase to a laundrette. She smoothed her skirt nervously when entering the restaurant. The same elfin waitress gave her a half-hearted smile before her eyes flicked anxiously towards Caleb. Fran hadn’t thought about other people’s reaction to a cult member. Of course, the waitress would feel uncomfortable with Caleb sitting alone in her restaurant. She flashed the girl a guilty smile before sitting down with him.
He clasped her hand in greeting. “It’s so good to see you Francesca. I thought about you all last night.”
Taken out of context, the words sounded almost romantic. She flushed with heat.
The embarrassment must have shown, because Caleb followed up with, “About your wellbeing, I mean. Yesterday must have been a… strange experience.”
“That’s one way of describing it.” Fran found herself smiling awkwardly as the waitress came over to take her order. She asked for a lemonade and then they had a quick discussion about what food to order. Fran went for a vegetable burrito; Caleb ordered a three-bean salad.
“This is also going to sound odd, but hear me out,” Caleb said. “When I saw your reaction yesterday my heart soared with joy.”
Fran raised her eyebrows.
“Not because I wanted you to go through the pain, but because I wanted you to release it. Don’t you feel your soul healing?”
“Yes,” she said. “I suppose I do.”
“Exactly.” He was talking faster and gesturing with excitement. “Which is why you are so perfect for the family. I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.”
“You mean, I’ve been accepted?”
“Yes, ma’am you have! I told Father James all about you at the end of the day. He wants to meet you on the ranch. He rarely does this.”
“Don’t I need to complete more courses?”
Caleb shook his head. “I don’t think you need it. Plus, you can take them all for free if you join us.”
“Does that mean living on the ranch?”
“It does, yes,” he said. “Which is a big step, I know. We don’t want you to rush in. Take your time. But, Francesca, I have to say, I know you’d love it there. Everything is peaceful. Imagine the release you felt yesterday, and then imagine releasing every toxic part of your life. That is exactly what it’s like on the ranch. You leave behind the expectations placed on you by society, the seduction of material wealth, the greed and excess of those around you.”
“What about friends and family?” she asked. “I have a husband.”
“You can still keep in touch with them. Perhaps in time your husband could come to the ranch too. Not all spouses want to. It can be difficult for them. That’s why we recommend you taking your time. There’s no pressure, we just want you to feel loved by us, because we believe you would be a perfect addition to our family. That’s all.”
Fran lowered her head for a moment mulling over his words, thinking about Adrian, and Mary, and Esther. The food came before she could reply. Halfway through her burrito, Fran asked if she could meet Father James today. Caleb had to go outside to make a phone call, but he came back smiling.
“Father says he would be delighted to meet you. We can go to the ranch straight after lunch.”
“That was fast,” Fran replied.
Caleb sipped his coffee. “You’re lucky. Father James has been busy recently. We’ve had a special visitor staying with us over the last few weeks.”
Fran lifted her face to him, her interest piqued. “Really? What sort of visitor?”
“Someone who used to be in the family but left a long time ago. He’s come back to us.”
“And you welcomed them back in? That’s very forgiving.”
Caleb smiled. “Forgiveness is part of feeding and nurturing the soul.”
They continued eating and Caleb talked more about the importance of self-love. On more than one occasion she saw the waitress watching, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. It made her so uncomfortable that she left a generous tip when they paid. Caleb noticed but said nothing.
On the way out of the restaurant, Fran realised she had a missed call from the detective. She glanced up in the direction of the police station. He could be available for a chat right then and there. But she decided not to go. Instead, she got into Caleb’s truck. Perhaps she could find a quiet moment to call back later. Or, on the other hand, maybe she didn’t need Woodson’s help after all. Soon she’d be part of the Children of James family, and then she could get Mary and Esther out from the inside. 




Chapter Seventy-Two

Esther hadn’t paid much attention to the visitor over the last few weeks. She’d been too busy with work around the ranch, and the task Father James had asked her to do when the Reckoning came. She’d noticed him in the background, though, always somewhere close to Father. Sometimes Esther saw them in deep conversation near the vegetable garden or in the orchard. She felt his eyes on her—the visitor’s—but she ignored him, and he largely ignored her too.
Since she’d found the second egg in Missy’s corner, Esther had been thinking about the Reckoning. Father was delivering sermons to the ranch while they worked, his voice scratchy and thin over the PA system. The adults picked cantaloupes and rode horses in the fields, while Esther and the other children were at the vegetable garden, listening, as they watered and pruned the plants.
“The Day of Reckoning is coming, my beautiful, beautiful children. There are billions of people out there who have not been preparing, who will not see it coming, and who will not have the foresight to survive. But we will. Mark my words, we will. God has spoken to me. He has told me that we have fed our souls. We have nurtured our inner wellness. We are the ones chosen by Him to ascend. We will ascend. It will be glorious, and we will ascend.
“Mark my words, children, the day is almost upon us. There will be lights in the sky. Shining bright. No one will see the sparks, but you. No one has ever seen the sparks but you, my chosen family. Our spirits are full of love, and now our external goal is salvation. We will achieve salvation. We will live it. The time has come to walk with me into the fire. To be reborn.”
“I want him to stop talking now,” Grace said. She plopped down on the grass near the lettuce and adjusted her sun hat. “I don’t like it.”
Stinky was nearby. He sat down too. “He scares me.”
Delilah nodded.
Esther threw her trowel down in disgust. “How dare you. He is your Father.”
“No, he isn’t!” Stinky glared at her.
“Yes, he is!”
“No, he isn’t! My daddy—”
Grace opened her arms out wide as though breaking them up from a fist fight. “Stop it! Stop arguing. I hate hearing you two fight all the time.”
Esther folded her arms and scowled at her shoes. On the day of the Reckoning they would all see how wrong they are. She’d show them.
A few minutes later, the PA system went quiet, and Esther felt a loosening around her chest. She had told herself that she was concentrating on Father’s words, but now she knew they’d been tightening around her.
“He’s a bad man,” Stinky said. “Good fathers don’t hurt people. They don’t make them sleep in hot storm shelters with the spiders and lizards.”
Esther wanted to plug her ears with cotton wool, but she settled on placing her hands over them instead. Stinky tried to pry them away from her face.
“He’s bad,” Stinky said. “He’s going to hurt us.”
After a tussle, Esther stood up and walked away to a different part of the garden, as far away from the others as she could get. She’d expected Grace to come with her, but she didn’t, she stayed with the rest of the kids. Esther was alone. She traced the outline of a leaf with her pinkie. Out loud, but softly, she said: “There were two eggs. God told me what to do. Father is good. I have to do what Father told me to do. I have to.” She sat there for a long time, and she could hardly breathe. For a while she closed her eyes and thought about the fire and the sparks and being reborn. She wondered if it would hurt. Fire sounded painful, but Father wouldn’t hurt them, would he?
Yes, she realised. He would hurt them, but it was fine, because that pain always led to something better. Like when Father thrashed Stinky because he kept trying to run away. Stinky stopped running away and things got better. Or the night on the mountains when she was cold and afraid of the coyotes. It taught her to be strong. It taught her to love and appreciate her brothers and sisters. And perhaps he did hurt Mary, but if Father hadn’t married her then Esther wouldn’t exist.
Esther heard footsteps crunching through the grass. She lifted her chin and saw Father Adam, the visitor, looking down at her.
“How are you today?” he asked. He bent slightly so that he didn’t tower above her. “Are you all right? You look upset.”
Esther brushed away her tears, embarrassed. “I’m fine.” She hastily added, “Father.”
He chuckled. “You don’t need to call me that.” He leant back on his heels and stared out at the rows of tomato plants. “I wish I wasn’t the Father of anything. I wish I hadn’t created this… this monstrosity.”
But she didn’t know what monstrosity meant, or why it would apply to a vegetable garden.
“I’m going to stop it though,” he said. “It all has to stop.”
Again, Esther didn’t understand why anyone would want to stop a vegetable garden. She didn’t like Father Adam. She got up and walked away. 




Chapter Seventy-Three

When the truck drove straight up to the ranch house, Fran’s heart skipped a beat. What if the first person she saw was Elijah? When her mind went over worst-case scenarios, seeing Elijah always seemed to be top of the list, short of being murdered by the cult within the first hour. She did not trust Elijah and she still suspected he was a controlling piece of shit. Maybe he even forced Mary back to the cult, though she couldn’t jump to any assumptions.
They got out of the vehicle and walked past a group of four young cult members. They were pretty girls, about twenty years old, in long dresses, their hair piled on top of their heads, aprons over their clothes and their sleeves rolled up. They chatted and smiled and carried jugs of milk.
“We milk our goats here,” Caleb said, nodding in the direction of the girls. “That’s fresh milk. Delicious. Remind me to box up some cheese for you when you leave.”
Fran smiled and decided it best not to mention the fact that she lived in a hotel. She was relieved that he talked about her leaving, there’d been a part of her wondering if they would either talk her into staying, or force her to. But it would be worth it, wouldn’t it? To find Mary, to finish this quest she’d given herself. That was why she was here, right? As an outsider, a journalist, and… and what? A saviour?
She nodded a hello and goodbye to the young women and fleetingly considered the fact that these people were happy. She’d seen no unhappy people so far. Caleb preached about love and wellness. She’d experienced some of it for herself during her day module. Nothing had made her feel that way before, not in the five long years of grieving. Not therapy, not gardening, not running. It sent a shiver down her spine, teased her unsettled insides with nerves. What was she more afraid of? Meeting this charismatic cult leader? Or feeling herself drawn to this simple life?
Inside the farmhouse, Fran noticed an awful lot of wood. From the varnished pine staircase and floorboards, to the mahogany picture frames. Down a short hallway, the walls were covered in smiling pictures of men and women all in that same traditional dress. In the centre of each picture was an older man, almost always dressed in white, a pair of large, dark sunglasses on his face. In one picture he was gesturing as though in the middle of a sermon, in another he had his arms out wide as though waiting for an embrace. She stopped for a better look. So that was Father James: a man in a white suit and sunglasses. She recognised him as the man on the horse pictured in the information leaflet.
Caleb stopped outside a door and rapped on the wood. This wasn’t quite the impressive set up that Fran had imagined. She’d envisioned him in a large space, probably sitting in the middle of a floor filled with cushions, cliched psychedelic paintings along the walls. Perhaps some scantily dressed young women at his feet. The door opened sharply and a large, broad chested man about forty years old stepped outside.
“Hey Isaiah, how’s it going?” Caleb said.
“Good, Brother.”
“This is the new recruit for Father. He’s expecting us.”
“Sure,” Isaiah said. “I’ll be outside.” He glanced at his watch. “Father Adam should be coming in this afternoon as well, so don’t take too long.”
That name piqued Fran’s interest. Father Adam. Caleb hadn’t mentioned a second Father. The word seemed significant. In this cult, the “Father” held a position of power. Could Adam be the member who took a subset of the cult to Colorado? Perhaps she could try and talk to him too, for her article.
Isaiah left the office and Fran entered it. Father James was waiting behind a large, mahogany desk, the kind she would expect to see in an old-fashioned library. He was older than the photographs in the hall suggested, but perhaps he hadn’t aged well. His clothes hung from his frame indicating a recent weight loss, and she was almost certain he was wearing a wig. He sat leaning forward with his fingers steepled beneath his chin, sunglasses still on. It was certainly odd for him to be wearing them indoors, but perhaps he had some sort of eye condition.
Caleb explained who she was and why she was here, then he left her alone with James and his sunglasses, flashing her an encouraging smile as he exited. She chewed nervously on the inside of her cheek, now more aware of the office walls and the closed door.
“Francesca Stevens,” he said slowly. She had used her mother’s maiden name in case they ran a background check and noticed her previous career in journalism. “Take a seat, child.”
It felt strange to be called child, but she did as he asked.
“We get a lot of young blood around here,” he said. “Finally, a real woman.” He smiled and gestured to her like a grandfather to his grandchild. His voice was soft and smooth. Relaxing. She saw the gold rings on his fingers and the gold Rolex around his wrist. So much for giving up on consumerism, she thought. “Tell me about yourself.”
Fran ran a tongue along her teeth before she spoke. She found herself staring at the desk and not at him. Perhaps the sunglasses were putting her off. “Well, I’m from England as you can probably tell. I’m married. My husband hasn’t moved to Arizona yet…” She faltered, taken by surprise by a welling of emotion. Her throat became raw, but she pushed on. “He’s a retired lecturer. I took early retirement, too. We live… I mean lived in a small village—”
“No,” he said. “Tell me about you. What are you afraid of?” He rested his hands together on the desk. The heavy watch clunked as it hit the wood.
“I don’t know what I’m afraid of.” Fran shuffled in her seat. It was unbearably hot in the small room. There was one small window to the right of James. It was closed. Her eyes roamed around as she struggled to think up an answer. She noticed his fountain pen resting on a notebook, a pile of documents next to it. Did cult leaders have an in-tray?
“Yes, you do.” He removed his sunglasses to reveal startling blue eyes. Pale cornflower irises ringed by deep cobalt. His pupils were tiny, like two pinpricks inside an expanse of ice.
Fran could not look at him. She stared at her hands. “I’m afraid of being unloved. I’ll never be a mother and I’ll never know the love of a child. My husband loves me, I know he does, but it isn’t the same.” She pursed her lips together, unwilling to say more, afraid that if she did, she would never stop talking, or that she would cry in front of this man.
The Father nodded his head thoughtfully. “If a family is what you need, you’re in the right place for that. We don’t believe in blood ties here; we believe that we all have the ability to choose our family. Do you believe the same thing?”
“I think it depends,” she said. “I know families who adopt their children and love them as fiercely as any parent would.” She paused and let out a long breath, considering her words carefully. “I never trusted my ability to do so. When my baby died, my world imploded. Anything other than a child made from me felt too much like replacing a Christmas present.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, surprised to find it wet. “But God had other ideas and took away my ability to have children.” She glanced at the wall above his head, still not able to look into his eyes. There were photographs of him with groups of people. Always smiling.
“You’re angry with God.”
“Of course I’m angry,” she snapped. “I kept believing, kept praying and He punished me.”
“Was it a punishment or was it a way of pushing you to where you needed to be?”
Fran let out a humourless laugh. “You mean here? That’s clever.” Now she found herself staring into his eyes. She saw no expression there, simply neutrality, as though he was reciting the phone book, not talking about faith.
“Why not here? Or the next place. Or the place after that. Only you will know.”
That made her relax a little. She’d found herself expecting a barrage of reasons why she should stay at the ranch.
“You don’t have children here,” Fran said. She gestured to the pictures on the wall. “I don’t see any photographs of them.”
Father James did not turn around to look at them himself, he continued to stare right at her. “Is that a problem?”
“Yes,” she said. “I’m not sure I could live out the rest of my days without hearing the sound of children laughing or watching them play.”
“Is that the only thing holding you back from joining the family?”
Fran paused for what she hoped was a regular amount of time to mull over his words. “Yes, it would.”
Father James scratched the back of his hand and regarded her through squinted eyes. “Interesting.”
“Are you implying there are children here?” she asked.
“No,” he replied. “Perhaps it’s time for you to go.”
“Wait,” Fran said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” She tried smiling at him. She felt the corners of her mouth twitching with nerves. She had an opportunity here, but she was squandering it.
“There are couples who mate and receive gifts from God. We just don’t tend to take pictures of them,” he said.
Her jaw dropped. He was telling her. He was actually admitting it. She composed herself and continued with the meeting.
“Why is that?” Fran asked. “Do people interfere? Are you worried about the consequences?”
His eyes flashed with anger. “The authorities… the wonderful, world-renowned harbingers of all that is good—American police service—are not kind to us. They have no love for us. They rip the children from the arms of their mothers and take them away to foster families. Once trapped in those families the children feel no love, only hate and pain. I cannot, on my good conscience, allow that to keep happening. Therefore, as far as those God-fearing pillars of community are concerned, we do not have children on our ranch.”
Fran realised then that she’d pressed the right buttons. Father James was exactly the kind of narcissist who liked his opinions to be agreed with by an outsider. “It must be terrible receiving that kind of prejudice.”
“It is. But God is good, and we have him on our side.” He smiled widely, two rows of perfect teeth—almost certainly veneers—revealed themselves between his full lips. “I see a great ally in you, Francesca. I see someone ready to step into this family. But I have one last thing to ask of you. At least, Caleb will ask on your way out. Please do not share any part of this conversation outside this ranch. Is that understood?”
“Yes,” Fran said.
“You’re a good woman. I like you a lot. I think you’ll fit in here just fine. Have you read the Book of James yet?”
Fran shook her head. “I have the eBook.”
The Father tutted. “That’s no good. You need a proper book. Here.” He opened a desk drawer and took a slim paperback from within. He slid it across the desk. “Go on then. Take it, child.”
Fran picked up the book and placed it on her knee.
“You go home, and you read that book, and then you come back.”
Fran sensed herself being dismissed. She stood, unsure whether to bow or walk backwards as though she was meeting royalty.
“Caleb will have something for you to sign on the way out,” he said. “You don’t even worry about it.” He waved a hand. “All it says is that our private conversation will remain private. Which is how all conversations should be, isn’t it?”
Fran smoothed the shiny book cover with her thumb as she made her way to the door. “Yes, of course.”
“Good. Then it won’t be a problem. I look forward to seeing you again, child. There’s a lot here for you. Keep your heart open.”
She left the room on shaking legs. The bodyguard, Isaiah, glanced at her with two disinterested eyeballs, but Caleb rushed over with a grin stretched across his face. He walked with her through the wood-filled hallway, to a lounge area, where he sat her down with a glass of water. Before she’d even taken a sip, he shoved an NDA under her nose.
“Father James explained, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” she said. She was sweating. She signed it with her fake name. Anything to get out of that place. Would it still be legally binding if she used her mother’s maiden name? Did a lawyer need to be present? Perhaps Caleb, as unlikely as it seemed, was a lawyer.
“How did it go?” he asked.
She tried her best to brighten her expression. “Good, I think. But I’d best get back.” She glanced at her watch as though she had somewhere else to be.
“Sure. I’ll give you a ride home.”
On the way out, her eyes searched the yard. She longed to see nervous Mary among the people milling around the place. Or solemn little Esther in her Mary-Jane shoes. Something to prove to her that she was doing the right thing.
“It’s hard to tell when you first meet Father.” Caleb unlocked the truck. “I felt the same way. Oh, he gave you a book. Great.”
Fran felt as though she was in a daze as she climbed into the truck cab. She idly flicked through the book. Her heart was still hammering away. The flip-flip-flip of the pages at least provided some sort of breeze. On the inner cover she noticed another name next to Father James. Father Adam. Perhaps she would get to meet him soon as well.
Caleb chatted incessantly on the way back to Tucson city centre, so Fran pretended she was reading the book.
“Wow, you’re keen,” he said. “I’m impressed.”
He dropped her off at the restaurant and gave her a hug. Fran cringed away, too sweaty for body contact. A moment later, Caleb was back in his truck driving away.
She stood there, breathing deeply. There was one part of the conversation that kept running through her mind. She couldn’t stop thinking about it, along with those penetrating eyes. Yes, he had been charismatic, she’d expected that. And though he was obviously prone to rambling, he’d been interesting to talk to. But there was one part of the conversation that had chilled her to the bone.
She glanced across at the police station. And then she strode towards it. 




Chapter Seventy-Four

Missy was dead. She was on her side in the chicken coop, eyes glazed over like clouded marbles. Esther crouched down and stared at the old hen. She had to shoo away clucky Miss Betsy trying to peck out Missy’s eyes.
What did it mean now? What did her sign mean? God had sent her that second egg, but now he’d killed Missy and she didn’t understand. Were the two related? She wanted to go and ask Father James, but that meant admitting how she’d doubted him. What if he was angry with her? He’d been very specific about not letting him down and that was the last thing she wanted to do.
Esther picked Missy up by the legs and carried her out of the coop. She didn’t want those other hens pecking at her. She chose a spot over in the orchard in the shade of a pecan tree, found a shovel small enough for her to carry and began digging a grave. The ground was firm, but not as hard as the baked soil out in the fields.
It took her a while. Every time she thought she’d dug enough, she realised she had to go deeper. Esther had seen Elijah burying a dead horse once, and he said that if you didn’t go down deep enough, a coyote would dig it up and eat it. Well, Esther didn’t want any coyotes eating Missy. She owed it to Missy to make sure that didn’t happen. After all, Missy had worked with God to deliver the sign, even if she wasn’t sure what it meant now.
After getting Missy into the ground and filling in her grave, Esther went back to the farmhouse to tell the others what had happened. It was well into the afternoon and her stomach rumbled. She had mud and muck all over her overalls and smeared on her face, too. She didn’t just feel filthy from the soil, she felt dirty after touching the dead animal, even one she’d liked.
She followed the usual path that took her away from the yard and any prying eyes. The Children of James did not run around wherever they wanted, they had special routes to take so that any visitors wouldn’t notice they were there. And they certainly never worked in the yard or the outhouses when the courses were going on, or Father James had a meeting with an outsider. She walked down the steps at the back of the house and in through the cellar door. She could wash the dirt from her hands in the downstairs toilet. Wash away the feel of Missy’s cold chicken feet inside her fist.
She was tired. Not just from the physical labour, but tired of thinking and worrying and wondering what would happen next. She kept thinking about Father Adam and the strange words he’d said to her about putting a stop to things. It was later, in the children’s bunker, that she’d realised he wasn’t just talking about the vegetable garden, he was talking about the whole family, or maybe the Reckoning, she wasn’t sure. But since then, she’d decided to tell Father James all about it, if she could get to him. He was always busy, and Esther didn’t like his bodyguards. She didn’t want to talk to them.
She dried her hands and face, then stepped out of the washroom and brushed the mud from her shoes using a small wire brush they kept by the door. She went up the steps to the kitchen to find Mary chopping onions and garlic. Perhaps it was the onion fumes, or more likely it was Mary being weepy again, but there were tears running down her cheeks from her red-rimmed eyes to her pimpled chin.
“Hi, baby,” she said. “Why are your clothes dirty?”
“I had to bury Missy,” Esther answered.
Mary put down the knife and opened her arms. “Would you like a hug? I know she was your favourite chicken.”
Esther stood there for a long moment, staring at those open arms, weighing up her options. At least Mary was coherent today. At least she seemed aware of her surroundings. Esther decided that she did want a hug and she folded into her mother’s arms, leaning into her in a way she hadn’t done in weeks. Mary hugged her tightly. She smelled like onions and saltwater.
“Can we leave, please, Esther?” Mary whispered. “Will you come with me if I get us out?”
Esther pulled away. “No.”
Mary’s eyes were too wide. Up close, Esther saw that there were sketches of red veins across the whites of her eyeballs, and that tear tracks marked her skin all the way down to her collarbone. “We can’t stay here, honey. I can’t stay here. You have no idea what he does to me. You don’t… You shouldn’t. No child should know what he does. And I don’t know who’ll be next but there will be someone. He talks about Grace in a way I don’t like, Esther. Please, baby, you need to wake up. You need to understand who he is.” She sniffed. “I’m addicted now, I know I am. I don’t know what he gives me, but I know I need it.” She hugged Esther’s tiny body with skinny, frail arms. “Maybe I’m not strong enough to get us out. I don’t know where we’d go anyway. We don’t have any money now. I haven’t heard from Noah for months. Elijah won’t help me anymore. It’s… it’s useless, isn’t it?”
“I need to go now.” Esther pulled away from her, afraid. This was why she avoided Mary, because of the rants and rambles. Seeing her just brought on the late-night cramps.
“He’ll kill us,” Mary continued. “He’ll kill us at the Reckoning. He keeps talking like it’s going to be soon, like he already has a plan. He’s going to start it. Him. Not God. Him. He just wants us all to die.”
Esther hurried out into the hallway, relieved to see her mother wasn’t following. Esther wanted to be away from her rambling, from those words that made her skin crawl. But once she was out of the kitchen, she bumped straight into Isaiah, bouncing back from his protruding belly. He folded his arms and glared at her.
“Scram, mouse.”
“I… I need to speak to Father,” she said, craning her neck to find his face.
The bearded man leaned against the wall. He was chewing something. Maybe tobacco. She wasn’t close enough to smell it. “All right. He’s just had a visitor and I think he has ten minutes.”
Esther’s anxiety eased slightly. She turned in the direction of Father’s office, but as she was turning, she noticed movement outside the house. The lounge door was open, and she could see through the door to the window that overlooked the yard. It was normal to see people walking around the ranch, but this was different. This was an outsider. Esther recognised the size, shape and stride of the person walking across the yard. It was Mrs Cole, the woman her mother had befriended back in England. Fran. What was she doing here? She froze, watching Fran stroll casually across the yard with Caleb. Esther knew that he handled the new recruits, so did that mean Fran was joining the cult?
“Are you coming or what?”
Esther pulled her gaze away from the window and back to Isaiah. She nodded her head once and followed the large man down the hall to Father James’s office. 




Chapter Seventy-Five

Detective Woodson didn’t keep her waiting. In fact, he led her through to a meeting room almost immediately. “I know you stopped by a second time. Sorry it took me so long to call you. I had to prioritise the missing boy.”
“That’s right. Jayden. I saw the posters. Has he been found yet?”
Woodson sighed as he took a seat across from her. “Small details so far. In fact, that’s why I wanted to speak to you. Officer Garcia mentioned you were asking about the Children of James. She remembered you saying that your friend and her daughter were part of the cult. Now, during the investigation into Jayden’s disappearance, the Children of James came up in a few statements. Someone saw a cult member hanging around near where the boy lived. It could be nothing. Those cultists have a habit of loitering around different neighbourhoods asking for donations. But the same thing came up in another missing child case from a few years ago, Lucy Caruso. That worried me, and given the age of your friend’s daughter, I thought we’d best have another conversation.”
“I think you’re right,” Fran said. “I went to the ranch. I had a one on one conversation with Father James, and,” she reached into her bag and took out her phone, “I recorded it.
Woodson leaned across the table, his eyes fixed on the phone. “You did what?” He lifted his gaze to meet hers. “How did you get access?”
“One of their recruiters gave me a leaflet on the street. I contacted them and booked a consultation. Then I took the day course. After that, I had lunch with one of the cult recruiters and he persuaded me I was a perfect candidate for the family. He told me Father James wanted to meet me. They think I’m a shoe-in. I guess I do make a good impression of a broken woman.” She let out a small laugh, but it was a hollow one.
Woodson raised his eyebrows. “You after my job now, Mrs Cole?” But a smile played on his lips. “I’m not endorsing this amateur sleuth racket you’ve got going on here, but tell me everything you can remember.” He flipped open his notebook and clicked the pen. “It could be important, especially to Jayden and Lucy.”
“Well,” she said, “for one thing, I didn’t see any children or anything connected to a child, like clothes or toys. Inside the farmhouse there are no pictures of children at all. But James told me there were children on the farm after I pressed him on the subject. This might be a little muffled. It was in my bag.” She unlocked the screen and scrolled through to the right app. Then she tapped play and turned the volume up as high as it would go.
Woodson cocked his head, listening. She didn’t fast forward, but she did cringe when she heard herself confessing her fears. When Father James started talking about children, Woodson positioned his ear even closer to the phone.
“What did you sign?” he asked once it was over.
“An NDA. But I signed it using my mother’s maiden name. I’m hoping it isn’t legally binding.”
He sighed. “That’s fraud, Mrs Cole.” But then he pursed his lips and added, “Without seeing the NDA you signed, or speaking to a lawyer, I can’t know for sure if what you signed is legally binding or not. But you should probably delete this recording and we’ll forget we had this conversation. It was certainly useful to listen to what you have here, but he doesn’t talk about any criminal activity. However, while he doesn’t incriminate himself on this, it does tell me that he lied about there being children on the ranch. Now, we searched that place high and low after Lucy Caruso’s disappearance and we didn’t find even a trace of a child. No toys, no clothes, no food for kids. There was one pregnant woman living there but that was it. If there are children in the cult, he purposefully hid them away when we visited.”
Woodson asked Fran to rewind the recording so that he could listen to the section where James spoke about law enforcement taking children into care.
“I don’t know what he’s talking about here,” he said. “As far as I know, no children have ever been removed from the cult because as far as any authorities knew, there weren’t any children living there. He’s trying to get you on his side from the get-go.”
“Do you want me to go back and find out more?” Fran asked.
“No,” he said sharply. “We don’t know how dangerous this cult could be, and I don’t want to be worrying about you, Mrs Cole.” His eyes twinkled. “With the witness testimony claiming cult members had been hanging around Jayden’s home, I’ll be requesting another search warrant for the ranch. The job is in hand, now. There’s no need for you to put yourself in harm’s way.”
“Do you think they’re that dangerous?”
“I don’t know what to think,” he admitted. “There’s a chance they’ve been purposefully hiding children on their property. Good people don’t tend to do that. Factor in two missing children and that’s pretty suspicious to me.”
She had to agree with him, which made the blood drain from her face. “What about Mary and Esther?”
“If we find any missing children on the premises then someone is being arrested, and chances are it’ll be James himself. Or Roger, or whoever the hell he is. If the leader is arrested, I’d imagine that the cult is over. They are the Children of James after all. And if the cult is over, your friends will be safe. Though, I am now suspicious of one thing.”
“Esther,” Fran said. “You don’t think she’s Mary’s daughter.”
“Do you?” he asked.
But Fran wasn’t sure. She left with a heavy heart. Could Mary have kidnapped Esther? She was a similar age to the missing girl—Lucy—though Fran didn’t know what she looked like. And would either of them be safe if Father James was arrested? Perhaps this Father Adam would step in, or one of the henchmen. She’d heard of cults continuing long after the incarceration or even death of the leader. Indoctrinated people did not let go easily. However, despite her fears, she’d agreed with Woodson to stay out of the investigation. He’d seemed happy to accept her promise and made one of his own—to call her if he discovered Mary and Esther living on the ranch. She caught a taxi back to the hotel, the Book of James still inside her bag. A heavy sensation laid low in her gut, telling her that this wasn’t over. 




Chapter Seventy-Six

Esther didn’t get to see Father James that afternoon because Father Adam stepped into the office and took her appointment. It was more important for Adam to speak with him, apparently, and she couldn’t tell Adam anything because she didn’t trust him. Instead, Esther went outside and got on with the rest of her chores. She helped Paul untangle a wire fence damaged by a goat and fed the chickens. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but she didn’t want to eat. She enjoyed this new sensation clawing at her insides. Hunger took away all of her bad thoughts because when she was hungry, all she thought about was food and the pain in her belly. It stopped her worrying about Father James and God and Missy and Mary and Father Adam and Fran.
Before dinner, she went to the storm shelter for a shower, finally scrubbing away the last of the dirt. Grace was there and they played in the water together like they did most days, splashing and throwing the soap around. She felt woozy and needed to sit down for a moment. Luckily, none of the other children seemed to notice that she wasn’t feeling well. She dried and got dressed. Esther braided Grace’s and Delilah’s hair into pigtails before Grace helped her with her own. She helped Paul with a tie. They always dressed smartly for dinner. No one helped Stinky. He sat sullenly on his mattress. He wouldn’t leave at first, until Paul made him.
Even though she’d been playing with Grace, Esther was still a bit annoyed about their argument. But she still sat next to Grace in the sermon hall. Esther’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Mary, but Father James kept her mother by his side. Esther had to look away from her gaunt appearance and glazed eyes. It tugged at something inside her, a part of herself she tried to lock down deep.
She had creamed spinach, pine nuts, goats’ cheese and tomatoes on her plate. Caleb sliced up sourdough bread and portioned out butter. It was a good meal and Esther liked all of the ingredients, but she ended up giving most of her food to Paul and little David. Grace ate all of hers but didn’t need seconds.
“What’s the matter?” Grace asked. “Don’t you feel well?”
“My stomach hurts,” Esther said.
“Did you eat something bad at breakfast?”
“No, it’s been hurting for a long time.”
“You should see Ruth.”
“I’m fine.”
Esther forced down another piece of bread to try and shut her up about it. She could see her friend’s worried expression out of the corner of her eye.
A tinkling sound interrupted dinner as Isaiah tapped a spoon against a glass. A gradual silence folded out across the hall. Smiling faces turned to their patriarch, Father James.
The Father stood with the help of his cane, swaying unsteadily from side to side. But when Isaiah and Zachary lurched forward, he waved away their help. The rest of the family stood with him. “It’s time to welcome a new member into our fold. Many of you will have seen Father Adam around the ranch already. Now I want to introduce you to him. Those of you who joined the family at the very start of our journey know Father Adam very well.” Father directed his gaze towards the older members. There weren’t many of them now and they tended to keep to themselves rather than mingle with the newer folks. They raised their glasses as though toasting to themselves. “Back then, during those special days, Father Adam and I listened to God and we heard what he was saying. We knew that he wanted us to build a holy community.” He raised his eyebrows and lowered his voice. “And that’s what we did. Brick by brick. From the foundations up. We listened to God when he told us what kind of heaven he desired. And then we found the right people to join our garden. And now, here we are, all these years later, together as one. Adam, my brother, I am grateful for your return. We will face the Reckoning together.” Father raised his glass and the family cheered, all lifting their glasses of apple cider.
Esther felt a flush of heat work its way up from her neck, spreading like a rash across her flesh. She gulped in air as the unbearable heat vigorously consumed her, but she couldn’t breathe. The air had been stolen from her lungs. One resounding thought speared through her mind, as searing and sharp as a branding iron: she was dying. She would never take another full breath ever again. The pulsating in her ears sounded as though they were either full of liquid or she was underwater. Right before her eyes, Grace’s mouth opened and closed as though she was screaming words at her, but Esther didn’t hear a single syllable. Her legs felt like jelly. She stumbled backwards. She was vaguely aware of herself hitting the ground and soreness spreading across her hip and back. When everyone rushed towards her, she saw mere glimpses of their torsos before the world went dark. 




Chapter Seventy-Seven

Esther woke to the sound of Ruth’s voice chattering away. The woman had an unpleasantly raspy voice that always sounded like a chastisement. At first, she sounded far away but then close. Too close. Esther winced. Her head was still fuzzy and throbbing, and it was difficult to concentrate. She heard Ruth talking about sleeping, eating and the dry summer heat. Esther slid her hands across the surface around her and realised she was lying on top of soft sheets on a firm but comfortable mattress, not the thin, grimy mattresses they slept on in the storm shelter. She lay there watching the woman rinse out a cloth before plunging it into a bowl of ice. Ruth was one of the oldest members of the family, slightly younger than Father but not much. She had closely cropped grey hair, a bulge of extra weight around the middle and large breasts that swung freely beneath her dress.
“How’s that?” Ruth pressed the cold cloth to Esther’s forehead.
“It’s okay,” Esther said. It felt good. The coolness spread through her, soothing the remnants of the sudden heat that had consumed her in the sermon hall. As the memory of her unconsciousness came back, so did the fear. She’d never felt anything like it before. Not even during the night she slept outside with the coyotes.
“What do you remember?” Ruth asked.
“I couldn’t breathe,” she replied. “I felt faint.”
“What else.”
“I was scared.”
Ruth pursed her lips for a moment and then nodded to herself. “Okay. I think I know what happened. You’re quite young for a panic attack, though. Did you eat all your food today? I never saw you at lunch.”
“I didn’t go,” Esther admitted.
“So, you haven’t been eating properly. Well, that could be the reason.” She pressed on the cloth and water trickled across Esther’s temples. “You certainly look like skin and bone.” She removed her hand from the cloth and straightened up. “I’ve put you in a guest room and told Father James that you should stay here tonight. You need proper rest. You’ll be relieved from your duties tomorrow, do you understand?”
“Yes, sister,” Esther said.
“Good. Angel will bring you supper and a hot chocolate in a few hours. I suggest you get some sleep and stay in bed until then. You’ll be fine in the morning.”
“Thank you, sister,” Esther said.
“God wants us to be in good shape for the Reckoning, Esther. You should remember that.”
“Yes, sister.”
Ruth stepped out and closed the door, leaving Esther all alone. She spread her fingers out wide on the soft sheets. They were plain white, but they were luxurious. Above her, was a patterned sconce and a small light shade in the shape of a rose. The bed was solid pine and the windowsill too. She saw a chest of drawers and a door that she assumed opened into a closet. The room was warm with plenty of sunlight drifting in to brighten the darker corners. This was a lovely room and it was the first time Esther had been in it. She removed the wet cloth and rolled onto her side, deciding to take Ruth’s advice about sleeping. Why waste such a comfortable bed? But as she was drifting off into slumber, she heard raised voices coming from outside the room.
Esther swung her legs over the bed and slowly stood. She stepped lightly across the wooden floorboards and listened at the door. When she heard Father James speaking, she realised that she was in the room above his office. Esther got down on her knees and pressed her ear to a crack between two floorboards. She could hear Father James and someone else. A deep, resonating voice with a clipped accent. Father Adam.
“You’re believing your own bullshit now, Roger. I think you might have lost your actual mind. And what’s worse is that those people out there are eating up every word. This isn’t what we set up in any way and I’m fed up with trying to play along with this idiocy.”
“You’re telling me I’m crazy, but you’re the one who can’t remember my name. There’s no Roger here, Adam.”
“Yes, there is. There always has been. I know who you are, and I know where you came from. I was there with you, right from the beginning. The Children of James. Body and Soul. I was the one who made up all the gibberish about inner wellness and external goals. I did it three decades ago. The bastard child of a drunk, foolish man and a philosophy textbook. You’ve twisted it into all this religious nonsense and tell people you can speak to God, Rog, it’s… it’s… dangerous.”
“God does speak to me, Adam.”
“NO, HE DOESN’T! It’s a lie. You’re going to commit mass murder over a lie? We started this cult to get laid and make money!” Esther heard stomping footsteps as Adam strode around the room. Her fingertips began to sweat as she stayed there on her hands and knees, listening. “It’s gone too far. You’ve gone too far. The things you’ve done. I’ve tried not to say anything, I really have, but I can’t bite my tongue anymore. You’ve married children, Roger. You’re a paedophile!”
“They were over twelve,” Father said. “Just like in the Bible, and in every ancient civilisation and every medieval—”
“Listen to yourself justifying it.” Adam sounded as though he was half-sobbing. “This has to stop. You need to close down the ranch, move away and find your peace elsewhere, without dragging all of these innocent people along with you. You can’t keep doing this. Not to those children. Come on.” Father James was silent. “Come on, please. Agree with me, Roger. Come on.” Still silence. “Please stop it. That’s the only reason I came back. I don’t want to join the family, I want to break it up.”
Esther held her breath. In these silences she was sure that they’d be able to hear her ragged breath through the crack.
“I think it’s best that you leave,” Father James said.
“The ranch?”
Another pause.
“No,” Father said. “You can stay in the house, but you must leave my office.”
“If I want to leave the ranch, will I be permitted?” Adam asked.
“Of course,” Father James said. “After the Reckoning. Don’t worry, you won’t be waiting long.”
Esther pulled herself off the floor and climbed back into the bed. She pulled the duvet up over her head and pressed her hands against her ears. She didn’t want to hear anymore. 




Chapter Seventy-Eight

Finally, Fran tapped on Adrian’s icon in the video call app. His face filled the screen and her conflicted heart twisted. Part of her ached for him, for the warmth of his arms and the comfort of his voice. Another part of her resented him. Every time she thought about their relationship, or about Chloe, her mind drifted back to the meadow in the Catalina mountains. The others around her, breathing with her, touching her, sharing her pain. Fran and Adrian had lost a child together and yet they’d grieved apart. It was a phenomenon she hadn’t noticed until that day. Perhaps she’d been blind to it, or perhaps she’d wilfully ignored it.
She let out a shaky breath, waiting for him to answer. He never did. With some disappointment, she cancelled the call and sat down on the bed. It was late and she was tired. Lifting her feet, she rested her head on the pillow and soon slipped into sleep, pondering, as her eyes closed, that he would never know how she called him hoping he would talk her out of what she had planned.
The next morning, Fran got up early and dressed. She ordered breakfast to the room and then worked on her piece, describing the draw of the cult, the dark charisma of the leader, the sense of community that hid the darker underbelly. Mid-morning, she received another email from Caleb.
Hi Francesca,
We would love to see you back on the ranch. Father James was extremely impressed with you and thought you were an excellent fit. I think so too.
Have you had time to read the Book of James yet? I would love to meet and discuss any questions you might have.
Also, if you don’t mind, I’ve attached another questionnaire. This one is more about demographics, that kind of thing. It’s purely for our records.
Speak soon,
Caleb
Fran opened the document and skim-read it. She almost let out a laugh. If any temptation remained, the scales truly fell from her eyes now. The questionnaire about demographics was an obvious attempt to figure out how much money she had. The questions focused on her career, how much she earned, how cautious she was about savings, the size of her house, the number of cars she owned, that kind of thing. They wanted to figure out if she could contribute financially to the cult.
“Father wants a new gold ring,” Fran said out loud.
She grabbed a waffle from her breakfast plate, munched it down and finished with a slurp of orange juice. At least that confirmed the scam. Once Fran had closed her laptop and placed the empty breakfast plate on the hotel coffee table, she felt tired. Yes, the blatant money-grab had amused her for a moment, but then she thought of the insidiousness behind the smiling face of the cult. The missing children, the obvious dislike of authorities, the man with his sunglasses on.
Her connection with Caleb muddied the waters. She found it difficult to think of him as anything other than a sweet lad who’d lost his way. But was he innocent? Were any of the devotees innocent? If children had been hidden, hurt or worse, and members of the cult knew about it, then perhaps they all deserved punishment. Maybe even Mary. She lay down on the bed and crossed her ankles. Fran thought about her upbringing: the church choirs, the Sunday school, the nativity plays. She’d had a middle-English experience with religion and maintained moderate views her whole life. Did that make her qualified to analyse the actions of someone indoctrinated into a cult?
For the first time in a while she thought about calling her mum. But she hadn’t told either of her parents about coming to Arizona and it felt too difficult to try and explain why she was so fixated on saving Mary and Esther.
She checked her phone and found a new text message from Adrian. I’m sorry I missed your call. How are you? Do you want to chat? Fran text back. No, that’s okay, it was a goodnight call. Everything all right in the village? A moment later he replied. There’s talk. She waited, watching the Adrian is typing… message float across the screen. Emily thinks you’ve left me. Some people say you’re a lesbian! Fran sent him a laughing emoji. Goodness, they do think I’m interesting! She typed. Adrian sent her an emoji of a woman dancing, but she wasn’t sure what he meant. I’m off to the library now, Franny. I miss you. Fran let out a sigh and typed back, I miss you too.
After pouring herself a cup of coffee using the hotel machine, she opened her laptop and composed a reply to Caleb.
Hi Caleb,
Thanks so much for sending this through. I’ll get it back to you ASAP, but I need to check with my husband on some of the answers. In the meantime, I wondered whether I could visit the ranch again? I loved it there so much. Perhaps you could give me a tour? It’d be great to chat about the Book of James. I’m almost done.
Best,
Fran 




Chapter Seventy-Nine

Grace grabbed Esther’s hands and pulled her up from the grass. “We can stay up late tonight. Father James said we should have an Observance!” Her cheeks were flushed pink from excitement. She squealed with joy, dropped Esther’s hands, and then ran over to Delilah and Paul to relay the news.
Esther knelt back down and picked up her trowel. Her hands were shaking. An Observation meant a celebration. It meant the consumption of alcohol was allowed (for the adults) and dancing was encouraged (for everyone). The children could stay up as late as they wanted. They usually built a fire and Elijah played the fiddle. They didn’t do it often, maybe two or three times a year, and rarely in the heat of the summer like now. It was a strange time for an Observance, which meant one thing: there was someone new coming to the farm. Father James only went to this kind of trouble when there was a recruit he wanted to join. But that was good, wasn’t it? Surely if Father James was obsessed with recruiting more family members it meant that the Reckoning wasn’t going to happen any time soon, no matter what Father James had said in his anger a few nights ago.
She dug at the hard soil, turning it over with no real purpose. There wasn’t anything new to plant and she’d already removed every weed she could find. She heard Grace laughing with the other kids and dug at the soil even harder. She resented them, now. None of them ever had stomach aches like her or fainted in the sermon hall like she had. Esther was the one who carried all the strain. She was the one Father James had chosen for his special task at the Reckoning. And now Esther knew more than she should know. She knew that Father Adam and Father James were fighting.
The day after she’d overheard the argument, Esther was surprised to see Father Adam still here at the ranch. Why hadn’t he been thrown out? Perhaps it was because they were brothers. Mary said that family argued but still loved each other. That had to be it. Father James was too kind to throw Adam out of the family. That was the reason, it had to be.
But Esther still decided not to tell Father about who Fran was or about Mary’s strange ramblings in the kitchen. She also decided not to tell Mary about Fran. Things were getting too complicated and she didn’t want to be in the middle of it all. Besides, Mary was so out of it that telling her probably wouldn’t help anyway.
Esther was finding it difficult to speak at all. She hadn’t interacted with anyone all day. Even when Grace chatted to her, she simply nodded along to the words without properly listening.
For the rest of the day, she carried on with her chores, distancing herself from the other children. She watched them gather in groups, whispering behind fingers while casting her pitying glances. Grace and Delilah rocked a fussy Judith back and forth in a pram, staring right at her when they giggled. Esther felt like she was withering away. She couldn’t quite put it into words when she thought about it, but she knew she felt dried-up and hollow. Yet she carried on regardless, collecting eggs, chopping onions in the kitchen, washing bedsheets.
She showered alone this time, then dressed in the corner of the shelter listening to the laughter from the other kids. Stinky was laughing along with them, too, and they were calling him John for a change. As Esther tried to braid her own hair, she realised that she’d replaced Stinky as the outsider. She’d become the one the other kids mocked. Hatred soured in her stomach. She’d show them. On the day of the Reckoning, she’d show them. Esther tied her hair and strode out of the storm shelter, climbing the steps up to the ranch. They were a short distance away from the rest of the outbuildings, the entrance obscured by a patch of creosote bushes and mesquite. She saw a lizard scuttle its way down the steps and bent to catch it. Once a tarantula had wandered into the bunker. Esther had woken up to see it walking slowly over Grace’s sleeping bag. Her heart had been pounding, but she knew they were harmless. She’d scooped it quietly into a bowl, being careful not to wake Grace, and took it outside. Now she wished she’d left the spider crawling all over her.
Outside the shelter, the sun was low, but it would be a few hours before it set. The cicadas were chirping inside scrubby patches of Bermuda grass. Her shoes were covered in dust almost immediately, despite cleaning them before she came out. Esther heard even more laughter drifting above the whine of the cicadas. She worked her way around the horse barn towards the sermon hall. A cheer sounded out and she realised they’d already lit the campfire. During an Observation she would normally run straight to the front of the group to watch the dancing flames, but something about this occasion didn’t sit right with her. She hung back, slowing her stride, swishing her hand at mosquitos. All around her the others gathered, walking where she walked, chatting and laughing and smiling. They didn’t acknowledge her—it was rare for the adults to acknowledge the children around the ranch. Only during Father James’s sermons did the adults show any love for the children. Esther wondered why she hadn’t noticed that earlier.
In a sudden burst of movement, the other kids, all of them, ran into her, knocking Esther into the dirt. She landed heavily on her hands, scraping a knee and bumping her nose against the compacted soil. Almost immediately, she wanted to cry. She wanted to sob and call for her mother, but Mary would make things worse and no one would care if she cried. As she climbed to her feet, Grace turned around and looked at her, eyes full of guilt, or maybe pity, Esther didn’t fully understand what she saw in them, but she knew she hated it. Then Grace turned back and ran with the others, kicking up her heels in excitement.
Her knee was sore but not bleeding, so she brushed herself down and carried on towards the fire field. Long, white shapes of bodies flickered before the fire, shimmering almost as bright as the flames. Esther could tell that the fire had recently been lit because the flames were low, still gathering their strength. She saw the family spread around the field; a small cluster gathered close to where Elijah was playing his fiddle. She watched his bow scratch back and forth, frantic, dizzying. Father James stood near his bodyguards, hips swaying to the music. Because of the fire and the already warm evening, most of the group were in light linen tunics and skirts with their sleeves rolled up. She saw her mother sitting on a chair near the fire and the sight of her made Esther’s body jolt with revulsion. Her skin was illuminated yellow from the fire, hazy through the smoke, but even with that touch of colour she resembled a ghost. Esther stumbled away and leaned against an elephant tree.
From there she watched the others for a short while. Delilah and Grace danced hand in hand, braids flying as they spun giddily around the flames. Elijah tapped his foot and dipped his knees to the beat. Her time in England felt like it happened a million years ago. To think that Mary had her calling him daddy. He’d barely said a word to her since marrying Hannah.
Angel stood next to her husband, Aaron, cuddling Judith close to her chest. Her dark skin was afire with an amber glow. Ruth sat on a chair swigging beer from a can, smiling to the other grey-haired Originals. Isaiah stood behind Father James with his arms crossed. Esther noticed the gun on his hip, and she stared at it for a while. She checked Zachary and the new bodyguards she didn’t know. They were all carrying guns. It wasn’t an unusual sight, but it frightened her nonetheless.
Then her eyes drifted away to movement coming in from the yard. She saw Caleb walking with an outsider. They were always easy to spot from a distance, their clothing much brighter and tighter. The woman was slightly sunburnt, slim, walking with a straight spine, her hair short. She knew it was Fran right away. She pressed herself against the tree thinking about being in the park in the middle of that horrible village, Fran’s hair pulled back by a sweatband, her hand outstretched. She’d resisted it then but perhaps she’d take it now.
Panic rose up from her abdomen to her chest to her throat. She couldn’t breathe. She latched onto the tree, the strength of the wood keeping her standing. For a fleeting second, she wanted to be rescued. She wanted to leave. Her eyes flitted across the landscape towards the dark peaks of the mountains. Could she run away? No, she wouldn’t survive out there. She’d get lost and bitten by a snake or eaten by a coyote. But staying here frightened her too. Esther’s instinct told her that Fran arriving at the ranch was dangerous for many reasons. There was sweat rolling down her forehead. Finally, before Fran came close enough to see her, she turned away from the fire and began running back towards the storm shelter. At least she could hide away until it was all over. But as she sprinted around the corner of the horse barn, she ran straight into Father Adam.
He grasped her shoulders and crouched down to her height. “Goodness. Are you all right?” Esther didn’t answer. He placed the back of his hand on her forehead. “Let me take you to your mother.”
“No,” Esther said.
Adam stood up to full height and tried to take her hand. She wrenched it away from him. “Come on, Esther. You can’t behave like this.”
“I’m not going with you.” She took a step backwards.
Father Adam let out a small, nervous laugh. “Why don’t you trust me, sweetie?”
She wrapped her arms around her body. “Because I heard you in the woods with Mother. I heard you before I fell.”
He barely reacted to that. He simply put his hands in his pockets and turned his head towards the fire. “Ah, I see.”
Esther had an idea then. She pulled in a few steadying breaths and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Okay, I’ll go with you. I’ll go and sit with Mother.”
“Very good,” Adam said, and they turned back towards the campfire. 




Chapter Eighty

Fran had received a reply from Caleb the next day telling her all about an event that was occurring called The Observance. It was a celebration of summer according to Caleb and an opportunity to shed any enemies of inner wellness, like inner-demons or drains, as the year went on. The way he described it sounded like the Burning Man festival and the Wicker Man rolled into one. The thought of a fire in the Arizona heat sounded insane, but Caleb reassured her that they kept water hoses on hand if the fire grew out of control and nothing bad had ever happened in the years they’d been doing it. We wait until conditions are just right, he’d said in his email. When chances of a dust storm are low, and rain is forecast later in the week. We do it in the evenings when it’s cooler and make sure there isn’t too much wind to spread the embers.
It was odd to her that Fran hadn’t heard Caleb talking about The Observance before. He only brought it up after she asked to see the ranch again. Part of her wondered whether this event was just for her. Was that crazy? Did it even matter? She agreed to go. Of course, she did. This was another chance for her to find Mary and Esther. Surely, at a community party like this one, both would be there. She did feel some guilt about her lie to Detective Woodson, and she recognised that she was most likely too deeply invested to see all the other possible choices before her, but she didn’t care. She wanted to go. This was an opportunity for two things: potentially finding Mary and the opportunity to witness a cult ritual. How many outsiders were afforded that kind of chance?
She killed time in Tucson looking for souvenirs from gift shops. She bought Adrian a new apron with an outline of the Catalina mountains across the front. For her friend’s children she bought cactus plushies and some pecan treats in a colourful tin. She bought herself a slice of pecan pie and ate it later at the hotel right before she went to bed. The sugar made her dreams surreal. Father James was sitting behind his desk like he had been during their meeting. He removed his sunglasses just as he had the day she met him, but this time lasers shot from his irises, blindingly bright and red hot. Her hands shot up to protect her face, but the lasers tore through her flesh.
She woke breathless and sweaty, with nerves tickling her stomach. It was the day of the Observance and she needed to pull herself together. She spent the morning writing in the hotel bar and ate a Cobb salad for lunch. Afterwards she went back up to her room to change. Her breath was unsteady as she pulled on a loose cotton dress and packed some fresh underwear and toothbrush into a bag. Caleb had told her she could stay the night in a guest room. She was about to spend a full night with a cult. She could hardly believe it.
On the way out of the hotel, Adrian called. Fran held the phone in her hand for a long time, but in the end she didn’t answer.
In the taxi, she chewed on her bottom lip. The tickle of nerves had transformed into sharp fingernails clawing at her insides. There was something telling her not to go. An instinct, maybe. Good old-fashioned women’s intuition. Adrian would roll his eyes at that. Part of her regretted not taking his call. What if something happened to her and she never got an opportunity to say goodbye? Fran stared down at her phone for a long minute, and then she unlocked the screen and went to her contacts page. She scrolled through and tapped the phone icon. Three rings purred in her ear before he answered.
“Woodson.”
“Detective,” she said.
“Mrs Cole.” His voice sounded somewhat surprised, but mostly guarded. She could practically hear the thoughts turning in his mind. “How can I help you?”
“I’m going there,” she said. “I know I said I wouldn’t, but I was invited to some sort of ritual.”
He exhaled sharply through his nose.
“It doesn’t feel right,” she continued. “Do you have your warrant yet?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Maybe you should come. Or maybe I could send you a text if things go badly.”
“I’m going to have a team on stand-by. If I can. You can’t just raid a sprawling ranch without planning.” His voice was calm, but annoyed. “But send me that text message if you see children, drugs or weapons. And then get out. I’ll arrange the rest.”
“I will, I promise,” she said.
“Well, you’ve promised before, Mrs Cole. And look where that got us.”
Her skin prickled from the scolding, but she deserved it, she knew she did.
The taxi driver dropped her off at the bottom gate, but that was fine, because Caleb was already waiting for her.
“That is a lovely dress, Francesca,” he said.
She smoothed out her skirt with trembling fingers.
He walked with her towards the apricot glow of the fire. The family were silhouettes bobbing, swaying and pirouetting around the flames like sprites dancing in a folk song. The sight seemed ancient to her. Primal. An old or new civilisation, it was impossible to tell. She wanted to get closer so that she could watch them, but before they were in sniffing distance of the crackling wood, Caleb stopped her.
“In order for you to join in with us, I need to take your mobile phone.”
“Oh,” she said. “Well I don’t have one with me.”
“Mind if I take a quick look in your bag?”
Fran opened her bag and rummaged around inside, play acting someone coming across an object they’d forgotten was there. “You know, I did put my phone in my bag. So sorry. My memory is like a sieve these days. It’s the menopause.”
She glanced away from him as she passed the phone over, not sure if he saw through the act or not. He’d have to be an idiot not to.
Then they continued on towards the fire, where Fran finally got a closer look at the family worshipping through their Observance. They were dressed in their usual traditional clothing, albeit looser for the hot summer night. The young women wore their hair around their shoulders and the soft waves fluttered as they danced. Carefree and relaxed, they held hands and twirled each other around in circles, laughing and smiling up at the darkening sky. It was a beautiful, undeniably charming sight, but Fran still felt anxiety pressing down on her body. She forced herself to stand up straight. She didn’t want Caleb to see her fear.
In the centre of it all, Father James commanded attention. She saw him swaying to the music, his hips moving with far too much fluidity for a man she considered repugnant. Despite the unfortunate hip motion, his feet were planted as though rooted to the earth. He kept his back straight with help from a cane. She noticed a waxiness to his skin that made her think of disease. She almost turned around and ran away, but instead she finally allowed her gaze to examine the faces of those around him. From the broad-chested bodyguards to the pretty young girls to the group of chatty middle-aged people sitting and bobbing their heads. But then she saw a painfully thin woman on a chair near the fire and the disgust came rushing back. This poor creature was dressed in a baggy skirt and tunic at least two sizes too big for her. Elbows poked out from the armrests as she leaned forward in her chair. Lank, lifeless hair fell over her face in fat greasy strings. This woman was either quite frail and aged, or she was ill. The dark hair indicated that she was ill, not aged.
“Come,” Caleb said, leading her around the crowd. “Father James will speak soon.”
As they skirted the throng, Fran noticed the guns for the first time. Handguns worn in their holsters, slung on the hips of the tall henchmen standing close to their leader. She searched Caleb’s expression for any indication that something was amiss. He didn’t even give the men a second glance. And now she had no phone to text Detective Woodson. She let out a shaky breath. That bad feeling was going nowhere. Fran tried to tell herself that she was here as a journalist and a woman hoping to save her friend. Because of those reasons, she could be brave.
Caleb led her to a wooden bench set out near to the fire. A few of the other members waved at her, friendly smiles on their faces. They took their seats in an orderly manner. The music stopped, and for the first time, Fran saw that Elijah had been the violinist. She dropped her gaze to the ground, hoping if she hung her head and leaned back that he wouldn’t notice her. When she next dared to look up, Elijah had melted into the crowd. She also saw Talisa from the course, dressed in cult attire, holding a baby who was about six months old. Talisa had been a plant, then. Fran had been suspicious, but the realisation still stung.
As Father James began to speak, one of the bodyguards helped the frail woman from her seat and walked with her over to the benches. She lifted her head slightly and Fran saw the dilated pupils of a person on drugs. It was the second aspect of the Observance to frighten her. Not just guns but drugs, too. She glanced at her bag, longing for her phone.
The frail woman settled onto the bench and turned in her direction. Their eyes met and the moment stretched. Then the woman’s eyebrows bunched, and she frowned. Fran gasped audibly, her hand flying to her face.
“Are you all right?” Caleb whispered.
Father James was beginning to speak which gave her an opportunity not to explain herself. She nodded. Caleb accepted it. He had no idea how hard her heart was hammering against her ribs. He didn’t see that she was holding back tears. Father James intoned some deep and meaningful sermon, but all she could do was think about the sweet, nervous young woman who had been reduced to a spaced-out skeleton. What had they done to her? The gorgeous dark hair that had made Fran so envious now hung in greasy, lacklustre tresses. She bit her lip to hold back the tears. Could she get Mary out of here tonight? Where was Esther? Her eyes trailed over to the bodyguards with unease. Behind Father James the bonfire seemed to expand and contract as though it was breathing.
She couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying. It was some sort of sermon about summer and about salvation. She vaguely heard him mention the word reckoning every now and then. Sweat bubbled across his forehead and rolled down his nose as embers crackled and flew into the sky. Fran rubbed her palms against her dress and dared another glance towards poor Mary. If she could get her away from the group, maybe they could walk to the road and flag down a car? Mary seemed so frail, like a broken bird. She pulled her eyes away from Mary and started searching the rest of the crowd for Esther. She almost gasped again when she saw a little girl on the front bench. But it wasn’t Esther. She had a much rounder face and olive skin. On either side of her were two boys, one of whom seemed familiar.
Fran realised then, that the boy to the girl’s right was the missing child from the posters in Tucson. Her eyes flitted across to Father James. How could he be so careless? Did he think that the NDA she signed would protect him? She felt sickened by him as he waffled on and on about speaking the word of God. She was almost distracted enough not to keep looking for Esther. But not quite.
A child and a man were approaching the group, walking from the direction of the farmhouse. The child had her hair pulled away from her face. She walked with her back straight and head held high. She was holding hands with a man. He was tall, grey-haired and in his fifties. He was dressed in the same traditional linens as the rest of the group. This time, she stopped breathing altogether. The man halted. The girl next to him took an additional step and then stood still. The child was staring right at her. The man was staring right at her, too. It was Esther, of course. She knew that precocious expression, the slight smugness, the self-possession, the straw-blonde hair. And next to her. Well, next to her, holding her hand like a guardian, was Adrian. 




Chapter Eighty-One

Fran flew to her feet. She clenched her hands into balls, body rigid, caught in a flight or fight response. She stared at her husband on the other side of the field, his boots dusty from the hard soil. Shirt sleeves rolled up like he blended in with them; a worn rocking chair in the corner. She wanted to speak, but her jaw felt wired shut. The fire crackled and hissed like the half-formed words lodged in her throat. Her eyes burned from its heat and yet she could not blink. Father James’s sermon paused mid-sentence and hushed whispers travelled around the group. Fran felt them staring at her.
“Do you know Father Adam?” James asked. His voice, deep and clear above the crackle of the fire, sounded more amused than angry.
She sensed movement to her right. A bodyguard, Isaiah she thought, took a few steps in her direction, hand hovering close to his holstered gun. The Father raised a hand and the man stopped in his tracks. With her body and mind in flux she didn’t even have time to react to the bodyguard’s advance.
It was Adrian who approached in the end. Adrian, the man who had been sending her fake photographs of their patio, telling her all about the gossip in Leacroft like it was happening right now. And of course, she only now realised that he’d occasionally forgotten about the time difference, telling her he was going to the library when it was closed. She thought of the lies, the manipulation and bravado of them, and considered what she could throw at him. Father Adam. Her body trembled. Two fires boiled in that Arizona field.
“Franny, I can explain,” he said, striding towards her.
“Fran.” Mary tried to stand, but a tall man kept her pinned down.
She took a step back, almost tripping over the bench behind her.
“Francesca?” Caleb placed a hand out to steady her, but Fran tapped it away.
She felt as though her mind had splintered. She regarded each of them in turn. Which issue should she address first? Mary and Esther, the girls she’d been searching for? The missing boy sitting in the group, dressed like a cult member, his parents grieving for him somewhere in Tucson? Or her husband, who years ago formed a cult, but never mentioned it in nearly ten years of marriage?
Adrian lifted his hands. “Can we talk?”
Fran had missed those hands. She’d longed for them at night when she was lonely. And now he held them up and she wanted to chop them off. Somehow, she squeezed her way through the benches and stumbled across the field on numb legs. Adrian tried to put a hand on her shoulder to lead her away, but she didn’t let him. First, she looked at Esther. The little girl lifted her face, as impassive as the first time they met.
“Will you stay with your mother until I’ve spoken to Father Adam.” The name tasted like sawdust in her mouth.
“Go to Mary and wait there,” Adrian said. Even the sound of his voice shocked her. He was in control. A leader. There was even a hint of an American accent to it, as though he’d acclimatised so well he’d started to talk like the people around him.
Fran watched Esther do as she was told before she turned back to Adrian. She walked away from the fire with him for about three or four minutes, side by side as though they were strolling through Leacroft together. It was something she’d done hundreds of times, and yet it was more alien to her now than the cult’s strange traditions happening around her.
He stopped first. He spoke first.
“Fran, listen—” he started.
But no, she wouldn’t have it. Not another lecture. Not this time. “You motherfucker,” she spat. “You weak, despicable man. You… you bastard. You started this cult, didn’t you? I knew you studied at Harvard, but you failed to mention then starting a cult with your friend! You even took a branch of it to Colorado. Didn’t you? This is all your doing. Those brainwashed people are all here because of you. His fucking Rolexes and gold rings and the stupid sunglasses. All bought with the money they leech from vulnerable people. Did you do it too? Is that why you’re rich?” He remained silent. She shook her head. “What? Are you going to try and justify any of this? Are you going to tell me that you’ve changed? What the fuck are you going to say to me? There’s a kidnapped child out there! How many others, Adrian? How many? What does he do with them? Where does he hide them? Are you like him? Do you kidnap children, too? I can’t look at you, I can’t. You’re my husband and I can’t look at you!”
He put his head in his hands and leaned his body against a fence post. She listened to him sob and splutter, ragged breaths juddering out of him like a broken engine. It was a sound she hadn’t heard since Chloe died. It tore at her. He was her husband and she had comforted him many times and now he sobbed and her first instinct was to soothe him. But no. He should feel pain. Like the pain his organisation had inflicted on all the people duped or snatched so that Father James could stay in gold rings.
He wiped away the tears and straightened up. “You’re right. I can’t say anything because you’re right and there’s no excuse for what I’ve done.” She watched him squirm through his words. “We were young, Roger and I, and we fell into it. We spouted out some nonsense philosophy because we were arrogant assholes. Before we knew it, we’d built up a small group of followers hanging off our every word. From there it… spiralled. There was this rundown old cabin out towards the Colorado border. We’d dropped out of Harvard after the first year and were travelling around. We had nothing. No ambition, no desire to study. For some reason we stayed in Nebraska longer than anywhere and while we were there other wastrels and strays came to live with us. They gravitated towards us; I don’t know why. Slowly we turned that cabin into a small house. When they started giving us their wages, that was when things began to get serious. Things began to get… organised.”
Fran scoffed at that. “Your barely organised cult has its own Wikipedia page, Adrian!”
He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I know.”
“So, you bought a ranch here and started stealing children.”
He shook his head. “We moved around a bit and James settled here. I swear I haven’t visited in decades. I swear I didn’t know anything about the kidnapped children. That’s why I’m here. I need to put things right.” He straightened his back. “I have to stop him.”
“Give me your phone. I’m calling the police,” Fran said.
But Adrian shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. You don’t understand how fraught the situation is right now.”
His eyes met hers and held her gaze. For a moment Fran was taken back to their wedding day, to the exchange of vows and rings. To the kiss they shared and the blissful years following. She’d considered their marriage a happy one right up until Chloe died. And even afterwards, if she was honest, they’d found comfort and love and, yes, happiness. But now every memory was tainted. She gasped at the spreading agony emanating from her chest. A stabbing realisation that this was it, their marriage would never recover.
“Please,” Adrian said, and she wasn’t sure if he was talking about her calling the police, or about their relationship.
Fran grasped his belt and reached into Adrian’s trouser pocket to snatch the phone. She was his wife. She knew which pocket he always kept his phone. She did it so quickly he didn’t have time to react and then she walked away. There was no way she’d remember the Detective’s number by heart so all she could do was dial 911. But as she placed the phone to her ear, Adrian knocked it from her hand. The blow caught her off guard, shoving the phone roughly against the side of her head before it tumbled out between her fingers. She turned to him, mouth agape.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “But it’s for your own good. You have no idea what’s going on here. Call the police, and James will start the Reckoning early. He’s been gearing up for it these last weeks and all he needs is a catalyst. I think that’s why he’s invited you here tonight. I think he probably knows you’ve been poking your nose into the cult’s business. He has people followed, you know. He knows you’re going to start it. He wants it to start.”
“The Reckoning?” Fran rubbed her ear where it throbbed. Her face was hot with shame and it was hard to concentrate on what Adrian was saying.
“James believes that there will be a time when God ends the world but chooses those he wants to save. He says he knows when the end of the world will come and that only his children will survive. In reality, he’s hoping for a fight with the police. Just like Jonestown, just like Waco. He’s going to kill all of these people, Fran. Listen, we’re on a knife edge and I’m sorry but I had to knock that phone away. Anything could set him off...”
Her stomach sank to her knees. She pulled her eyes away from Adrian towards the group sitting on their benches watching Father James pontificate in front of the bonfire.
“He’s dying,” Adrian said. “He has cancer. That’s why he doesn’t care anymore. He wants to take them all with him because he doesn’t want to die alone. If the police turn up, his men are going to shoot first.” Adrian lifted his arm and pointed to the thickset bodyguards. “Do you understand?”
She counted four, maybe five of them. She nodded to show that she understood, and Adrian lowered his arm. Just then, Fran heard the sound of cars.




Chapter Eighty-Two

Esther considered following Fran and Father Adam in order to listen to their conversation, but then she realised that she didn’t care enough to go. At least now she’d succeeded in getting Fran away from the group. There was no way that Fran would join the family now. Maybe both Fran and Adam would go away, and she could go back to being Father James’s daughter in a world that made sense to her. A world with rules and boundaries and order.
She did as Adam told her to do and sat down near Mary. Her mother didn’t appear to have noticed Fran and Adam walking away. Drool dribbled from the corner of her mouth. Esther used a tissue from her pocket to wipe it away. She usually carried tissues in case one of the younger children needed to blow their nose. When Mary’s lopsided mouth smiled, Esther felt a surge of tears threatening to spill and a tingling in her nose. She turned sharply away from Mary, forcing herself to concentrate on Father James’s sermon.
“The Reckoning cannot be stopped. It is for sinners. It is for those who have ignored the warnings, who have turned their backs on God. It is for those who have lived selfishly. But my children you are not those people. You are the ones he has chosen, and you will be free to live in His garden for eternity.” There were some mumbles and utterances of agreement. Esther bobbed her head along with them. “I’m waiting for a sign, children. When I receive that sign, I’ll show you the way. Will you listen to me when the sign comes?”
“Yes,” they said.
“Yes,” Esther said.
“It’s almost upon us,” he said. “You must listen to me, children.” Father James was smiling now, his head tilted up to the sky. He raised his hands above his head. “The sign will be outsiders. It will be those who wish to do us harm. They are almost here.” Father’s arms began to shake. His body spasmed and contorted. One of the bodyguards stepped forward but Father pushed him away. He was speaking in tongues now, his body pulsating and flickering like the flames behind him. She wanted to look away from the sight, but she couldn’t. The fire made her eyes burn. She felt the heat of it on her skin. Had the wind changed?
When Esther heard the cars coming down the dirt track, she turned to them in surprise. With the entire family in the fire field, who could it be? She felt a prickling sensation spread over her scalp. An indigo sky settled around them and the wind stirred. The flames bent back and forth, like reeds of grass folding in a gale. The cars stopped and several men stepped out.
Police.
She watched Father stop spasming and turn to them. He did not seem as surprised as the rest of the group. In fact, he was nodding his head as though he knew they were coming. Esther considered whether God had told him they would be arriving tonight. Or perhaps Fran had brought them with her. That seemed like something Fran would do.
Father faced the group once more and pressed his hands together as though in prayer. “Then so be it. God has chosen his moment. The Reckoning begins tonight.”
The hum of murmuring spread through the family. Someone near to Esther said, “How did they get in?” and she saw someone else shrug.
Esther’s eyes sought out Isaiah and then each of the other henchmen. The police got in because no one was watching the gate. Suddenly, Mary took hold of Esther’s hand and squeezed it tight.
“Are you paying attention, children?” Father James smiled. He was calm and seemingly at peace. Even though Esther knew she should be feeling that same sense of peace, she couldn’t stem the panic coursing through her body.
Angel, with Judith still in her arms, rose to her feet. “Father, is this the sign? Is it now? What do we do?”
Esther’s heartbeat quickened as she watched the police—led by a short, stocky man with dark skin—walk leisurely through the fields. Father James gave them a dismissive glance before speaking again.
“This is the sign,” he said. “Isaiah, you know what to do.”
Isaiah walked away from the fire, presumably to gather up the other bodyguards.
“We will go to the house,” Father said. “We will prepare ourselves for the garden.”
Amongst the murmurs, the benches creaked and cracked as people clambered over them to get away from the throng. Boots scuffed against the dusty ground. As the crowd began to disperse, Esther searched through the moving bodies for Grace, but someone stood in front of her, blocking her view. She got to her feet and twisted herself around their torso, and at the same time, she saw Zachary reach for his weapon. In the distance, the police froze. They reached for their weapons too. She gasped, pushed her way to the front and stood before Father.
His eyes locked with hers and he said, “It’s time, Esther. You know what to do.”
Right from the crack of the first gunshot, chaos reigned. Esther threw herself down to the dirt and crawled slowly through a tangle of benches and chairs, spiky grass and scurrying feet. The explosions were like fireworks pop-popping above her head, bang-banging jolts that ran through her body like electricity. Someone kicked her in the ribs while hurrying away. A grown man tripped over her and screamed in her face. At times she curled up into a ball, and other times she felt the weight of shoes stomping on her fingers. She felt as though she was going to cry until a strong hand reached down and grabbed her by the shoulder.
Elijah.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“I need to go to the storm shelter,” she said.
“Then run.”
As he left in the opposite direction with his violin, she tried to compose herself. There was too much shock running through her body to run, as Elijah had instructed her to do. Through the screams and the shots, the floating embers and flickering flames, she saw Grace huddling beneath a bench, head tucked into her knees, arms wrapped around her body. Esther forced her way through a barrage of panicked people, dipped low and grabbed Grace’s hand. When the girl lifted her head there was terror in her eyes, but then the terror gave way to recognition. As Grace slid out from underneath the bench, Paul appeared at her side, his white tunic covered in dust.
“Make sure the other kids get to the shelter,” Esther said, forcing herself to be brave enough to look at the chaos and take in what was happening.
She saw that the police were sheltering behind their vehicles. She saw Isaiah crouched low behind a stack of hay bales and trestle tables that had been turned on their side. She saw that many of the others were running towards the farmhouse. She tugged Grace’s hand and started running in the opposite direction, but before they were away from the fire field, in her peripheral vision, she noticed Zachary throwing petrol on the dry grass around the bonfire. She thought of Mary then. Should she be with her mother? No, she didn’t think so. She had to do what Father James asked her to do.
Paul and the others joined the rear as they sprinted towards the yard. They were in the middle of a cluster of half a dozen people, including Angel, Aaron and the baby. Angel seemed to be staying close to the children so that they weren’t alone.
Once near the horse barn, Esther and Grace veered away towards the storm shelter. But on their way, someone knocked Stinky to the ground. Esther paused and helped him up while Grace took David, the youngest, by the hand and helped him across the open space.
Esther longed to be far from the hands that shoved her out of the way. The pummelling feet of the adults, the cries and chaos and gunfire. She hadn’t understood what the Reckoning would look or sound like, but she’d never pictured this. Why had God made it so scary? Why did God want her to be afraid?
“I don’t like this,” Grace said as Esther pulled open the creaking storm shelter door. “I want to be with the adults.”
“We can’t be,” Esther said. “We have to be alone. That’s what Father James said.” She kept the door open as Paul and the others hurried in. “Don’t worry, he told me what to do.”
Grace was crying. “What did he say? What are we supposed to do?”
“All we need to do is drink something,” Esther replied. “We drink it and we go to sleep and when we wake up, the Reckoning is over and we can play in God’s garden. We’ll be saved.”
When Grace moved through the doorway, Esther paused for a moment and watched as Zachary fell to the ground in the distance. There weren’t many people still out in the open, most were close to or had made it to the farmhouse. She couldn’t see Father James or Mary. The fire had spread to the elephant tree. She was pretty sure Zachary had been shot. She closed the door to block out the popping gunfire and the smoke already blowing their way.




Chapter Eighty-Three

After the first crack of gunfire, Adrian tried to push Fran down to the ground, but she forced him away. Her eyes were on Mary and Esther. She staggered forward, throwing Adrian’s hand from her shoulder. She saw the cult leader shouting something at the crowd, but she barely made out the words. All she knew was that it set the group running for their lives. As she hurried towards the fire, the others ran in the opposite direction, crowding her until she lost sight of the two girls.
Fran forced her way through flailing limbs and hard torsos, sticking out her arms and elbows to make room. The push and pull of the crowd made her sway and stagger, hot bodies slammed into her. Finally, she saw Mary stooped over by the fire, her mouth open in a scream she could barely hear over the yelling of the others.
“Esther! I can’t find her.” Mary lifted her trembling hands to her face. Her body shook.
“It’s okay,” Fran said. “I’ll help you.”
She wrapped an arm around the skinny young woman and moved her away from the fire.
“Fran,” Mary gasped. “She was here, right here, and now she’s gone. I don’t know where she went. I… I got away from James’s men. People are just running everywhere. I don’t know what to do.”
“We’ll find her,” Fran said, but as she scanned the area for signs of children, she saw none.
Adrian took Mary’s free elbow and Fran didn’t stop him. She hated him, but she needed his help, too. They turned their backs on the fire and the police cars, making their way towards the yard. She heard a whoosh behind her. Fran checked over her shoulder. What she saw almost brought her to a standstill, but there was no time. Someone had poured an accelerant over the fire. Adrian was right, a mass murder would occur here tonight, and she would be among the victims if she didn’t think carefully through her next move.
They hurried towards the horse barn where she saw Father James hobbling along, guided by a younger man. Caleb. Caleb let go of James to open the barn doors. He disappeared inside, presumably to let out the horses.
“I know where the children are,” Mary said, pulling Fran’s attention back. She stopped and pointed towards a cluster of dry bushes away from the outhouses. Fran saw nothing.
“Did they run away, Mary? I can’t see them.”
“She means the storm shelter,” Adrian said. “The children sleep underground.”
Even in the context of what she’d seen and heard since arriving at the ranch, Fran tasted disgust in her mouth. These people made their children sleep underground during an Arizona summer. She pursed her lips together and concentrated on what came next: finding Esther; saving the children. Mary’s bony hand gripped hers as they dashed towards the cluster of bushes. They had to get to the children. They had to.
A panicked horse cantered past them, ebony hooves kicking up dust. It’s flared nostrils and wide eyes would have horrified Fran in any other situation, but they had too much to worry about now. She saw it gallop towards a long line of low flames simmering through the grass before rearing and tearing at the compacted dirt.
Suddenly a voice boomed out through the PA system. “This is the Reckoning. You are my chosen children. It’s time to take the medicine provided in the farmhouse. All adults must come to the farmhouse. Children go to the storm shelter.”
Fran watched the blanket of flames unfurl across the dry ground. Poison and fire, she thought. That was how he was going to murder them. A menacing cloud of smoke gathered around them. She coughed and covered her mouth, blinked as ashes drifted by. In the middle of pandemonium, they were still, all three of them at a loss. The way to the shelter was on fire. The bushes were on fire. They had to put out the flames if they were going to be able to get to the kids.
“Stay with Mary,” she shouted to Adrian, her eyes fixed on the horse barn.
But he caught her wrist. “Where are you going?”
“The animals will have water troughs.”
Fran noticed his eyes trail towards the barn and the stacked hay that was beginning to catch fire. “I’ll go.”
“No, I can—”
“I’ll go,” he insisted. “Keep Mary low and away from the fire.” He pointed to a tall cactus. “Stay behind there. I won’t be long.” 




Chapter Eighty-Four

Esther performed a quick headcount. They were all here. Grace, Paul, Stinky, Delilah and David. Judith would be with Angel in the farmhouse by now. She walked over to the tiny bathroom area, took a key from her pocket, knelt down and removed a metal box from behind the toilet. She sat crossed legged on the floor with the box in front of her. She was there for a few moments when she sensed someone standing behind her.
“You have one too.”
Esther turned around to see Paul behind her, holding a key that was identical to her own. She stood up and walked over to him so that she could examine it.
“Father James gave it to me,” Paul said. “He told me that we had to use it during the Reckoning. I have to open the box now.”
“No,” Esther said. “Father asked me to open the box.”
“Fine, open it then.” Paul shrugged.
Esther glanced at the box on the floor. She knew Father wanted her to use what was inside. But she also knew that Father had married Mary when she was too young, and that Father Adam didn’t think God talked through Father James at all. What if Adam was right? It was hard to know when it seemed as though every adult she knew lied or concealed things from her. Even Mary had lied about who she was meeting that night in the woods.
And Missy had died. What did that mean?
“I’ll do it.” Paul bent down and scooped up the box.
She followed him out of the bathroom and into the area where they slept. It was even hotter than usual. They had the fan on, but it didn’t do much against the fire outside. Paul put the box down on the ground and sat on his mattress. Her heart skipped a beat as he placed the key into the lock.
“What’s that?” Grace asked.
Stinky slapped Paul’s hand away from the box, knocking the key out of the lock in the process. “Whatever’s in there, it isn’t good.”
Paul shoved the boy back and felt around for the key. It’d tumbled away underneath one of the mattresses somewhere. He held out his palm to Esther. “Pass me your key please.”
“What’s going on?” Grace insisted.
“Father James gave me a job,” Esther said, ignoring Paul. “He said I have to open this box and make a special drink for us all.”
Grace nodded, having heard this already. “And then we go to sleep and wake up in God’s garden.”
Stinky grabbed the box and held it tight. “Don’t you know what ‘go to sleep’ means? It means die.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Paul said. “It means being reborn.”
“Does it matter if we die?” Delilah asked. “We get to go to God. Our souls will be saved.”
Esther regarded all the children in turn, her thoughts all jumbled up. There was one memory, her earliest one in fact, where she was standing on the stage in the sermon hall. Mary and Father James were next to her and the family were cheering. Father had his arms stretched out in the air. He was talking about God, and Esther didn’t know who God was, but she knew from the tone of his voice that God was powerful. She’d considered her Father to be God. He could watch her through the stars. To be powerful and true and always right because what he said was right. What he said was true.
But then her eyes fell to the metal box Stinky was clutching tightly to his chest. She was scared, not just for herself, but for them, too. She felt sick at the thought of opening that box and taking out the special drink. Her cramping, terrible stomach ache was back. She doubled over from the pain.
Everything Father James asked her to do made her feel poorly. Why hadn’t she noticed that before? When she was little, he’d told her she couldn’t sleep in the adult quarters with Mary anymore. Esther had been so sad for the first week that she’d cried every night. He punished her by making her sleep in the horse barn. The next day she’d suffered with diarrhoea and sickness.
When he asked her to make sure all the children drank his medicine, she’d suffered from a stomach ache almost every night. She’d pressed her thumbs into her legs to try and stop the bad thoughts in her head. She’d bruised herself. Since coming back to Arizona she’d felt ill every single day. She’d even fainted.
“No,” Esther said. She took a step closer to Stinky and blocked Paul’s path to the box. “Stink—John’s right. It does mean dying. I don’t think we should die.”
“But Father said—” Grace started.
“He’s wrong,” she said. “We should put the box down and then… and then we need to get out because of the fires. We need to run away as fast as we can.”
“You’re ruining it!” Paul shouted. “Father asked me to do this and you’re ruining it!”
She saw it through her child’s eyes. She saw the devotion and obsession for what it was. She saw through Father James’s manipulations and realised he’d tricked them all. Every answer she’d sought she found written on Paul’s face. The way his teeth were gritted together, his eyes bulging, the tension in his jaw and redness in his cheeks. He was obsessed with keeping Father happy, they all were, and it wasn’t because Father loved them, it was because they were afraid of him.
“Esther’s right,” John said. She felt ashamed to have called him Stinky, then. “We need to run away. Now.” He gestured to the smoke seeping in through the cracks around the shelter door.
Grace let out a gasp.
“What should we do? Open it or leave it closed?” Esther said. She wanted an adult now. She didn’t know what to do next.
“We take the drink, we go to sleep,” Paul said.
Some of the others started to cry. Esther scratched her arms anxiously, turning from the metal box to the door and back again.
“I think we should open the door and get out,” Esther said. “We should just run away from the ranch. As fast as we can.”
“Into the mountains?” John said. “No. We go to the police once they stop shooting.”
“No,” Grace said. “Police are pigs.”
“They might shoot us too,” Esther said, thinking of Zachary. “We could run down to the road and wait for a car.”
David began to cough, and Esther decided there wasn’t enough time to sit around discussing what to do next. She set off towards the bunker door. Halfway up the steps she heard a scream. She hurried back down and saw John lying back on his mattress, a trickle of blood dribbling from his nose. Paul’s shaking hands were already unlocking the box.
“If we don’t take the medicine, we won’t reach salvation,” he said. “It’s our ultimate external goal. We have to take the medicine.”
The box opened. 




Chapter Eighty-Five

Fran tore away part of Mary’s linen dress and wrapped the fabric around the woman’s face. She did the same for herself. Ash rained down from the sky, the particles snow white against the pink-tinged clouds of smoke around them. In the distance she heard the wail of an emergency services vehicle and prayed that the fire service had arrived. Mary clung to her, sweaty palms around her waist. She wanted to say something comforting, but she didn’t know what. A moment later, Mary pulled down her makeshift scarf and stared deeply into Fran’s eyes.
“Esther is mine,” she said. “I gave birth to her when I was thirteen. She’s mine. Elijah isn’t her father, it was… It was James.” She gestured towards the fire and beyond, where the police presumably still were. “Whatever happens, help me make them see. I don’t want her taken away from me.”
Gently, Fran placed the scarf back over Mary’s face and nodded. “I will, hon.”
Mary took Fran’s hands in hers and held them tight. Fran knew then that she would do everything in her power to help Mary and Esther stay together. If they survived.
Adrian—wheezing and doubled over—staggered through the smoke, clutching a bucket in either hand. He tossed the water onto the flames, dousing the fire but not extinguishing it. An orange glow smouldered through the undergrowth. In horror, Fran realised that this was now a wildfire. The dry vegetation had lit up, and two buckets of water were not going to stop the spread.
Fran tore another strip from Mary’s dress before telling her to stay where she was. Then she hurried over to her coughing husband. She took his chin and raised it, wrapped the fabric around his face.
“Come on,” she said. “We’ll go in together.”
This time he didn’t stop her. He passed her the bucket and they hurried back towards the now empty outbuilding; the spreading flames slowly consuming the structure from the outside in. They licked up the beams, glowed bright apricot beneath the charred remains of the haystack, and slapped Fran with a level of heat she’d never experienced before in her life. But once they were inside, her attention honed onto the water trough.
“There’s another bucket over there,” Adrian said. He hurried, walking bow-legged over the hot floor, grasped the bucket and cried out, shaking his burnt hand.
Fran dipped her bucket into the water, sprinted over to Adrian and threw a little of it on the handle and Adrian’s hand. Then they both rushed back to the trough, taking as much as they could carry. She condensed their mission down to smaller tasks in her mind. It was all she could do to stop herself panicking. Walk to the trough. Fill the bucket. Douse the flames. Save the children.
Head lowered, they half-walked half-ran out of the barn. Fran’s lungs burned; her skin prickled with heat. She kept her head down, eyes squinting against the flying embers. Once they were close to the fire, Mary bolted over and grabbed the bucket from Fran’s hand. She bent over trying to catch her breath as Mary tossed the water over the flames. Along with Adrian’s effort, it helped to clear a narrow path leading towards the bushes, but they had to act fast. The fire could close back in at any moment.
Fran’s body ached and her lungs were heavy, but she managed to catch up with Mary who dashed bravely through the gap. The grass that had partially buried the door had been burned back, and Mary reached out for the handle. But Fran grasped hold of her wrist, knowing the metal could be boiling hot by now. She took the cloth from over her mouth and wrapped it around her hand. She felt her hair singe as hot drops of ash settled like snowflakes on her head and body. Fran twisted the metal handle and wrenched the door open. Before Fran could advise caution, Mary dived straight in. Fran followed, panic seizing her chest in the smoke-filled corridor.
She struggled to keep up with Mary as they descended into a silence more ominous than the roar of the fire outside. When Mary called out Esther’s name, Fran tried not to ask herself why the children weren’t hurrying up to them. Why weren’t the children calling out?
They’ve gone to the house, Fran thought. That had to be the reason. They followed Father James to the farmhouse, and they were safe inside. No, not safe. Nowhere was safe. Mary was the first to round the corner into the bunker. When Fran heard her gasp, she forced herself to follow, the instinct to run in the opposite direction almost overwhelmingly strong.
There were mattresses tossed around the room, covering almost every square inch of the concrete floor. Those mattresses were covered by tangled bedsheets and sleeping bags. Many of the bedsheets were wet, and there were empty cups all over the floor. A boy stood in the centre of the mess; his hands balled into fists. His chest was heaving up and down as though he was in extreme stress. Fran recognised him as the missing boy from the posters. Jayden.
Mary lurched forward and clutched hold of a girl with dirt on her hands, face and straw-coloured hair. She had scratch marks on her cheeks. She’d been standing next to the boy. Esther. Thank God, it was Esther. That was one small mercy, because the rest of the children were lying still. Some on their side as though they were sleeping, others on their stomach, legs and arms poking out at all angles. When Fran saw white foam collected in the corner of a little boy’s mouth, she turned her head sharply away. There were footsteps behind her. Adrian’s voice, raw and burned, called her name. Without thinking, she reached for him as he stumbled into the room, and she pressed her face into his chest to stifle her tears. Then she wrenched herself away just as fast, remembering it all.
Esther unfolded herself from Mary’s arms, the tracks of tears visible among the smudged dirt and ashes on her cheeks. “We tried to stop them. Paul hit John and pushed me down. Will they wake up in God’s garden? Will they?”
It was Adrian who answered. In a sombre voice, he simply said, “Yes.”
Fran took Jayden’s hand. Mary directed Esther by the shoulders. They began a slow, silent ascent to the burning world above.




Chapter Eighty-Six

Adrian opened the shelter door and waited for them to leave first. Fran emerged from the shelter on shaking legs. She felt numb all over. She was expecting the harsh, rawness of the roaring fire, but what she found was damp, blackened undergrowth. Through the thick smoke, a man in a fire protective suit jogged over and helped them away from the smouldering bushes towards a patch of compacted dirt that had not yet yielded to the wildfire. She yelled through her scarf about the children on their mattresses, and he set off with a group of colleagues towards the underground bunker. With Mary, Esther, Jayden and Adrian, she staggered on, exhausted, hot, sick from the smoke, passing one of Father James’s henchmen lying dead in a pool of blood.
A uniformed officer, his face obscured by the smoke, helped them away from the burning ranch. Fran’s chest felt clogged and sore as they made their way through the fields to the police cars. With every step, she held Jayden close, making sure she didn’t lose him in the rush to get away from the fire. He kept up with her pace. And then, finally, away from the source of the fire she was able to breath in fresh air. She pulled down her scarf sucked in big, greedy gulps of it. She felt sick to her stomach for enjoying it as much as she did. But the moment was blissful, despite everything going on around them.
Detective Woodson approached; his mouth set into a grim line. His expression told her everything she needed to know about her presence at the ranch. His attention was quickly redirected to the little boy holding her hand. He crouched down on his haunches. “We’ve been looking for you, Jayden.”
“You have?” he said.
“That’s right. Your Mommy and Daddy have missed you.” Woodson smiled at the boy and patted his shoulder before standing upright.
“There’s a baby,” Fran blurted out. “I’m worried about the baby, and the children in the storm shelter. The baby is in the farmhouse. Send someone, please. Before it’s too late.”
He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know about the baby, one of my officers saw the mother going into the house. We’re doing everything we can, Mrs Cole.” He glanced over at Mary and Esther. “You found them.”
“I did.” She bit back her tears, of relief, sadness, grief for those children.
Then his eyes moved towards Adrian. “Who’s this?”
Fran saw her husband’s pitiful expression. He wanted her help, she could see that, but she chose to ignore it. “This is Father Adam. He set up the cult many years ago with Roger Devon. Father Adam is also my lying husband who not once in ten years mentioned any cult to me. His name is Adrian Cole.”
Woodson raised an eyebrow as he removed the cuffs from his waistband and unclipped them. He turned Adrian around to read him his rights before fixing the cuffs onto his wrists. The sight of her husband’s arrest almost took what breath was left in her lungs, but she tried not to pity him. He didn’t deserve it.
And she didn’t have long to process it. A group of paramedics rushed over to lead them all—including Adrian, now accompanied by an officer—to a line of ambulances parked about a hundred feet away. Jayden stayed near her while Mary and Esther were taken to a different ambulance. She wanted to protest, to have the girls brought back to her, but shock settled into Fran’s body. They received oxygen and sipped cool water but cold sweats broke out over her chest and back. Her pulse raced and the world blurred at the edges. What happened next seemed to exist outside her body, as though it was happening to a different person. From the kind paramedic helping her breathe, to the ambulance doors closing, and the journey to the hospital. She leaned back onto a stretcher, and she went to sleep. 




Chapter Eighty-Seven

The first thing Fran noticed when she woke, was no Esther. Mary, sitting in a chair next to her hospital bed, was alone. Fran thought then that she’d failed the one promise she’d made—to ensure Esther stayed with Mary. She tried to sit up but her weak muscles protested, and Mary placed a gentle hand on her shoulder to stop her moving.
“The doctor said you needed rest. Would you like a drink?” Mary held up a jug of water.
Fran nodded. Her throat was too raw to speak. When Mary passed her a plastic cup she leaned forward and took a few small sips before nestling back into the pillows.
“Where’s Esther?” she asked. The effort made her cough.
“Don’t worry, she’s in a bay down the corridor. She’s sleeping.”
When she thought of Esther tucked up in bed, the haunting sight of the storm shelter entered her mind. She couldn’t stop herself picturing those tiny, lifeless bodies spread among dirty mattresses, or the stench of acrid smoke choking the air. “The children? The baby?”
Mary’s mouth tightened. “The children from the shelter are here. They’re all still alive and they’ve been given activated charcoal to bind with the poison. We won’t know for a while.” Her hands trembled in her lap. Fran heard the heaviness of her voice, knew it didn’t sound good. “I don’t know how many adults lived in the community and we let this happen. Two dozen maybe. We failed those children. I failed them.”
Fran reached out and took her hand. “You were a child there once, weren’t you?”
“Yes,” she said. “I grew up there and I slept in that bunker until Father James,” she swallowed, “made me his wife. I saw your husband back then. He wasn’t living with the family anymore, I don’t think, but he did stop by a lot. Father James was like a real father to me even though I knew we weren’t related. When we were married it was… traumatic.”
Fran held back her tears, wanting to piece together Mary’s story. “Did you have any parents on the ranch.”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I had a mother. But once children reach about four years old, they’re taken out of the adult area and put into the storm shelter out of the way. My mother and I were never close.”
She fell silent. Fran knew the rest. Mary had given birth to Esther when she was just thirteen. Mary was now twenty years old, young enough to be Fran’s daughter.
“What happened to James and…” Fran hesitated. “The other members.” She was thinking about the baby. She was afraid and sickened and exhausted, but she needed to know.
Mary took a deep breath, the air whooshing through her thin lips. Instinctively, Fran took her hand, hoping to give them both the strength to go on, to face whatever Mary was about to say. “While you were sleeping, the firemen managed to beat back the flames on the ranch and let the paramedics into the farmhouse. But it was too late.” Her top lip trembled. Fran squeezed her hand. “They were all dead. All of them. Some had been shot. Some may have died from smoke inhalation. I guess most took the poison because there were cups of it all around. The baby…”
Fran closed her eyes and the blood drained from her face. She remembered Talisa’s hand on her shoulder in the meadow as she’d released her grief. She thought of Talisa holding the baby in her arms by the fire, the smile on her face, the smile on the baby’s face. She thought of Chloe’s blue skin in the crib and those toes peeking out from the blanket. It was almost too much to bear. Too tragic, too unfair, too evil. Fran’s breath rattled through her sore chest as Mary suddenly threw herself onto the bed. The two women remained there locked in an embrace, each processing the pointless loss of life
“I’m sorry,” Fran said eventually. She thought of her lunch with Caleb, the brightness of youth twinkling in his eyes. “They were your friends.
Mary leaned back onto her chair and shook her head. “I’m sorry for baby Judith, but not for the others. Especially not for him.” She wiped tears from her eyes and Fran saw her expression change. She went from sad to angry in a split second. Her voice hardened. “I just want to see it before I move on. I want to see his body. I want to know he’s never coming back to hurt me again.”
“Of course, you do.” Fran took another sip of her water and breathed deeply to steady herself. “How are you? Physically?”
The corner of Mary’s mouth turned up slightly. “I feel like death, but the smoke didn’t do too much damage. The drug withdrawal symptoms are the worst of it. James had me on some cocktail of painkillers and tranquilisers.”
“I’m so sorry.”
She shrugged, as though it didn’t matter.
When the doctors came in to check up on her, Mary left. Fran obediently went through a series of tests before Detective Woodson arrived later that day.
“Knock knock.” Woodson stood awkwardly in the doorway wearing the same filthy suit. He held himself like a man with the world resting on his shoulders, slumped over, hands pushed deep into his pockets. “Got a moment for a visitor?” The blank, shell shocked expression, and clear exhaustion on his face, made the attempt at a light-hearted moment fall flat.
Fran shrugged. “Is this business or personal?”
“A bit of both?”
“All right, but you have to buy me a drink first.” Fran gestured to the water. She was feeling much stronger but still figured he could make himself useful while he took her statement.
Woodson poured her the water and took the seat Mary had used earlier in the day. “How are you feeling?”
“Some shortness of breath but the doctors say it’ll pass.”
“Good,” he said. “You saved those kids, you know.”
Fran bit her bottom lip. “Not yet I didn’t. We only saved them if they make it.”
“I’ve talked to the doctors and they’re optimistic.”
A weight lifted from Fran’s chest. She pulled air into her lungs and coughed. “How did you get to the ranch so quickly?”
“Someone called the station about the fire in the mountains. Folks really shouldn’t be lighting any bonfires in summer. When I heard it was the ranch, I got together a team and figured it was now or never.”
“He planned it,” Fran said. “He knew I was poking my nose in. He probably knew I’d been to the police. Inviting me was another way to start the madness.”
“I think you might be right,” Woodson said.
Fran sighed. “All right let’s get this over with. What do you want to know?”
“As much as you can tell me.” He leaned forwards. “If you’re feeling up to the interview.”
She told him an abridged version of the events, beginning with the Whitakers arriving in Leacroft, and ending with the fire. “I’ve got a lot written down, too. But this was all before I had any idea about Adrian.” She sighed. “That must be why Mary came to Leacroft. She wanted to speak to him. She hasn’t told me why, yet. What’s going to happen to Adrian?”
“We’re still putting the facts together on this one,” Woodson said. “Right now, it seems that Roger Devon was the main perpetrator. There’s a lot to go through at the ranch and much of it was damaged in the fire. From eye-witness testimony, it seems your husband was trying to talk James out of the mass murder-suicide event. There’s nothing to suggest your husband has been a full member of the cult for many years.”
In other words, the police couldn’t prove he’d committed any crimes, but she was sure they would try their best to find something. “Has he been charged?”
“Not yet,” Woodson said. “He’s being treated on the ward. He’s in worse shape than you.”
While that piqued her interest, she didn’t enquire further about Adrian’s health. She cared, but she refused to admit it to herself or let it show. “What about the kidnapped boy? Jayden? Has he been returned to his family?”
“Yes,” he said. “They’re overjoyed.”
“Were the other kids kidnapped too?”
“Some have been identified as children who went missing a few years ago. We found Lucy Caruso. A little girl the cult members called Grace. Others may have been born on the ranch. There’s a lot to process. It’s going to take some time.”
“Any idea how long the cult has been snatching children?” Fran asked.
Woodson shook his head. “It could be decades.”
“Before I came here, I went to find an ex-member. A man called Noah Martinez, if that’s his real name. I didn’t know about the cult then, but I knew he used to live with the Whitakers. He’d already killed himself before I got an opportunity to talk to him.” She pushed the memory of chewed socks out of her mind. “I don’t know if he was another child taken by the cult. I remember he left a strange suicide note. Perhaps he couldn’t rehabilitate into the real world.”
“It happens,” Woodson said. “I guess people live within whatever parameters they’re set by whoever is in control. Whether it’s a parent, a prison guard, society or some fucking narcissistic cult leader. Leaving that all behind will probably be the hardest thing they’ve ever had to do.”
Woodson closed his notebook, poured her another glass of water, and left her to get some more rest. She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t sleep. 




Chapter Eighty-Eight

Fran followed the signs along the hospital walls. Every corner she took led to another white corridor with blue-coloured swing doors. It was one week later, and the wildfires were still burning in the Catalina mountains. Air pollution was bad. Many homes had been evacuated. Airports had shut down. She couldn’t go back to England even if she wanted to, which was fine, because she had some loose ends to tie up.
The children were going to be fine. With the poison absorbed from their tiny bodies, they woke with stomach aches and weakness, but the doctors were hopeful that any lasting damage would be minimal. It still twisted her gut to think about what they’d been through, but she’d never been so relieved in her life. And yet the sight of their unconscious bodies still plagued her at night. The experience had added to her nightmares. She dreamed of Chloe, Noah Martinez hanging by his belt, the cult children in the storm shelter and Adrian standing with Father James as they smiled down at the lifeless bodies of his family. One of those bodies was the tiniest of all.
Detective Woodson had interviewed all the children one by one and informed her that he was confident Adrian had not been involved in the cult for many years. There was nothing to link him to the abductions from the last five or six years, though it would take many months to sort through any possible crimes dating back any further. For now, Adrian was not under arrest, which meant that she could visit him.
Fran had been released from the hospital, but Adrian was still struggling. When she finally found his room, she stood at the foot of his bed with her arms wrapped around her body. He seemed thinner. He was wearing an oxygen mask. His eyes were drawn back into his skull, ringed by purple-black circles, yellowed at the edges. He seemed older.
“Franny.” He had to pull the mask away from his face to speak. His voice was hoarse.
Despite everything, she placed a comforting hand on his arm. Yes, she was still angry, and she would be until the last of her days, but he had been her husband and friend for almost a decade and she couldn’t stand there, see him suffer, and not feel his pain.
“You came to see me.”
Fran pulled up a chair. “Don’t get any ideas. I’m here for answers.”
“Yes.” He sighed. “Yes, you deserve those. It’s the least I can do.”
Even though Fran had been eager to retrieve the answers to her questions, now that she was here, she didn’t know where to start. She decided to begin with the biggest, scariest question. She slid her tongue across her teeth, taking a moment to compose herself. “Is Mary your daughter? She hasn’t said so, but I can’t see any other reason why she would come all the way to Leacroft. Emily saw you and her having a heated conversation in the village. I think you might have lied to me about it.”
Adrian closed his eyes and leaned back against the pillow. She saw the shallow breaths and the rise and fall of his chest. He was still in a hospital gown because she hadn’t brought him pyjamas. Should she have? She was still his wife for now, she supposed.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Eve, a woman I knew on the ranch, gave birth to Mary about twenty years ago. I’d visited it a few times and I did have a brief relationship with Eve. But there was a lot of… freedom in the community. I never knew for certain. The time you’re referring to in Leacroft was about that, yes. Mary came to me in the village and told me her mother always said I was her biological father. I told her that I’d never been with her mother.”
“You lied to her.” Fran wrapped her fingers around the white, metal bedframe. “You lied to her while you were pretending to me that the Whitakers meant nothing to you.” Fran thought of the dinner party where Adrian and Elijah had made jokes and chatted about the Arizona weather. Adrian sat there pretending to be enthralled by stories of dust storms and hot summers as though he’d never experienced them before. How could he have been so cool and collected? If Fran had lived that sort of lie, she would’ve imploded from the pressure of it. Yet to Adrian it came as naturally as breathing. “They came to our house and you gave nothing away. How could you do that? How do you lie right to someone’s face?”
“Elijah never knew me on the ranch,” Adrian said. “He was a fairly new member of the family, I think. I don’t know whether Mary had told him or not. I just went along with it. I have a way to compartmentalise things in my mind. I suppose I convinced myself of a whole different reality that made more sense, and I just thought… Well, I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought you’d drop it eventually, you see, and I thought we could go back to normal.”
“But I didn’t drop it,” Fran said. “Which goes to show how little you know me.”
Her words hung between them for several seconds. This room, with the blinking lights and white floors, reminded her of the morgue where she’d said goodbye to Chloe one last time. Adrian had never understood Fran. He hadn’t gone with her. And he hadn’t seen what Mary and Esther meant to her.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’d left the cult behind as soon as Roger began acting strangely. And I had no intentions of ever going back. I swear that. This is all something I never anticipated.”
“You mean you thought you’d got away scot-free.” She let out a hollow laugh. “You thought you’d scammed and fucked and left them all to it so you could start a better life. Meanwhile, your own daughter had to convince a man twice her age to bring her halfway across the world to escape her abuser.” Her fingers tightened around the bedframe, anger pulsing through her, as alive as a parasite working its way through her body. She absorbed it. She allowed it to seep into her blood. She would live with it.
During the last week, Mary had told Fran more about how she came to England. Elijah had been smitten with Mary and she’d convinced him to leave and start afresh somewhere. Mary tracked down one of the few people who had successfully left the Children of James, Noah Martinez, and convinced the three of them to move to England. She stole some money from James’s safe and bought the plane tickets with it. She must have chosen Derby because of its proximity to Adrian. He’d been a lecturer at Derby University for some years and she could have found him on the internet. She hadn’t explicitly told Fran about finding Adrian on purpose, but Fran was convinced that was the case.
Noah had acquired fake passports for them and managed to get them into the UK. They’d been poor but managed to find a small apartment. Mary and Elijah soon left for Leacroft, presumably once she’d tracked Adrian down there.
“What happened to Eve?” Fran asked.
“Mary told me she died of cancer several months back,” Adrian said. “Perhaps that’s why she came to find me. That and Father James’s decline in health both physical and mental.”
“Did you witness any abductions?” Fran asked.
“No. I swear I didn’t.”
“Did you see the children living in a storm shelter when you visited the ranch?”
Adrian was silent for a moment. His eyes couldn’t meet hers.
“It was why I stopped going.”
“Your daughter was one of those children,” Fran said.
“I didn’t know she was my daughter,” he said.
It was all she needed to hear. Those few words said everything about his character. She stood up and the chair scraped back.
“Did you follow me around Arizona? Did you keep a lookout to make sure we didn’t bump into each other? Or did you just think I was too stupid to learn about the cult?” Fran asked.
“It was a risk coming here,” Adrian said. “I knew that. I almost came with you, but I was worried someone from the cult would recognise me while we were together. So, I let you come alone.”
“You let me.” Fran let out a hollow laugh.
Adrian shrugged. “I thought I’d best make my way here. Keep an eye on things. I got on a flight the day after you left. James, however, hid your interest in the family from me. I’m not sure when, but I assume he figured out you’re my wife. I didn’t…” Adrian’s voice cracked. “I didn’t expect you to hide things from me. I thought you’d tell me what you were doing. You usually do.”
“I kept it from you because you’d become so controlling,” Fran said. It was a recent realisation. A hard-earned one. Adrian was good at hiding his controlling nature behind what appeared to be genuine concern. He was the perfect husband on the surface. He cooked, he cleaned, he cared. Perhaps that was why she hadn’t seen it for so long.
“Is there any point in me begging?” Adrian asked.
She saw the tears dropping onto those purple shadows beneath his eyes, but they failed to move her. “No.”
“Then let me say one thing. My love has always been real, Franny. You made me a better man.” His lower lip wobbled. He pulled up the mask and placed it over his mouth and nose.
Fran walked away convinced that he still didn’t understand. She knew he loved her, but she could never love him now.  




Epilogue

Fran took her morning coffee and sat on the patio area outside her conservatory. She stretched out her legs and leaned back, enjoying the spring sunshine. Her garden was coming along. Daffodils poked out of the flower beds. Esther liked them. Mary was growing pink roses along their garden fence. She was Adrian’s daughter, there was no doubt about that now. She saw his eyes and the line of his jaw. Mary had been given some baby photos by Eve before she died. Miraculously, they survived the fire at the ranch. When they’d arrived back in England, Fran had compared them against the black and white pictures of Adrian as a baby. The resemblance was clear. Adrian continued to deny them a DNA test to confirm what they all knew. It didn’t matter.
She was divorced from him now. She’d taken exactly half. Adrian didn’t sell the house, he bought her out instead. It was enough for them to settle down in Cornwall in a nice but modest three-bedroom property. One room for each of them. Fran told everyone that Mary was her daughter, and Esther was her granddaughter. It was good to be away from Leacroft, from the toxic intolerance of the village and Emily’s gossip. She had not signed up for a choir in Cornwall.
Their house overlooked the Celtic Sea as it churned against the cliffs. In the evenings they cooked sausages on the barbecue, made themselves hot dogs smothered in ketchup, and took Cassie, the Cocker Spaniel, out for a cliff walk. Esther still didn’t run on ahead, but she did eat ice cream and cuddle up to Cassie as they sat on picnic blankets by the sea. She worried about Esther from day until night, but weekly exit therapy was helping. They’d all been for therapy, even Fran. She hadn’t been immune to the draw of the cult, the promise of family and peace. She often thought about Caleb, who she now knew for sure was among the deceased in the farmhouse. She’d even considered attending his funeral, but they decided to leave for England before it took place.
Mary had been given what she wanted—to see Father James’s body. There hadn’t been much to look at in the end. But the coroner assured her they’d made sure it was him. She was still adapting to her life away from the commune, especially the freedom of living without rules. Fran did everything she could for the woman who could have been her daughter. Even though sometimes she feared it wasn’t enough, she would catch Mary and Esther together playing with Cassie or sewing a dress and her heart soared. Mary even sold some of her garments online. Fran was convinced that she had a bright future ahead of her.
Despite their happiness, a dark cloud hung over every blissful, sunny day. The case in Arizona. For months the investigation painstakingly examined all the evidence found at the ranch. From the bodies in the farmhouse, to the documents in Father James’s office, to the underground room where the children slept at night. Through many long interviews with Mary, Esther, the children and Adrian, they pieced together a case. Fran handed over her notes to the investigation. She hadn’t decided what to do with them yet. The tragedy of it all felt too heavy. Perhaps one day she could write about it but not yet.
She’d heard from Detective Woodson that Adrian had been grilled about his involvement in the set-up of the farm. It was revealed how much child labour was used on the ranch and how the children would scrub floors and clean clothes while Father James took his favourite women up into the mountains for sex. She didn’t want to think about the terrible things Esther had been exposed to. Sometimes she looked at the little girl and wondered what was inside her head. At night she woke up in the dark with those images of the bunkers seared onto her brain. She’d never forget them. No matter what.
Esther was now officially a Whitaker, but she still hated daffodils. Mary had told her that Whitaker would be their surname because they needed one and they’d grown used to it. Mary told her that they’d never been registered at birth and they had to complete lots of paperwork to get a real passport this time. But now Fran had brought them to England. She was supposed to start school soon. Mary had a job in a café on the beach near their house. She wore a frilly apron and smiled at customers. When she wasn’t working, she grew her roses or made clothes to sell.
Esther now understood why Mary had lied to her in the hospital after she’d fallen down in the woods. Mary had tearfully confessed that she’d panicked because she didn’t want Esther to know that Adrian—Father Adam—was her grandfather. Esther understood it, but she still didn’t like it. She didn’t like adults much at all. According to Fran, Mary and her therapist, Father James lied and hurt everyone in the family. So, did that mean all grown-ups lied? Did that mean she would have to lie when she grew-up? There was part of the story she hadn’t told anyone, and that was a kind of lie, wasn’t it?
There was one aspect of her new life that she did enjoy. Cassie was a sweet dog. She liked taking her out for a walk in the cool evenings. Also, the weather was better here, she had to admit that. But Esther had bad dreams now. The stomach ache was gone, but she woke up at night remembering what Paul had done in the shelter. And what she’d done to him…
She remembered how she’d tried to take the box away from Paul and he’d hit her. She got scared and crawled into the corner, wrapping her arms around her knees. Stinky lay there not moving for a while, some blood coming out of his nose. Paul opened the box and took out several sachets of a powder. He went over to the basin, filled up a jug of water, opened the sachets and poured them in.
“Do we have to drink it?” Grace had asked. “I’m scared now.”
Paul divided up the drink between all the cups they had. He was working so fast that he spilled some of it. “We have to drink it all or it won’t work.”
Esther sat there transfixed. She wasn’t as scared at this point, but she did feel frozen to the spot. Her fingernails dug into the skin on her knees.
Paul passed the cups around, starting with David, making his way to Grace. He took the last one for himself. Esther opened her mouth, but nothing more than a squeak came out. Paul turned to her as though remembering she was there.
“I won’t force you to drink it,” he said. “But there’s some left.”
Esther shook her head.
David drank his first. Grace was crying. Some of them started to cough. Paul pushed Delilah’s hand until she drank it all. Now Esther slowly got to her feet. She watched the children flop onto the mattresses, their bodies moving like dropped dolls. She’d almost done this to them herself. She stared in horror as they writhed and choked. Stinky began to stir.
When his eyes opened, he sat up and shouted. “Someone do something!”
“It’s too late,” Esther said. “They’ve taken the poison.”
Then her gaze fell back on Paul. He was crying now, too. “Father said it wouldn’t hurt.” He opened and closed his mouth like a fish.
Esther realised he wasn’t going to take the poison himself and pure rage surged through her. She grabbed him by his shirt and forced him down on the mattress. Stinky jumped on him immediately, pinning him down. Esther grabbed the water jug, still just under a quarter full. Paul shook his head and closed his mouth, but she grabbed hold of his nose and held it until it forced him to open his lips and breathe. And then she poured the fluid into his mouth. Paul coughed and spluttered but she kept pouring until she heard him gulping it down. Gulp, glug, gulp, glug. Sometimes she hears that sound as though it’s coming through her bedroom door. She can’t stand it when Fran opens a bottle of wine and pours herself a glass. But she won’t tell anyone. Not Mary, not Fran, not the woman she sees once a week to talk through what happened at the ranch. No, she’ll never tell anyone what she did, and she hopes she never sees Stinky—or Jayden as she’s learned he’s called—ever again.
At night, she still thinks about those moments, of her pouring the poison into Paul’s mouth knowing what it would do, believing that it would kill him. It hadn’t, but she’d thought it would. She wonders what else she’s capable of doing now. She has so much anger inside her. It simmers and it waits, and it builds like the wildfire Father James ignited that night.
The End




Thank you for reading LITTLE ONE. If you found this book to be a suspenseful read, you might like to join my mailing list to keep up to date with my releases. And if you are looking for another gripping thriller, then you might enjoy SILENT CHILD.
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