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Dear Reader,

I’m often asked how I get ideas for my novels, and this one came to me when I was out walking the dog. It was a particularly damp and soggy day, and as I tramped across the park, lost in a world of my own imagination, I suddenly had this image in my mind of an old caravan in the corner of a muddy field, stuck out in the middle of nowhere. I could clearly see the woman who lived there. Her name was Maggie. What had happened to her? I wondered. What turn had her life taken for her to end up there? And as the scene played out in my head, I saw another, much younger woman, determinedly approaching the caravan. It was pouring with rain and she was getting filthy and wet through. Why was she there? What relationship did these two women have?

This scene was the inspiration for my new book, and while I knew I wanted it to be a fun, escapist read about the power of friendship and finding yourself – a story filled with adventure and joy and humour – there was a serious message, too.

More and more I’d been reading about the growing rise in romance fraud, where unsuspecting victims are scammed out of large amounts of money by someone with whom they’ve formed a romantic relationship. Often, these fraudsters target dating apps and social media, creating fake personas and spending weeks, if not months, building trust with their victims in virtual relationships in order to manipulate them into sending them money.

But it’s not just happening online, it’s happening in real life, too. And while it can happen to anyone, regardless of their gender, it’s older women who tend to be the most targeted. Every day there seems to be another news story about a woman who has met and fallen in love with a man who she believed to be her soulmate, only to discover he’s a romance fraudster. Women who might have recently gone through a divorce, be grieving the death of a loved one, struggling with mid-life or just feeling lonely and emotionally fragile are vulnerable to being exploited and manipulated by these cruel scammers.

Worse still, romance fraud isn’t just about money. In fact, the psychological damage is often far worse than the financial. Because by masquerading as your soulmate, these fraudsters aren’t just stealing your life savings, they’re stealing your heart, your trust and your sense of self. It’s a particularly cruel crime that leaves victims feeling emotionally and mentally scarred because it plays into everything we hold dear.

Love.

By falling in love you allow yourself to be vulnerable, to trust, to hope, to imagine a future together. Your partner is supposed to make you feel safe and protect you, so this fraud is the ultimate betrayal. I’d hear stories of people talking about how discovering the deceit had shattered their confidence and left them with extreme feelings of shame and guilt. Many spoke of being too embarrassed to go to the police since they blamed themselves. Isolated and depressed, and unable to trust anyone, including themselves, some even consider suicide.

Many, if not most of us, will know what it feels like to have our heart broken. But how does it feel to discover that everything you believed in is a lie? That the man you thought was your soulmate has stolen your life savings and effectively your life?

Which brings me back to Maggie. Maggie is every woman. She’s all of us. A woman who worked hard to build herself a life that she loved. The only thing missing was someone special to share it with. What happened to her could happen to anyone.

And while this novel is a tribute to anyone who has ever been a victim of romance fraud, it’s also for anyone who has ever suffered a blow so devastating they thought their life was over. Because Maggie is here to show you that it’s not. Far from it.

But I’m getting ahead of myself – let’s rewind back to the beginning. Back to how every story starts.

‘So, I met this guy …’




Prologue

Off the Mediterranean Coast, late at night

‘Quick! He’s getting away!’

Two women in evening gowns give chase. Rushing across the pool deck of the giant cruise ship, they dive past the live band and down the stairs. Darting and dodging through the uniformed crew and jiving guests that have gathered for the Dancing Under the Stars extravaganza.

‘Sorry, excuse me, sorry,’ apologizes the older woman.

‘Get outta the way!’ yells the younger.

Rainbow-coloured cocktails go flying; paper umbrellas rain down like confetti through the warm, floodlit skies as passengers are knocked fully clothed into the swimming pool with loud shrieks and splashes.

‘What the …?’

‘Oh my God, I am SO sorry! Please, send me the dry-cleaning bill.’

But there’s no time to stay and apologize. The cruise ship is nineteen decks high and the length of three Premier League football pitches. And he’s getting away. Clutching on to the hems of their dresses, they race in hot pursuit. Adrenaline pumping. Chests heaving. Hearts hammering. There might be a generation gap between these two women but you’d never know it from the way the fifty-year-old is out-sprinting the twenty-six-year-old.

‘Be careful, don’t trip—’

Too late. Spoke too soon.

‘Argh!’ As the older woman races ahead her heel catches on the sequinned hem and she goes flying.

‘Shit, you OK?’

‘I can’t run in these heels!’

‘Durrr! Don’t you know the high heel is a patriarchal tool to slow women down? Why do you think I’m wearing my trainers?’

‘Oh, shut up and give me a hand.’

OK, forget the bit about the generation gap.

A whistle blows behind them. They both snap back and turn to see the cruise ship’s own security team suddenly appear. They’re uniformed and armed with batons and stun guns.

‘Stop! Security!’

One of them shouts a command and waves a stun gun. Hang on, is that a real gun? Screams rise up from the crowds but the fleeing assailant has no intention of being arrested and now the security team join the chase as he leaps tables and overturns chairs, roughly shoving guests and crew out of his path as he makes his getaway.

‘STOP HIM!’ both women yell urgently.

‘He’s a thief!’

‘A liar.’

Tossing her heels aside, the older woman clambers to her bare feet.

‘The biggest mistake of my life!’

Way up ahead, on the dance floor, Dolores Lopez from Miami, recently divorced and celebrating her new-found freedom with a two-week cruise around the Mediterranean with her two best girlfriends from high school, is on her third round of strawberry daiquiris and enjoying some kick-ass moves, when the live music abruptly stops and she suddenly finds herself in the middle of all this commotion.

And now directly in the path of a dark-haired man sprinting towards her. Hearing the woman’s cry, she’s unexpectedly – and very annoyingly – reminded of her ex-husband. And she really doesn’t want to be reminded of her ex-husband.

Which is the reason she decides to stick out her rhinestone stiletto.

‘It was for all the years I had to wear flats ’cos he was a short-ass,’ she tells local police the next the morning, showing them her six-inch stiletto as evidence when they come on board to take statements. ‘And that was for all the years I had to do his goddamn laundry,’ she adds, explaining why she tipped the rest of her daiquiri all over the assailant’s white dress shirt as he stumbled and fell.

What Dolores doesn’t tell the police is that for the split second he lay at her feet, he flashed her a cute smile. Or that, taken aback by his reaction, instead of whacking him over the head with her empty cocktail glass she stared, momentarily frozen. Then, unable to help herself, smiled back.

But it doesn’t go unnoticed by the two women, even from a distance.

‘Wait! Is he flirting with her?’

‘Does a bear shit in the woods?’

‘I don’t know. Does it? You don’t get many bears on the Pennines.’

And then before you know it, he’s up and off again, disappearing through the crowds.

‘Stop! Security! Surrender immediately!’

The team of security race past them. Crikey, where did they spring from?

‘Don’t worry. He can’t get away. We’re at sea.’

‘He always gets away with it.’

‘Not this time.’

‘That’s what you think.’

Breathless, the two women rush to catch up. As they near the helm of the ship they watch as he races up the staircase and leaps onto the glass railing. A loud gasp goes up from the crowd and a sound from a loudspeaker.

‘Move away from the edge!’

There’s nowhere further to go. Nowhere to run. Finally caught, he turns and looks back at the armed security team, scanning the crowds of passengers, until his eyes fall on the two women. They both stare at him as his gaze flicks from one to the other. A few seconds. A million emotions. Anger. Regret. Triumph. Loss. Heartbreak. Empowerment. Justice.

They reach for each other’s hand, squeezing tightly as armed security move forward to arrest him. This is it. The End. It’s over.

‘Gotcha,’ they mouth, fixing him with their gaze.

But instead of guilt and remorse, he stares back, unrepentant.

And then, with his figure silhouetted against the inky blackness, he turns to look at the wide ocean far below.

And he jumps.




TWO WEEKS EARLIER

A Field in the Middle of Bum-fuck Nowhere




First Impressions

Is this it?

With a juddering halt, an ancient Volkswagen with one hubcap missing and a gaffer-taped bumper pulled up to the five-bar gate at the entrance of the field. It was pouring down. The windscreen wipers creaked back and forth leaving behind a blurry spot right in the middle, causing the driver to hunch down in their seat in order to see out.

Inside the car, Flick checked the directions on her phone again, but the map wouldn’t load. No signal. Leaning forward across the steering wheel, she used the sleeve of her jacket to rub the fogged-up windscreen. The demisters had conked out too. Giving up, she rolled the window a crack to let in some air.

‘Bloody rain,’ she cursed, as a deluge of water followed, soaking her jacket. Hastily she rolled it back up again. It was the middle of July. What had happened to summer?

But Flick already knew the answer. Climate change. She didn’t need to watch another award-winning David Attenborough wildlife documentary to know that everything bad that was happening in the world was the result of climate change. The planet was in crisis. Global warming was wreaking havoc with extreme weather, food scarcity, habitat loss and rising sea levels. It should be headline news, on the front of every newspaper every single day.

Except it wasn’t.

She glanced across at the passenger seat and the latest edition of The Local Echo. Today their leading story was about a headbutting flock of sheep causing mayhem on the moors.

WARNING TO HIKERS – EWE BE CAREFUL!

It was terrible. Even more terrible was she’d written it.

By Felicity Lomax. Community Reporter.

Seeing her name in print gave rise to the usual feelings of pride and frustration. It was also a timely reminder. This is why you’re here, remember?

Taking a swig of the cold dregs of her takeout coffee, she pressed her nose determinedly against the windscreen and peered out across the field ahead. Big, fat drops streamed down the glass, blurring her view, but then she saw it. In the corner. On the far right-hand side, between the trees and the stone wall.

A caravan.

And no, not a cute, vintage, candy-coloured-bunting-strung-across-Instagram-friendly caravan. But a knackered, mouldy-old-memories-of-wet-camping-trips-to-Wales-with-her-mum-and-Auntie-Pam caravan.

OK, so this definitely must be it.

Straightening up, Flick turned off the engine. The car fell silent; just the sound of the rain drumming on the roof. Brushing off the crumbs from her unfinished croissant, she checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror, making sure her liquid black eyeliner was perfect, complete with the signature flicks at the corner of her eyes. In her only good suit, a new pair of smart white vegan trainers that she could ill afford, and a hardcore blow-dry to get her fringe just as she liked it, she was aiming for savvy, confident and professional. An investigative journalist with a killer nose for a story and really good hair.

A twenty-something reporter from a crappy local paper stared back. Nerves jangled in the pit of her stomach. And she had really bad hair.

Shit.

Attempting – and failing – to flatten down the frizz that threatened to erupt from her head like one of those magic kitchen sponges that pinged the moment they encountered water, she grabbed her bag and umbrella, then reached for the door handle. It really was coming down now. Flick paused. She wasn’t known for looking on the bright side – as a journalist she was a confirmed realist – but in a brief, uncharacteristic moment of optimism, she glanced at the leaden skies, hoping to see a break in the clouds.

But nope. Nothing but endless grey. She braced herself. There was nothing else for it.

Flinging open the door, she climbed out of the car.

And stepped right into a quagmire.

What the …?

After several weeks of relentless rain, the farm track, previously a pretty wildflower lane, had been churned into thick, claggy mud and filthy puddles of water. Into which Flick’s lovely new white vegan trainer promptly submerged itself.

Fuck.

As she yanked it back out, dripping wet and filthy, there followed a series of increasingly desperate manoeuvres that involved trying to lever herself out of the car and onto a central island of grass without ruining both trainers, whilst trying to put up her umbrella in the driving rain.

At which point Flick felt herself having one of those out-of-body experiences where you suddenly look at your life and think, How did I get here?

Five years ago she’d graduated from university with high hopes and big dreams of being a journalist. Of adrenaline-charged newsrooms, breaking news stories and urgent deadlines. It all seemed so glamorous and exciting and important. Dashing around cities with a Dictaphone and a cigarette, doing exclusive interviews with famous people, investigating sources, digging deep to find answers.

Actually, no one uses a Dictaphone any more, and smoking gives you cancer, but you get the picture.

Nowhere in this vision of her exciting journalistic future did she see herself standing in a field in the middle of nowhere in the pouring rain, with feet caked in mud, getting piss-wet through.

For a brief moment Flick considered getting straight back in the car. Abandoning the whole thing. But there was so much riding on this interview. It wasn’t just about her chance at proving herself, of getting a promotion and a pay rise, of making the leap from a local newspaper to a national one. If she turned around now, there’d be no hope of ever—

She stopped herself. She wasn’t even going to go there.

Checking she had her phone and earbuds, she looped her bag over her shoulder, unhooked the gate and, making sure to close it behind her (memories of the headbutting sheep causing mayhem were still fresh in her mind), set off across the field.

She’d been over the moon when she finally got the job as a junior reporter at The Local Echo. But after nearly three years of covering local news stories about missing cats, Boy Scout jumble sales and wayward sheep, she was ready, more than ready, for an opportunity to prove she could be a proper journalist. For a story that would give her the break she desperately wanted.

Other reporters had been at the paper for years. Be patient, your time will come, they told her. But when? She’d be sitting around waiting for her big break for ever at this rate. She’d end up like Tupperware Tony, who’d been doing the Letters page for twenty-five years. Every day he brought in a packed lunch and announced to the rest of office what sandwich his partner had made. ‘Ooh, what have we here? Tuna and sweetcorn, a true classic!’ ‘Cheese and pickle, hurrah, my favourite!’ ‘Roast beef and pesto, how about that for controversial?’ Twenty-five years, and the most exciting thing to happen to Tony was his sandwich fillings.

No, big breaks don’t just come. They don’t just happen. You had to make them happen.

Which is why, last week, when Flick overheard a couple of people in the pub gossiping about some local scandal, her ears pricked up. From the snippets of conversation, it sounded terrible. And completely fascinating. She knew immediately it would make a great story; this was a hot topic of national concern right now and she kept hearing about it on the news or reading articles on the subject online. This was her chance to finally do some proper investigative reporting. To get her big break and make her name.

But it all hung on getting an exclusive interview with the inhabitant of the caravan.

Flick glanced at it now from underneath her umbrella as she tramped across the muddy field. Nerves jangled in the pit of her stomach, but she refused to acknowledge them. Off in the distance, she spotted a cow. She’d just covered a story about a rambler who was trampled by cows. The poor woman suffered broken ribs and was lucky to be alive. Not so much her poor spaniel. She quickened her pace. Rory, her boyfriend, would probably say it was her fault if she got trampled. He warned her about being too ambitious and going after her own stories.

‘That’s the problem with you, Flick, you’re always getting ideas above your station.’

Of course, he only said things like that because he cared about her. He didn’t want her to get hurt or be disappointed, especially so soon after losing her mum. He couldn’t understand why she wasn’t satisfied with being a reporter at The Local Echo. OK, so the money wasn’t great but it was a steady job and they paid into a pension.

‘I just don’t want you getting your hopes up, that’s all, babe. All these pipe dreams about having your own column in one of those fancy, big newspapers in London. Those are proper journalists, people who went to private school; they’re not like us. Your articles are great, but it’s not like you’re a real writer. You need to stick to what you know.’

Constructive criticism, that’s what he called it.

She kept trudging, head down, battling the rain, until eventually she reached the far corner of the field. Up close, the caravan was worse than she’d first thought. Chewing-gum white, net curtains, condensation on the windows: it had seen better days. Flick knew the feeling. Taking a tissue from her bag, she attempted to scrape the clods of mud from her now-filthy trainers, then smooth down her fringe. She hesitated. As a local reporter she’d stood on enough doorsteps in order to get an interview, but this was different.

Abruptly, a twist of anxiety threatened to derail her, but she quickly pulled it together. It was important to appear confident and assured. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door. No one answered.

‘Hello?’

Actually, maybe this was a really bad idea.

She waited a moment, cleared her throat, then reached forward to knock again.

At which point the door was flung open to reveal a barefoot, middle-aged woman wearing a pair of old sweatpants and a crumpled T-shirt. She peered myopically at Flick from behind a messy curtain of hair.

Immediately Flick was struck by two things: the woman was extremely tall, even with bare feet; and she looked surprised to see her.

‘Hi. We spoke on the phone. I’m Felicity Lomax, from The Local Echo.’ Flick spoke quickly and held out her hand. ‘But everyone calls me Flick.’

‘Oh, you’re early!’

The woman looked like she’d just got out of bed. Pulling a scrunchie from her wrist, she scraped back her curls, which were the same colour as Flick’s unfinished croissant, revealing grey at her temples and a face full of freckles.

‘I am?’

And now it was Flick who was surprised. She prided herself on her timekeeping. She checked her watch, thus confirming to herself that she was bang on time.

‘Didn’t we say twelve on Friday?’

Remember: confident and assured.

‘Yes, but today’s Thursday. I was expecting you tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’

There was a pause as the cold realization trickled down the back of Flick’s neck like the rain dripping off the broken spoke of her umbrella. And all at once she realized she’d made a mistake. Mortified, she reached for her phone in her pocket to check the date, but she already knew before she glanced at the screen. Somehow, with everything that had been going on since her mum died, she’d lost track of the days and got the dates muddled up. The funeral was six months ago, but she’d still not got back on track.

Unexpectedly her eyes prickled. Forget looking confident and assured; she looked like a total moron. She sniffed sharply, quickly pulling herself together. ‘I’m so sorry, my mistake. I can come back another time if it’s more convenient …’

Standing at the doorway of the caravan, Margaret Fletcher looked at the sodden young reporter with her muddy trainers and broken umbrella, its spokes sticking out at right angles, and considered this.

It really wasn’t a good time. The place was a mess. Plus, she was so tired she couldn’t face talking to anyone right now. In fact, all she really wanted to do was climb back into bed and pull the covers over her head. But then she felt like that most days now.

She opened her mouth to make some excuse, hand already on the door to close it behind her, thoughts returning to getting back into bed, disappearing underneath the duvet, making it all go away …

Then she noticed the reddening of her eyes.

Later, when Margaret Fletcher looked back, she would realize that this was the moment something clicked. The moment she recognized something in Flick. A vulnerability? A familiarity? A strange feeling of being untethered? She didn’t know what it was, but she saw it reflected back at her and changed her mind.

‘You’re getting soaked, come inside.’ Opening the door wide to let her enter, she forced a broad smile. ‘And, please, call me Maggie.’




Off the Record

‘I’m afraid I don’t have any sugar.’

Ten minutes later and the kettle was on, puffing out steam and condensing on the window. Well, what else do you do in times like this but put the kettle on?

Should be the story of my life, thought Maggie, who had lost count of the number of times she’d put the kettle on these past six months for want of something else to do. She attempted a quick tidy round; the place was a bit of a tip – worse, she’d just done a load of handwashing and the clothes airer was filled with damp bras and knickers that had seen better days.

‘Oh, that’s fine. My boyfriend says I’m sweet enough.’

On its way to being manoeuvred into a corner, the airer collapsed in on itself. They both looked at each other. Flick gave a nervous laugh, then shook her head.

‘Actually, that’s bollocks.’

Caught off-guard, Maggie smiled self-consciously.

The kettle clicked off.

‘I’ll do this later.’ Abandoning the airer, she hastily turned her attention back to making the tea in the small galley that was her kitchen. Squashing teabags into the tiny plastic sink and stooping down to retrieve the small carton of milk from the miniature fridge, she tried not to think about her old kitchen, with its granite-topped island, acres of counter space and all the latest appliances.

At a memory of sitting at the kitchen island, sharing a bottle of wine and romantic meal for two, she felt a sudden yearning and caught herself sharply. No point thinking about that. It was gone, along with everything else in her old life. She firmly grabbed the two mugs.

‘Here you go.’

‘Thanks.’

As she passed Flick her tea, Maggie took in the young reporter who was now sitting at the small banquette in the corner of her caravan. It was the first time she’d had someone in her space and she felt acutely embarrassed by her situation. She noticed the mould around the windowpane and averted her eyes. What was she thinking, inviting her inside?

‘I don’t get many visitors.’ Cradling her own mug in her hands, she sat down opposite, squashing her long legs underneath the Formica table. ‘Don’t have the entertaining space,’ she added, forcing a laugh in a lame attempt at humour.

Flick smiled politely. ‘I like caravans. They always remind me of holidays to Wales with my mum.’

‘Nice.’

‘Yes.’

Flick didn’t mention the bit about the mouldy beds and never-ending rain. Best not.

The pleasantries over, the two women turned their attention to their tea. Flick took a large gulp – ugh, God, it was that awful Earl Grey stuff that tasted like perfume – and tried not to gag.

‘So, anyway, after we spoke on the phone I printed off some pictures,’ said Maggie.

After waiting what she hoped was enough time to not appear like she was trying to get this over and done with as quickly as possible, Maggie put down her mug and reached for the photos she’d set aside. At least she’d got that organized. Laying them on the table, she started showing them to Flick.

‘So, this is George when he was a kitten. I called him after my best friend George, and also Dad’s a big Beatles fan. I mean was,’ she quickly corrected herself. ‘George Harrison was his favourite. Said he was the most underrated Beatle. I mean, everyone goes on about Lennon and McCartney, but when it comes to song-writing ability you don’t get better than “While My Guitar Gently Weeps”, wouldn’t you agree?’

Flick made an agreeing sound. She had no idea what Maggie was going on about. She made a mental note to check Spotify later.

‘George isn’t used to the countryside. He’s been a city cat his whole life. My flat had a small roof terrace and he liked to sit on it and sun himself.’ Maggie pulled out a photo of George doing exactly that and smiled, her thumb affectionately rubbing over his picture. ‘We only moved up here a few months ago, after … well, after everything.’

For a brief moment her mind flicked back again, before she forced it briskly on.

‘He’s been missing over a week now. The farmer says there are foxes, but I think he might have just run away. I wouldn’t blame him.’ She smiled weakly. ‘Anyway, you can take them if you want. I have copies on my phone.’

Shuffling the photos into a neat pile, she passed them across the table.

Flick smiled awkwardly. ‘Actually, that’s not why I’m here.’

‘It’s not?’ Maggie frowned, confused. ‘But when you called, you said you’d seen the posters I’ve put up around town about my lost cat.’

‘Yes, I did. That’s how I got your number.’

‘I assumed you were going to write a piece for The Local Echo.’ Maggie realized she was beginning to sound accusatory, but she didn’t care. Her beloved cat was missing. She’d invited this reporter into her home to help find him. Reaching across to a stack of old newspapers, she found the one she was looking for and thrust it at Flick. ‘Like this one. Look.’

Sure enough, there was an article Flick had written about a lost cat, entitled ‘He’s The Cat’s Whiskers’. Flick cringed at the headline. That had been her editor’s idea.

‘And you said you had some information,’ continued Maggie, refusing to give up.

‘Yes, I do. But it’s not about your missing cat.’

‘It’s not?’

Watching Maggie’s face crumple with disappointment, Flick felt a stab of guilt. This woman was obviously upset about her pet. She should have explained more on the phone. Been more honest. Not come here under false pretences.

But she also knew if she had, Maggie would never have agreed to talk to her.

‘So what is it about?’

Flick snapped back to see Maggie studying her suspiciously.

‘It’s in connection with a Mr Theo C. Stratin.’

At the mention of his name Maggie felt her breath catch in the back of her throat. Even now, over six months later, it was still so raw.

‘Is this a missing persons thing?’

Flick quickly side-stepped with the deftness of a politician. ‘I wondered what you could tell me about him?’

Maggie laced her fingers tightly around her mug. ‘Not much really. We were in a relationship, we broke up.’ She kept her voice even. ‘The rest, as they say, is history.’

‘I understand he scammed you out of your life savings.’

Boom. Maggie reeled.

‘Who told you that?’

‘It’s a small town. People talk.’

Maggie’s internal shutters came slamming down.

‘I’m sorry, but I think you should leave. There’s obviously been a misunderstanding.’

The caravan felt suddenly claustrophobic. Hastily, Maggie got up from the table and in her hurry she banged herself on the corner of the banquette and spilled her tea. Cursing under her breath, she rubbed her thigh furiously. She could feel the bruises beginning to form already.

Well, that went well. Watching her, Flick felt a stab of dismay as she put down her mug and reached for her bag. Mutely, she rose from her seat. Then paused. It was now or never.

‘You’re not the only one.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You’re not the only woman he’s romance scammed. He’s done it before and he’ll do it again.’

‘If you don’t mind.’

Clambering over the collapsed airer, Maggie’s foot caught in a bra strap, causing her to trip and bend down to unloop it. It was one of those T-shirt bras. Flesh-coloured with huge cups like giant jelly moulds. God, the indignity of it all. Standing upright, she glared at Flick, daring her to say anything.

‘All right, look, I know I should’ve been honest about why I wanted to talk to you, but I thought if I told you, you wouldn’t want to speak to me.’

Finally, Maggie lost her patience.

‘You’re damn right I wouldn’t! Why would I? So you can write about me in your paper? Let the whole word know what a fool I was?’

‘Well, to be fair, I don’t think the whole world reads The Local Echo. Our circulation is only about four and a half thousand an edition.’

Flick broke off as she caught Maggie’s expression.

‘And you’re not a fool, you’re a victim,’ she added quietly, but firmly.

It took the wind from Maggie’s sails.

‘I’ve been doing my research into romance fraud, and more and more women – and men – are coming forward and the statistics are frightening. Men like Theo Stratin deliberately target vulnerable women. Apparently the most affected age group is usually over the age of forty-five; in fact, it’s most often between the ages of fifty and seventy.’

‘Great. Even worse. An old fool.’

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

There was a lull as both women fell silent. Outside the rain was still lashing. Maggie watched the water seeping in at the windows.

‘How old are you, Felicity?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘How old do you think I am?’

Flick knew exactly how old Maggie was. She’d looked up her birth certificate, along with a few other things, as part of her background checks and initial investigations into the story.

‘Late thirties?’ she fibbed.

‘I’m nearly fifty, almost twice your age, and any journalist worth their salt would’ve already looked up my birth records, so they’d know that. So either you’re a crap journalist or that’s a pathetic attempt at flattery.’

Flick felt her face go beetroot.

‘I’m a good journalist and that’s a crap attempt at flattery.’

Despite the insult, Maggie smiled at her admission.

‘OK, so now we’re being honest with each other, can I tell you something off the record?’

Flick nodded.

‘He didn’t just steal my life savings, he stole everything from me: my trust, my heart, my home, my livelihood, my self-esteem … all of it.’

As Maggie laid her vulnerability bare on the table between them, she was reminded yet again of the heavy weight of her guilt.

‘Yet it’s me who’s ashamed. When I finally stopped crying long enough to go to the police, I felt like such an idiot—’

‘But why? That’s crazy!’ interrupted Flick. She was indignant, but Maggie shook her head firmly.

‘I was the one who’d willingly given him the money to invest in his new business venture. My father had recently passed away and left me a little bit of inheritance – not much, but it was something and it was just sitting in the bank making no interest, so I thought: why not? And when he suggested I sold my flat so we could pool our resources and buy a bigger place together, it was my idea to remortgage instead and also take out a business loan. I thought I was being so clever.’

Her voice threatened to break but she forced it to remain even.

‘It was for our future. That’s what he always said. It was an investment in our future. We were engaged, you see.’

As Maggie’s mind flicked back, she felt a swell of hurt.

‘Only, there was no international business venture. No new house. No joint account. No investments. It was all bogus. A con. A scam. What did you call it? A romance fraud.’

Followed swiftly by the usual feelings of anger, at both him and herself.

‘After that, everything just fell apart; I lost my flat, my business … The police called him in for questioning, but he’d long disappeared, and my money with him. I tried calling the bank but they refused to reimburse me as I’d authorized all the payments … something about “contributory negligence”. They’d even contacted me and read a fraud-warning script when I’d first sent funds internationally, but I’d confirmed it was to my fiancé’s business and they were all genuine—’ She broke off and laughed bitterly. ‘Which is how I ended up here. I know it’s not much, but this caravan was the only thing I could afford. If it wasn’t for knowing the local farmer, and him letting me rent this field cheaply to put it in, I’d be homeless.’

The water leaking in through the windows had formed a pool and was now dripping onto the banquette sofas. Reaching for a roll of paper towels, Maggie started mopping it up.

‘And you know the worst thing of all? The bastard even stole my dad’s watch.’

A brief flash of anger. She couldn’t bring herself to say his name. Tearing off a sheet, she folded it up and shoved it furiously in the cracks.

‘It wasn’t worth anything, Dad wasn’t into material possessions, but it had huge sentimental value … It’d stopped working, so it sat in a drawer for ages, along with a few other bits of jewellery. I kept meaning to get it fixed, but just never got round to it. When I mentioned it to him, he offered to get it fixed for me; he was kind like that.’ She laughs, bitterly. ‘When he disappeared, the watch disappeared with him.’

Maggie broke off finally and the caravan fell quiet.

Flick had been listening, not wanting to interrupt, but now she spoke.

‘Well, he’s not disappeared any more. I’ve found out where he is.’

But Maggie shook her head firmly.

‘I don’t want to know. I don’t ever want to see him again. If you want to tell someone, tell the police.’

‘But we could stop him from doing this to someone else. We could save another woman from losing everything.’

‘How?’

‘By doing an exposé and revealing the truth about him. Letting the public know all the shocking facts. Confronting him and making him answer to what he did. You aren’t the first woman he did this to, and you won’t be the last.’

But while Flick’s voice was urgent, Maggie’s was weary.

‘I’m tired. I just want to put all this behind me.’

‘What about your life savings?’

‘I’m sure the money is long gone.’ Maggie shrugged with resignation. ‘The last time I spoke to the police they said it was still under investigation, but there was little chance of getting it back even if it went to court and they got a conviction. Which seems unlikely, considering they’ve yet to find him to question him.’

‘Well, even if the police can’t do anything, the newspaper can still publish an article.’

Maggie looked at Flick. At this young, eager reporter with her whole life ahead of her. Was she like that once? She couldn’t remember. She felt a sudden, strange affection for both Flick and her old self. And a crushing sense of sadness.

‘Look, you seem really nice; really, you do. And I’m sure you’re a really good journalist. And if you want to write a story, then I can’t stop you; go ahead – but I don’t want to be any part of it. What happened really affected me and it’s taken me a long time to recover from it … In fact, I don’t think I’ll ever fully recover from it.’

She heard her voice catch in her throat and blinked rapidly.

‘The police gave me some pamphlets with the details of support groups, links to websites, numbers I could call … I thought about it, but I don’t want to go over what happened to me. I just want to move on. Put it behind me, try to forget about it. The last thing I need right now is you dragging it all up again.’

She straightened up, her decision made.

‘So, if you don’t mind, I’m going to say goodbye now and it’s nice to meet you. I’m sure you can find your way out.’

She’d said her piece and now Maggie looked at Flick, waiting to be challenged. But while Flick was a keen journalist and had learned all about questioning and trying to get answers, about eliciting information and being persuasive, she also knew when to call it a day.

‘OK, fair enough.’

Putting her bag on her shoulder, she squeezed past Maggie and the collapsed clothes airer and walked the few paces to the door of the caravan. As she did, she caught sight of a black-and-white photograph on the side, of a little girl and her father. Curled up on his knee, she was laughing; he had his arms around her, hugging her tightly. It struck something inside and she gestured to it.

‘Is that you with your dad?’

‘Yes.’ Maggie allowed herself to smile.

Flick looked at it again, noting his wristwatch.

‘What about your dad’s watch?’

‘Oh, he’s probably sold it by now.’

‘But you said it wasn’t worth anything.’

Flick hesitated, knowing she should probably leave it alone, but also knowing she couldn’t.

‘You said yourself, he didn’t steal that watch because of the financial value, he took it because it was there and he can’t stop himself. I doubt he ever had any intention of getting it fixed. He didn’t care about its sentimental value, that it meant so much to you. Because you’re right: Theo Stratin is a bastard.’

Always remain dispassionate. One of the golden rules of journalism, and yet here she was breaking it and getting personal.

‘Don’t you want to confront him? To warn other vulnerable women and men? Don’t you want to show him and the rest of the world he didn’t break you?’

There was a moment’s pause and then Maggie spoke.

‘But he did, though, didn’t he?’

Maggie’s voice was so quiet Flick almost didn’t hear it above the sound of the rain.

‘Look at me. My life’s a mess. I’m broke, unemployed, living in a caravan … Everyone talks about mental health these days; well, he shattered mine. I wasn’t always like this, you know. God only knows what you must think of me, but I used to have my own art gallery. A lovely home. A life. He ruined everything. I had confidence, faith in my abilities; I felt sure of myself. Now I can’t trust myself. I can’t trust my own judgement. Do you know what that feels like? Like everything was a lie.’

Broken, Maggie shook her head.

‘The sad thing is I loved him. But you want to know the scariest? Part of me still does.’

Standing at the doorway, Flick absorbed her words before replying.

‘Can I tell you something, off the record?’

Maggie nodded.

‘Without you there is no story.’

The truth. That’s what people always tell you to say. Because it’s the truth that sets you free. But telling the truth is scary. It takes courage and vulnerability and trust.

And you have to be ready.

There was a pause as the two women looked at each other.

‘I can’t. I’m sorry,’ Maggie finally said.

‘You don’t have to be sorry for anything.’ Hiding her disappointment, Flick smiled kindly. ‘But if you change your mind, you know where to find me.’

And leaving behind a business card, she opened the door of the caravan and stepped back out into the rain. 




The Local Echo

‘You want to go where?’

‘It’s just for the weekend.’

‘Hang on, so let me get this straight. You want to go gallivanting off to the South of France for the weekend to try to get an interview with some love rat?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t be gallivanting; I’d be investigating.’

‘And you want the paper to pay for it?’

‘Yes, that’s sort of the idea.’

‘Flick Lomax, have you taken leave of your senses?’

It was later that afternoon and Flick was in her editor’s office.

After her conversation with Maggie, Flick had driven back to The Local Echo. Their offices were in town, situated just off the high street, in a converted Victorian woollen mill that backed onto the canal. It was actually a really nice building; they had their own floor and the others were occupied by a travel agent’s, a bed manufacturer’s, an accountant’s and a funeral director. Which, when you think about things, and Flick was always thinking about things, summed up the basic cornerstones of life. Nice holidays, a comfy bed, death and taxes.

Which was either comforting or depressing, Flick wasn’t sure. She’d mentioned it to Tupperware Tony once, asked him his opinion, and he’d looked bewildered and said he’d never even thought about it before. Which confirmed what Flick had always suspected: that most people didn’t think like her.

Most people would have left Maggie’s caravan feeling dejected. So that was it. There was going to be no story. No exclusive. No chance of a promotion or pay rise. No Big Break. And, importantly, no answers. All that effort and for nothing. Most people would’ve walked back across that muddy field, feeling sorry for themselves about their ruined trainers and wasted time and career frustrations and stopped at the petrol station on the drive back to the office and treated themselves to some chocolate or crisps in a calorie-laden attempt to cheer themselves up. Hell, maybe they would have even bought both.

But Flick wasn’t most people. Instead she drove right past that petrol station, hunched down low in her seat, windscreen wipers creaking furiously, as she hatched a plan. With or without Maggie, she was still going to try to write the story. She was a journalist, remember? And journalists didn’t just give up at the first hurdle. No, they did not. They were tenacious and determined and when they got a whiff of a good story they chased it with integrity, ingenuity and a killer instinct.

Well, at least that’s what they did in all those Netflix documentaries she watched.

Only, there was just one tiny problem – well, it wasn’t exactly a problem, more a minor detail. One of several she’d conveniently left out when she’d pitched the story to Maggie.

She hadn’t told anyone at the newspaper about what she was up to.

Not Simon on Features, Tupperware Tony, or Melissa, one of the subeditors who was known for her amazing skills at standfirsts and keeping the various indoor plants alive. And certainly not Seymour, her editor, whose office sat apart from the main news desk and into which she’d only entered a handful of times, once being the day she went for her interview.

No, instead she’d been working on her own initiative. Well, wasn’t that one of the fundamental skills of being a journalist?

OK, so admittedly initiative seemed a little overrated – so far it had resulted in one expensive pair of ruined trainers and a caravan door (figuratively) slammed in her face. But she wasn’t giving up.

Which is why she’d plucked up her courage, knocked on her editor’s door, and spent the last ten minutes pitching her idea to Seymour. Who had sat across from her behind his large mahogany desk, mouth agape, listening to her telling him that no, she hadn’t spent the morning at the town hall interviewing pole-dancing pensioners. But had, in fact, been miles out in the countryside investigating a story about a woman who had lost everything in a romance fraud.

‘And he’s not a love rat. The term is romance fraudster,’ she finished.

‘And I think you’ll find the term is not on your nelly,’ replied her editor.

Seymour, her editor, was in his sixties, with eyebrows that took on a life of their own and a fondness for Fair Isle vests, single malt whiskey and pastéis de nata from the Portuguese bakery on the corner. At least Flick thought he was in his sixties. She wasn’t sure. It was hard to tell how old anyone was once they were over thirty. He also liked to use sayings she’d never heard of.

Leaning back in his leather swivel chair, he laced his fingers across his stomach and raised one of those bushy eyebrows of his.

‘Let me ask you, how do you already know he’s in the South of France? And what’s more, how do you plan to find and interview this romance fraudster –’ Seymour made a point of enunciating the words – ‘if the police haven’t?’

‘I know where to look.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘Social media, of course,’ replied Flick, as if it was obvious. Because it was. Isn’t that how everyone looked up their old boyfriends or girlfriends? Late at night, when you were feeling particularly bad about your life, eating what was left of the reduced-fat hummus and scrolling mindlessly in the hope of being reassured that they’d aged a lot worse than you and were still single. Even better, single with a really bad haircut.

Flick felt a niggle of doubt. Or was that just her?

Anyway.

‘People like to show off,’ she continued. ‘They can’t resist boasting about their holidays or their lifestyles and romance fraudsters are no different. Even if they change their name or their username and use aliases, everyone leaves a footprint if you look hard enough.’

‘And how’s that?’ Seymour frowned, making his eyebrows flap like seagulls.

‘Well, hashtags are often a dead giveaway, sometimes they even leave their location on, especially if it’s a fancy hotel or restaurant, which of course isn’t an accident, they want you to know where they are. To show off and say, “Look at me, look at how great my life is!” even though mostly it’s just to convince themselves, because they’re largely complete fantasists. But even if they don’t leave their location on, there’s cross-referencing between followers and friends, examining reels, their likes, screenshotting and zooming in on photos or landmarks in their stories to spot things in the background … and that’s before you’ve even looked at their activity on TikTok or Facebook groups or X that used to be Twitter or Threads … There are clues everywhere.’

Her editor looked lost.

‘Well, in that case you should tell the police if he’s wanted for questioning.’

‘And they’ll do what exactly? The police are understaffed and overstretched as it is. According to Home Office data, eighty-two per cent of burglaries go unsolved. They’re hardly going to cross the Channel to catch a thief if they can’t even catch one on their own doorstep.’

‘They might if they think they’ll catch a suntan,’ quipped her editor.

Sitting across from him, Flick frowned. Was he trying to be funny? She wasn’t sure.

‘OK, I’ll tell them.’

‘Good.’

‘But I still want to go. It would make a great story. You know it would.’

It was a compromise of sorts. Flick knew the police wouldn’t do anything. But this way she could still try and get her interview.

‘Would it, though? I mean, a middle-aged woman falls for a con man? It’s hardly headline stuff.’

‘And pole-dancing pensioners are?’ snapped Flick.

Seymour didn’t reply. Underneath his Fair Isle vest, he could feel his shirt buttons straining from the extra pounds he’d gained since Gaynor, his wife, had left him six months ago. Too many takeaways and beers on the sofa. They’d met when he was a young, skinny-hipped reporter working in Fleet Street and he’d travelled to Liverpool to interview a band that was about to become the next Beatles. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember their name now, but he’d never forget the pretty redhead who asked for his ticket at Lime Street station. Six months later they were married with a baby on the way and he’d given up his crazy London life for a steady job on a regional paper. He never regretted it, though sometimes he missed who he used to be. He glanced at his wastepaper basket, noting the empty box from the bakery and made a mental note to cut back on their custard tarts. Starting tomorrow.

And he really missed his wife.

He reached in his drawer for a packet of Monster Munch.

‘I think you’re forgetting this is a local newspaper,’ he said, after a moment. ‘We don’t have that kind of budget. This isn’t News of the World.’

‘Actually, I don’t think that exists any more.’

‘But that’s not the point, is it?’ Seymour sighed heavily. ‘You’re supposed to be a local reporter. Reporting on local news.’

Through a gap in the vertical blinds, Flick caught sight of Simon on Features staring into Seymour’s office. He was her senior and seemed to take great pleasure in giving her all the worst stories. He’d been dying to know why she was going to speak to their editor, but she’d refused to tell him. Now, with hope fast disappearing, she could imagine the smirk on his face when he found out.

Simon was someone who kept his location on and liked to post photos of himself drinking cocktails in bars around town together with the hashtag #cheerstome which, Flick thought, said everything you needed to know about Simon.

‘But it is local news,’ protested Flick. ‘The woman’s living locally in a caravan. That’s local connections.’

But Seymour wasn’t listening. ‘Look, I know you’ve got ambitions. I was once like you. But keep working hard and one day you’ll get here. You’ll get my spot. You’ll be in this chair,’ he continued, his mouth full.

Flick looked at her editor, feet up on his desk, eating pickledonion Monster Munch in his messy office. This was not the peak of her ambition.

‘And, all right, perhaps it is a good story. But if it’s a good story you want, I’ll send you over to Clifton Park Reservoir.’

‘What’s happening at Clifton Park Reservoir?’

‘Electric scooters. They’re getting stolen and dumped there. Black market. Gangs. It’s got all the hallmarks of a big story.’

‘But it’s not a big story, is it?’

‘Well, that depends upon you. You’re our community reporter. You can interview people. Follow up leads. Look at their footprint on social media,’ added Seymour pointedly.

Flick felt her spirits sinking.

‘If you write up a big piece, we can even think about the front page. How about that?’ he enthused, flashing Flick a bright smile. He didn’t want her feeling discouraged. She was a good reporter. Hardworking, enthusiastic, never missed a deadline. Not once during that whole time her mother was sick or even after the funeral.

‘Or at the very least you could be on page three. Though not in the traditional sense, of course,’ he added with a jovial laugh.

‘Is that a reference to the tradition of sexually objectifying women by publishing photos of topless models in British newspapers that was finally banned in 2015 after a three-year campaign?’ replied Flick.

Seymour nearly choked on a pickled-onion monster’s foot.

‘Right. Yes. That one.’ Clearing his throat, he nodded vigorously, his expression stern. ‘And not a minute too soon either, in my opinion. Thank goodness times have changed.’

‘Thank goodness,’ agreed Flick.

‘Anyway –’ eager to move off this subject, Seymour quickly grasped on to another – ‘enough about work. Any summer holiday plans? I understand you’ve still got some annual leave to take before the end of August.’

‘Yes, two weeks.’

‘You know, if you don’t use it, you lose it.’

Flick noticed Seymour chuckle to himself, there was obviously a joke in there somewhere, but she didn’t get it.

‘I’d rather be at work to be honest.’

Seymour studied Flick. She reminded him a lot of his daughter, when she was that age. Ambitious. Opinionated. Fearless. Before the drugs knocked all the stuffing out of her and tore their family apart. He felt suddenly protective.

‘Look, I know you’re dedicated, but it’s all a work–life balance. Why don’t you take some time off? Go on holiday with that boyfriend of yours, whatsisname?’

‘Rory.’

‘You two must be quite serious by now.’ He raised an eyebrow.

Flick responded by returning the kind of smile she knew was required of her whenever anyone asked this question.

‘Anyway, I’m sure Simon and Tony can manage on the Features Desk. Summer’s always a quiet time for news.’ He smiled genially. ‘Think about it.’

‘I will.’ Flick nodded. But she didn’t need to think about it. She didn’t want a holiday. She wanted to break this story.

Pep talk over, Seymour threw the empty crisp packet in the bin and swung his legs back underneath his desk. It was Flick’s cue to leave and, standing up, she walked over to the door and reached for the handle.

‘Who is she anyway?’

Flick turned to see Seymour looking at her thoughtfully.

‘This poor woman who lost everything?’

‘Her name’s Maggie. She used to own a little art gallery in Bath. Apparently she was quite successful.’

‘And now she’s penniless and living in a caravan up on the Pennines?’ asked Seymour. ‘Why move up here?’

‘To be honest, I don’t think she had anywhere else to go.’

Shaking his head, Seymour let out a low whistle. ‘You just never know, do you? One wrong decision and your life’s over.’




Nothing to Lose

‘It’s been declined.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Your card. It’s been declined.’

Louder this time. The other people in the queue at the local farm shop turned to stare. Standing at the checkout, Maggie felt her face flush with embarrassment.

It was Friday afternoon, and she’d cycled to the local farm shop to buy a few groceries. Stock up for the weekend. Treat herself to a bottle of wine. At least that was the idea.

‘Sorry, my mistake, it must have expired, let me try another one.’

Now, with all eyes upon her, she rummaged around in her bag. God, why did she carry all this crap around? Finally she located her purse and hastily pulled out another credit card.

‘Here, this should work.’

As she held out her card, the teenage cashier gave her a blank look.

‘Just tap the machine.’ She pointed to the contactless symbol as if Maggie was an idiot.

‘Sorry, yes, of course,’ said Maggie, feeling like one.

Obediently she tapped the machine. Beneath the flaps of her jacket, she crossed her fingers, willing for the familiar Card payment authorized, remove card message to pop up on the display.

Payment declined.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got cash!’ She forced an overly cheerful voice, whilst trying not to think about the appalling state of her finances, and swiftly dug out the emergency twenty she kept in her purse. That should cover it. Worst case scenario, she could always put back the bottle of wine. Actually, no, on second thoughts the wine was an essential item. She’d put back the organic vegetables and locally sourced cheeses.

She zoned back to see the cashier looking at her with barely concealed contempt. ‘We don’t take cash.’

‘You don’t?’

Behind her, Maggie could feel the growing impatience of waiting customers. Meanwhile, the cashier, now clearly bored by this stupid middle-aged woman who was holding everyone up, pointed at the sign taped to the Perspex divider.

‘It says on the sign.’

‘Sorry, yes, of course … Sorry.’

Hearing herself say the word sorry for about the millionth time, Maggie wondered if she could sorry herself into nonexistence. Each apology like an eraser, rubbing herself out like a line drawing until she simply disappeared.

‘Right, well, um, that’s all I’ve got.’

Briefly the thought struck her that if she were in a movie, this would be the point a handsome stranger would sweep in and offer to pay for her groceries. It would be the perfect meet cute. Swiping his credit card, the handsome stranger would disappear out of the shop before they even had a chance to swap names, and the rest of the film would be spent with her trying to find him and an opportunity to pay it forward.

But she was not in a movie. She was in a farm shop in the middle of nowhere. And this was definitely not a meet cute.

She locked eyes with the cashier, who was industriously chewing gum while staring her down.

‘Right, well, I’ll just put these things back …’

‘Just leave the basket.’

‘No, honestly I don’t mind—’

‘Will you get a frigging move on!’

A voice roared behind Maggie, causing her to jump. Turning around, she saw a huge queue had now formed behind her. An angry mob wielding organic produce and cartons of free-range eggs.

‘We haven’t got all day, there are people waiting!’ A furious cyclist clad in Lycra waved his cold-pressed green juice at her.

‘Sorry. I’m really sorry.’

Abandoning the basket on the counter, Maggie quickly skulked out of the shop. She could hear muttering behind her and was reminded of the journalist’s visit yesterday; her saying how it was a small town and people talked. Abruptly, she felt a flash of mutiny and paused in the doorway. To hell with it. In for a penny, in for a pound. Give them something more to gossip about.

Turning back around, she marched up to the cyclist who, not expecting to be confronted, visibly paled.

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ she hissed, her face inches away from his rattish one. ‘Why don’t you stick that green juice up your Lycra arse?’

At least that’s what her old self would have done. But this new, broken version of Maggie simply took the abuse and didn’t answer back. Instead, she scuttled, shamefaced, out of the shop, the whispering ringing in her ears.

Twenty minutes later, back at the caravan, the state of her finances sank in. She’d known it was bad, but not this bad.

Logging into various banking apps on her phone, she checked the balances in her current account and on her credit cards. Since losing both her business and her flat above the gallery, which she had to sell after she could no longer pay the mortgage, she’d spent the last six months living off what little she had left and doing what she called the Zero Per Cent Balance Transfer Dance.

Less fun than the jive but more difficult than the Charleston, this involved moving debt around on her credit cards. It took a lot of time, practice and effort – timing was everything – and she was now something of an expert. Maybe they should think about having it as a category on Strictly.

Joking. Well, kind of.

She’d also been making a little bit of money doing some dog-walking for a nearby boarding kennels. She’d replied to an online ad. It didn’t pay much but the only skills required were owning a pair of wellies, a pair of hands and liking dogs and she ticked all the boxes.

Which was quite something, as her life appeared to be ticking none of the boxes and there weren’t many jobs out there for a middle-aged woman who had gone bankrupt.

Correction. Almost gone bankrupt.

She’d done everything to narrowly avoid that. When the bank had called in the business loan after she defaulted on the payments and the interest on her new, much bigger mortgage had sky-rocketed, she’d had no choice but to sell the gallery and her flat above it to pay off her creditors. Running an art gallery meant she didn’t own any stock – what paintings she had were returned to the artists, all of whom were local and lovely and desperately sad to see her go – while the rest of the fixtures and fittings were sold off.

Luckily, she’d found a buyer quickly, but it was still a bitter blow. Last she’d heard the new owner had applied to the council to change the licence and open a coffee shop. It was as crushing as it was depressing. Like the world needed any more oat milk flat whites.

With what little she had left, she’d looked at renting, but everything was so expensive. Her friend George had said she could stay on his sofa bed in London, while one of her neighbours had kindly offered their spare room, but she didn’t want to be a burden. Plus, their teenage son would need it in a few weeks when he came home from university.

Instead, she’d bought an old caravan on eBay, borrowed an artist-friend’s Land Rover, and on a grey day in the middle of February, almost a year to the day since she first met the man she thought was the love of her life, she towed it two hundred and fifty miles up the M5 to the northern Pennines. Oh, the irony. To where Ainsley, an old university friend of her brother’s who was now a local farmer and with whom she’d kept in touch, had a spare field she could rent. It was supposed to be a temporary solution, just until she sorted herself out, got back on her feet.

Except, getting back on her feet seemed to be taking a lot longer than she thought.

Reaching for her phone, Maggie texted the owner of the boarding kennels.

Hi Emma, do you need me to do any dog walks next week?

She pressed send, then quickly added:

Just organizing my diary. Thanks, Maggie [image: Smiling face emoji]

Well, she didn’t want to look too desperate. Even though she was. She’d even added a smiley face.

A few seconds later, the ticks went blue and Maggie could see Emma was typing. Hopeful, she stared at the screen, waiting for the reply to appear. It was taking an awfully long time. And now Emma had stopped typing, as if she’d changed her mind.

Finally, after what felt like for ever, a message appeared.

Hi Maggie. Afraid next week’s a bit slow. 

Will text you if we need you. Thanks, Emma

There was no smiley face. 

Maggie stared at her phone, spirits sinking, before forcing herself to rally. Still, at least she had her emergency twenty-pound note – though she wasn’t sure how much good that was to her if she couldn’t find anywhere to spend it in this new cashless society. Getting up, she flicked on the kettle and checked the cupboards. She had a few tins, some pasta, a pizza in the fridge. There was enough food to last the weekend, but then what?

Anxiety bubbled, her mind flicking back.

When she lived in Bath she used to volunteer at the local food bank. Before she started volunteering, she’d assumed the people who used them weren’t people like her. That they were different somehow. It sounded snobbish. Ignorant. Embarrassing, frankly, to even admit that she once thought that way, because she’d quickly realized how wrong she was. Lone parents, struggling families, low-paid workers, professionals who’d lost their jobs, pensioners who couldn’t make ends meet, single men and women who’d suffered some unforeseen circumstance to push them over the edge. People just like her who thought it would never happen to them either.

The kettle boiled and she made tea. Chamomile. To calm the nerves. She thought about the bottle of wine she’d had to leave behind at the farm shop and felt a pang. Sod the chamomile, she could kill for a glass of that right now.

There was no shame. She knew that. And she was lucky enough to live in a country that had offered a safety net, of sorts. Amongst the pamphlets the police had given her, one had been for the local benefits office. But she’d ignored it, along with the rest. Somehow she felt like there were others much worse off than her, others that needed their help more. While she could manage, she would. Plus, would they even pay benefits to someone living in a caravan and without a permanent address?

She looked back at her phone. Perhaps she could do the Zero Per Cent Transfer Dance again? Surely there was bit of credit still left on one of her cards if she did a bit of tricky manoeuvring.

Maggie was just thinking this when her phone suddenly sprang to life and started ringing.

It was a WhatsApp video-call from George, one of her closest friends. They’d met at art college and spent a year together before she’d dropped out and moved back home. Still, they’d kept in touch and by their late twenties found themselves sharing a flat in London. By this time George had discovered it was actually quite hard earning a living as an abstract artist and was working as cabin crew for a big airline, jetting around the world. While she was getting experience in various galleries around Soho and Hackney, before finally moving out of the capital and opening her own.

Which, by the way, sounded very posh.
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