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      To Paul. You know why.

      And Mum, my greatest cheerleader. You never gave up hoping, even when at times I did.
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      The cry for help is ragged and desperate, the voice hitching. There is no one to hear it.

      A moon hangs so fat it oozes an aura into the sky that almost blots out the stars surrounding it. It looks down on land as flat as an open palm, and as unforgiving as a clenched fist, and gives no answer to the screams of fear and rage that float up to it.

      This is the wind’s playground. It races across the North Sea and hits the land full force. There is nothing to slow it; no hills, few trees or hedges here on land reclaimed from the water to create the marshes and fertile flats of Lincolnshire. It screams ecstatically, punching the handful of houses it comes across, revelling in its unfettered freedom as it rattles windows. On its journey it picks up the entreaties for help that are echoing into the sky. Hurls them across the landscape, as gleeful as a toddler with a toy.

      ‘Help me! Please! Help!’

      There is no one to catch the words.

      No one, except a lone figure, turning, walking away towards lights in the far-off distance.
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      FRIDAY 22 JANUARY

      Beth chewed at her thumbnail as she stared at the clothes that were carefully folded in the bottom of the rucksack. Was she doing the right thing? Yes; there’d be no harm done, and no one need ever find out. This was not a big deal. Still she gnawed, worrying at the nail.

      The thirteen-year-old suddenly yanked her thumb from her mouth. She must remember not to chew it tonight; it looked as if she was sucking it, like a baby. Tonight, she needed to show that she was grown-up, no longer a little girl.

      Right, had she remembered everything? Yep, it looked like it.

      It had taken ages to choose both her outfits. One for her parents; one for her secret. She slipped a jumper on and smoothed down the Minnie Mouse picture on the front. It was a firm favourite of her mum’s so it was the obvious choice, even though she didn’t like the childish top herself any more. Everything was perfect for tonight – and her parents would never guess in a million years.

      A huge grin on her face, Beth glugged a glass of milk and set it down on her dressing table. Then called out: ‘Mu-um. You ready to go?’

      A laugh floated up from downstairs. ‘Isn’t it normally me asking you that?’

      Beth hurried downstairs with her rucksack, her dad making the usual joke about ‘a herd of elephants’. She gave him a peck on the cheek and a big hug, which he returned, but peered around her at the television.

      ‘Ooh, offside,’ he groaned.

      ‘See you tomorrow.’

      ‘Have a nice night, Beans.’ He grinned as he used her nickname, but continued watching the football, casting her only a sidelong glance.

      Minutes later, Beth and her mum were wrapped in their hats and coats, and striding along with Wiggins by their side. The russet cocker spaniel held his nose high, tail swishing casually from side to side, catching various scents on the cold January air.

      ‘Hey, wouldn’t it be amazing if we could smell things the way Wiggins does? We could follow scent trails!’ Beth said.

      She linked arms with her mum as they took the left-hand lane from the village crossroads on which they lived, towards the home of Beth’s best friend, Chloe.

      ‘Like a superhero? You could be called Dog Girl,’ her mum joked.

      Beth wrinkled her nose. ‘Yeah, on second thoughts… The name’s not great, is it?’

      ‘What other superpowers would Dog Girl have?’

      ‘Well, okay, she could take all sorts of things from nature. Like, she could have echo-location, like a bat, so she could find her way in the dark. That’d be handy now!’

      They giggled.

      ‘What are you up to with Chloe tonight, anyway? Pamper night? Watching a film?’

      ‘Yeah, we’ll probably watch a film. Not sure about the pampering – Chloe might not have any face packs.’

      ‘We could nip back and get some. There’s a couple in the bathroom cabinet.’

      ‘No. It’s fine. We’ll probably watch a film and eat a lot of chocolate.’

      ‘Want some money for a pizza? It’s a Friday night, you might as well treat yourselves.’

      ‘Ooh, great!’

      Her mum stopped abruptly, waving the tenner at the sky before handing it over. ‘Look how big the moon is tonight.’

      ‘Is it a supermoon?’ Beth asked, gazing upward too. There had been one a few months earlier, and her dad had told her about how it was special, being closer to the earth and bringing bigger tides. That had been really cool.

      ‘Don’t think so, but it’s beautiful, isn’t it?’

      She nodded. ‘I can see the man in the moon ever so clearly.’

      Given that they had stopped, it seemed as good a time as any to try…

      ‘So, I might as well walk the rest of the way alone.’

      ‘No, I’ll walk you to the door. It’s dark, Beth.’

      She gave her mum her very best puppy dog eyes look. If the plan were to work, her mum couldn’t take her to Chloe’s house. Despite her parents thinking she’d be spending the night there, she had no intention of setting foot inside the place.

      ‘I’m a teenager. I’m not a baby. Pur-lease, Mum!’

      After a second or two, there came a reluctant nod. ‘Be careful.’

      ‘I will!’

      ‘I love you to bits and whole again,’ Mum added.

      Beth felt her nose prickle with guilty tears. They had been saying that to each other since she was about four. She remembered it vividly, being cuddled on her mum’s lap; her feet tucked under Dad’s legs to keep them extra toasty warm. One hand twirling a piece of hair round and round and round her fingers as Dad read to them. She’d loved to hear the sound of his voice, but no matter how hard she’d fought, her eyelids had grown heavier and heavier and…

      The sensation of weightlessness had woken her, as Dad carried her upstairs. When he’d tucked her in, he had stroked her face and kissed her forehead.

      ‘Sleep tight, Beans. I love you to the moon and back,’ he had murmured.

      Beth had stirred sleepily. ‘To the moon? That’s a really, really, really long way.’

      ‘It is, but I love you so much that it would easily stretch all the way there and back again – and more.’

      The next day her mum had walked her across the road to school, holding her hand. As Beth slipped from her grasp, her mum had pulled her back, into a bear hug.

      ‘Love you to bits,’ she’d whispered.

      Beth had paused in her squirming. ‘To bits and back?’ she’d checked.

      Her mum had laughed. ‘Er, yes, I suppose. To bits and whole again.’

      Ever since, that saying had stuck. Hearing her mum use it now, Beth wanted to call a halt to her plan. To throw her arms around her and confess everything. She wanted to go home. She wanted to curl up and watch telly with Mum and Dad, while Wiggins did sneaky trumps that they all tried to blame on each other, laughing, even though they knew it was the dog. She wanted to tell her mum she’d love her forever and ever and ever, to bits and whole again.

      Instead, she grinned cheekily, turned and skipped away like a little girl. Taking the mickey was easier than trying to articulate all of those feelings.

      The wind plucked at her ponytail as she flew from sparse light pool to light pool between lamp posts until they ran out completely. The darkness swallowed her. Ahead she could feel her fate waiting for her and she rushed towards it eagerly. Tonight was going to be a big night.
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          MELANIE

        

      

    

    
      SATURDAY 23 JANUARY

      The hysteria I had been trying to keep at bay bubbled up again as his name came up on my mobile phone. I pressed dial. The words needing to be said crammed into my mouth, clogging it like dry crackers, but I didn’t stop running. Eyes darting everywhere, but seeing nothing.

      Ringing. Ringing. Come on!

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Jacob, she’s gone. She’s gone!’ My voice quivered and cracked, face crumpling. ‘What if someone’s got her? What if she’s hurt? Maybe she’s run away?’

      ‘Calm down.’ Your father sounded firm and certain, Beth. It was exactly what I needed. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘No one knows where Beth is. She never arrived at Chloe’s house last night. I only found out just now, when I called to see when she’d be home. Her mobile is switched off…’

      ‘Don’t panic, it’s going to be okay. I’ll come home; we’ll look together. Just breathe.’

      Calm. It’s going to be okay. Breathe.

      Hearing it said out loud, I believed it. I believed that you weren’t really missing, Beth. That you would soon be home, with some silly excuse as to why you hadn’t been where you had said you would be and your phone was switched off.

      Yet even while telling myself that, I hadn’t stopped running. My chest still felt as if it would burst.

      ‘I’m coming to the house now. Stay where you are,’ said Jacob.

      The line went dead.

      I should have turned back to meet him at home, but knew he would be twenty minutes or so, and panic urged my legs on. There was nothing to be calm about.

      My little girl was missing. My baby. My world.

      I shouldn’t have let you make your own way to your friend’s house. But you are thirteen, Beth; old enough to be trusted. Aren’t you? And Fenmere is a village where nothing ever happens. The most exciting thing to have occurred recently was when neighbours Bob Thornby and Phyllis Blakecroft fell out over Bob’s untrimmed garden hedge narrowing Phyllis’s driveway. Do you remember the hoo-ha over that?

      So again, I repeated Jacob’s words silently… Calm down. It’s going to be okay.

      I looked at my watch. Noon. No one had seen you since I’d dropped you off at the bottom of Holders Lane; Chloe’s house is at the top. That was at 7 p.m., seventeen hours ago.

      Seventeen hours! What had happened between that wave goodbye and Chloe’s front door?

      Anything. Anything could have happened in that time.

      I cursed myself; I should never have let you out of my sight. I should have insisted on delivering you right to the front door. But you had begged to be allowed to walk alone.

      ‘I’m a teenager now,’ you had insisted. ‘I’m not a baby.’

      Not stroppy. You had been pleading. The breeze blowing across the fields of cabbages had plucked at your hair, creating a halo that made you look younger than you were. Still, I had relented because, despite my urge to wrap you in cotton wool, the slow, painful process of giving my daughter responsibility had to start at some point. That had seemed as good a time as any.

      Now I reached Holders Lane again, deeply regretting my decision. Chloe’s home was the lone building far off at a right-angle corner of the road. It was painted a soft shade of lilac, so stood out easily from the patchwork fields of cabbages and warm brown fallow earth topped with white frost. On either side of the lane ran large ditches, for drainage. Looking at them, a horrible idea formed in my mind.

      Hands curled tight in my pockets to fight the tension roiling through my stomach, I forced myself to peer over the edge and focus my panic-blinded eyes.

      Twisted limbs. My little girl’s body broken on impact by a car bonnet, then flung aside by a hit-and-run driver. So much blood.

      That was what I expected to see. Instead, there was coarse grass, mud and a smear of frozen brown water.

      Every step I took made my heart jolt. Maybe this would be the step when my worst fears came true. The adrenaline coursing through me screamed hurry, hurry, hurry. My mind forced me to slow down. I couldn’t risk rushing and missing you. Progress was painfully plodding.

      When I finished one side, I crossed and searched the drainage ditch on the other side.

      Despite my measured gait, by the time I was done I panted as if I’d run a marathon, the cold hitting the back of my throat and making me cough.

      If you weren’t here, where were you, Beth?

      Once again I started to run. Shouted your name, tears streaming, taking in only snapshots of houses, gardens, hedges, the playing field. The low winter sun in my eyes making everything sparkle cheerily in the frost. Soon I was back in the centre of Fenmere, where most of the village’s houses were huddled. At the main crossroads was our house, along with the church, primary school, general store, café and the most popular of the two pubs, The Poacher.

      ‘Melanie!’

      Someone shouting my name made me whirl round. Jill Young stood in the doorway of the Picky Person’s Pop In, Fenmere’s general store. The ‘c’ had fallen from Picky some months earlier, making it close enough to ‘pikey’ that villagers had sniggered guiltily until it was rapidly fixed.

      ‘All right?’ asked Jill. The owner showed the economy of language that marked out true villagers from incomers. Why use twenty words when one sufficed?

      ‘Have you seen Beth? She’s been missing since last night.’ Saying the words again ripped something in my soul.

      Jill’s mouth set. Her squat body reflected the flat fens; she was a woman of horizontal lines: frown, mouth, folded arms.

      ‘I’ll spread the word. Get the lads out looking.’

      Relief spread through me. Jill knew everything that happened in Fenmere. Her network of informants would put MI5 to shame. A woman in her sixties, she ruled her family with a rod of iron, and still called her four forty-something sons ‘the lads’, despite some of them having families of their own.

      If anyone could discover what had happened to you, it was Jill Young.

      ‘Thank you. You’ve got my number?’

      When she nodded, I pushed off again. Chest hurting, throat burning. I was not a gym bunny, and my legs were resisting my urge to run. Gathering what little breath was left, I stood in the middle of the village and screamed your name.

      Curtains twitched. People appeared in doorways, then gravitated towards me. Everyone talking, but with nothing useful to say.

      ‘You called the police?’ It was Martin Young, one of Jill’s lads. A farmer as no-nonsense as his mother, but with his late father’s dark hair, dark eyes and swarthy skin. Chunky, capable and balding beneath the woollen hat he wore almost permanently.

      I shook my head, unable to speak.

      ‘Get home.’ His head jerked back the way I’d come. ‘We’ll look, you sort that.’

      It made sense. But I stood still, head turning this way and that. Torn.

      ‘Go on, Melanie. We’ll find her.’ Martin’s voice softened but remained insistent.

      He was right, I had to go home. You would be there, I was suddenly sure. I would tear a strip off you for scaring me, for making me look stupid in front of the whole village, for panicking over nothing.

      Your father’s car pulled into the drive as I crossed the hundred yards or so from store to house. He jumped out, looking at me expectantly. Chin down, eyes serious.

      ‘Any sign?’ he called.

      An impatient shake of my head as I strode past him and pushed the front door open, hoping, hoping. ‘Beth? Beth! Are you here?’

      The only reply was the scrabble of claws racing across hardwood floors. Wiggins appeared, wagging his tail. He reared on his back legs, placing his front paws on my thighs. I pushed him down impatiently, calling for you again, my daughter.

      ‘Melanie…’ Jacob trailed off. His face reflected my fear.

      Standing in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs, all the pounding adrenaline, the fluttering panic for you solidified into something new. Something worse.

      ‘Someone’s taken her, Jacob.’

      Wiggins jumped up again. I pushed him down. He jumped up and your dad grabbed his collar.

      ‘Who? Come on, we just need to call some friends—’

      ‘I called everyone. I phoned all her friends. She’s disappeared.’

      ‘What about our parents?’

      Damn, I should have thought of that myself. Perhaps you’d got it into your head to catch the bus to see one or other set of grandparents. It would be the first time you’d ever done it, but you were, after all, at that age where you were starting to want to push the boundaries. No longer a child, not yet a young adult.

      We both made the calls round family, me on my mobile, your dad on his. Brief conversations that lanced the hope that had risen in us. We both signed off with the same thing: ‘Call us on the landline if you hear anything.’

      Jacob looked at me, his usually clear blue eyes looking dangerously pink.

      ‘I think it’s time to call the police,’ he said, voice thick.

      I nodded. Hung onto his arm, toddler-like, as he dialled 999.

      ‘Shit. Okay, umm, I want to report a missing person. My, my daughter appears to be missing,’ he said, reluctant to say the words that would make this nightmare a reality.

      A faint reply could be heard from the other end of the line. Jacob spoke again. ‘I was at work when my wife called and told me. I told her not to be hysterical.’ He gave an embarrassed laugh – you know how he always does when under real pressure. I squeezed his bicep, let him know we were in this together.

      More questions and answers. Listening to the one-sided conversation was frustrating.

      ‘What’s going on? Why don’t they send someone?’ I stage-whispered.

      Jacob frowned, shaking his head at me, and started giving a physical description of you.

      ‘For goodness’ sake,’ I hissed.

      ‘Just get off the phone and send someone!’ Jacob sounded agitated now, so unlike his usual calm self. If he was worried, that made me all the more worried. Extricating his arm from my grip, he ran a hand over the blond stubble of his closely cropped head. Frowned again. ‘What, outside now?’

      My head shot up. I ran to the front door, flung it open expecting to see you, Beth. A squad car was pulling up. Jacob stood beside me, phone still in his hand, hanging loosely at his side. A faint voice came from it. I took it from him and hung up.

      Uniformed officers stepped from their car and started up the garden path. But with every footfall, the strength that had carried me this far seemed to erode.

      This was actually happening. To me. To my beautiful daughter. To my perfect, happy family.

      The world began to narrow into a dark tunnel. My knees gave way, as if someone had kicked me at the back of the joint. A shout from the police and they rushed forward, hands reaching as I fainted.
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      They were guarding me, I realised. Jacob beside me on the sofa, his fingers woven with mine, studying me intently. With no fat on his face the muscles and bone structure showed clearly, and the clenching and unclenching of his jaw could be seen by all. Wiggins was on the other side of me; ears back, tail tucked firmly down, body pressed up tight against mine. Man and dog equally worried since I had fainted.

      Two police officers sat in front of me now, their uniforms making them strangely anonymous, drawing my eyes away from their faces. Five minutes after meeting them, their names were forgotten. Nothing mattered, except them finding you.

      ‘We’d like to take some details from you, if you feel up to it,’ one officer said.

      ‘Of course.’ I nodded forcefully to show I was up to the task.

      ‘How old is your daughter?’

      ‘Beth’s thirteen,’ Jacob replied. ‘She went to stay with a friend last night, but didn’t arrive. We only discovered this morning. Someone must have taken her.’

      ‘Could she have stayed with another friend?’

      ‘No. No, she’d have told us. We’ve called round friends and our family. No one has seen her.’

      ‘Why do you think she was abducted?’

      ‘I have no idea. When we woke up this morning everything was normal, then my wife realised she wasn’t at Chloe Clarke’s. I… we looked everywhere. Beth wouldn’t just go off on her own, she’d tell us… She tells us everything, we’re very close. Something must have happened.’

      ‘Okay, how tall is she?’

      ‘Umm, she’s, what, about an inch shorter than you, Mel?’

      ‘About that. About five two.’

      One officer asked all the questions; the other scribbled notes. ‘Right, so she’s about five feet two inches. And is this the most recent photo of her that you have?’

      I leaned forward, instantly the proud parent despite the circumstances. ‘Yes, this was taken at Christmas. It shows her eyes, they’re a beautiful colour – grey with a hint of green to them, like the sea. She gets her hair from both of us.’ My gesture took in Jacob and myself. ‘But it’s much paler. Like spun gold, with just a touch of strawberry blonde.’

      I could almost see you rolling your eyes at my description, Beth, furious with embarrassment. The officer seemed to agree, repeating only: ‘Green eyes. Long blonde hair.’ You wanted to have your long hair cut, but so far I had resisted your entreaties. I wanted to keep my little girl for a bit longer.

      The constable took the photo back from me. ‘Okay. You say she’s about five feet two inches tall. Do you know how much she weighs?’

      Jacob and I exchanged a helpless glance. ‘Uh, probably, I believe she was… I don’t know. I’m not sure. She’s slim. Very slender,’ he offered.

      ‘She’s only about seven stone,’ I guessed.

      ‘Right. Do you remember what she was wearing last night when you last saw her?’

      ‘Uh, before she went out I believe she was wearing blue jeans and a red jumper?’ Jacob’s voice went up at the end of the sentence, unsure.

      ‘Yes, a red jumper with Minnie Mouse on the front.’

      ‘You believe?’ The policeman had picked up Jacob’s uncertainty too.

      ‘No, we’re sure,’ I confirmed. ‘She had her winter jacket on, too – it’s black, padded and has a reflective strip in the shape of a chevron front and back. It’s quite distinctive.’

      Scribble, scribble, scribble, it all went down in the notebook. ‘Are there any friends you might not know about? Has she ever run away before?’

      ‘No, Beth’s a good girl.’ We talked over each other, saying the same thing. Jacob nodded at me, giving me the go-ahead.

      ‘She tells us everything. She’s a joker sometimes, but she’s also caring, sensitive, sensible; she would never let us worry like this.’

      Then we both explained the last time we had seen you. My voice caught as I told how Jacob had been watching football, so I’d walked you part of the way to your best friend’s house. In the morning, I’d only called Chloe’s house because I had wanted to go food-shopping and had wondered if you’d want to come, or stay a bit longer with Chloe. I’d spoken to Chloe’s mum, Ursula.

      ‘When it became clear Beth had never arrived…’ My whole body convulsed as the tears came again. Jacob clutched my hand, staring at me so fiercely, as if trying to absorb my pain. After a minute, I managed to get myself together again. ‘When it became clear she’d never arrived, I called Jacob. And then we called you.’

      ‘This is just a routine question,’ the officer apologised, ‘but where were you both last night?’

      ‘Here. Together. All night,’ said Jacob.

      I opened my mouth, but the constable’s next question blew all thoughts away.

      ‘Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt your daughter?’

      ‘Good grief, no! No way!’

      ‘Okay. Could we have a list of your daughter’s friends?’

      We compiled the list, then another of our friends, family members, pretty much everyone we came into contact with. We had already got in touch with them all, but the police insisted they needed it anyway.

      ‘What about hobbies? I’m just trying to get a clearer picture of what Beth is like.’

      ‘Nature. She’s nature-mad.’ The officer waited, clearly wanting more. ‘You know, watching wildlife, all that kind of thing. She loves going to the woods to look for signs of badgers and foxes, or to the marsh to watch birds. She wants to work in conservation when she grows up.’

      I couldn’t hide the pride in my voice.

      ‘Could she have gone out into the countryside to do some nature-watching? Or to play alone?’

      ‘No.’ I shook my head, certain.

      ‘I think we have everything we need for now. Thank you.’ The officers stood in unison at some unspoken sign.

      

      We were left alone, uncertain of what to do next.

      Not for long, though. A knock on the door came. Then another and another. The house soon filled. Family, friends, villagers, all coming together to help the search for you, our missing girl. In a small community such as Fenmere we all know each other, and are always there for one another in times of trouble. It heartened me; surely it wouldn’t be long until you were found.

      A Family Liaison Officer was assigned by the police, too, making sympathetic noises and trying to explain what was happening. She introduced herself as Britney Cooper. She seemed nice enough, but I couldn’t take her seriously. Not with a name like Britney. And she was so young! Only in her early twenties, with round eyes that seemed to match her round face. Her ginger bob accentuated her childlike features too. I wanted someone with gravitas. Someone I knew had the skill and experience to find you. Not a child.

      With every second that passed you seemed to slip further and further from me. I couldn’t take in a word anyone said to me. They were the whirlwind; I was the still centre, sitting on the sofa, crying.

      My own mum, your Granny Heather, enveloped me in a trembling hug that did nothing to soothe me. I didn’t want my mother’s tears, and didn’t want to use valuable strength fighting irritation. After longing for the police questioning to be over, now I felt redundant. I stared at the thick woollen rug, my eyes following the twisting strands; the previously homely and warming deep orange colour looked like a warning sign. The air felt too thick to breathe properly, and our home was too hot, with the radiators on full and so many people crammed inside. A pressure built inside me. Any minute I might explode.

      Boom.

      It propelled me from my seat and my mum’s arms, across the room full of people huddled together, having conversations in low voices, and into the kitchen.

      Now what?

      At a loss, I put the kettle on. I didn’t want a drink, but other people might and it gave me something to occupy myself. Mum bustled in behind me, clearly loath to leave me alone.

      ‘Want a hand?’ Her face was so soft with concern that it hurt me to look at it.

      ‘Could you ask who wants what, please? Tea, coffee, whatever.’ The excuse to get rid of her came in a flash.

      Alone at last. I leaned against the counter and sighed. The corkboard in the kitchen was opposite me, full of important appointment cards, invites to birthday parties for you, bills to pay for me and your dad, silly notes to one another, drawings and photographs. It was a huge thing, yet still crammed, and each pin held so many bits of paper that the points were not driven in far, everything precarious. Peeling back the layers would have been an archaeologist’s journey back in time.

      The reminder to pay for your guitar lessons was most prominent. You had only started them a couple of months before, as an early Christmas present, and were just coming down from your initial enthusiasm. Your dad and I weren’t sure if you would do them for much longer. When we asked about them, you just shrugged.

      A note from your dad to us stood out too. Do you remember it? It started with him saying he was nipping into town, so not to worry that he wasn’t around, and ended with him going on about how much he loved us. You had scrawled Sloppy devil. Love you loads too! at the bottom, and approximately a hundred kisses.

      Below it was a photo of you and your dad, faces smushed together, pulling silly expressions at the camera. That had been taken on Saturday, exactly a week ago.

      ‘We have a perfect life together. Untroubled, full of laughter. We are not the kind of family this sort of thing happens to: police, drama, worry, this isn’t us. We’re close, have no secrets,’ I said out loud to myself. A mantra against what was happening.

      Closing my eyes, my mind’s eye burrowed deeper into the detritus of the noticeboard, into the precious memories hidden beneath the surface.

      The drawing you had done of a ballerina when you were six. That had gone down in the annals of family history, a source now of much hilarity. The ballerina doing impossible splits; her thighs weirdly lumpy where the green felt-tip pen had wobbled in inexperienced hands; her face, unintentionally, a grimace of shock; her smile more of a round ‘o’. Every time we looked at it we all laughed, your own giggles always giving permission to mine and Jacob’s. You didn’t like to take yourself too seriously.

      I bit my lip, though, remembering how proud you had been when you first drew it, jumping down from your seat at the kitchen table and running over to me, holding the picture high like a streamer. I had lifted you up, so tiny, so light in my arms, and given you the biggest hug.

      Please God, let you be okay. Please let us find you quickly. I can’t cope…
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      Grief crushed my chest. I needed air. Stumbled to the back door, threw it open and dragged in lungfuls. The late January cold felt like a slap in the face, clearing me of hysteria.

      I clutched the door frame, not to keep myself upright but because it was something solid in a world suddenly as unreliable as a mirage shimmering in a desert heat haze. Looking to my left, over the low fence that ran along the side of the drive, I saw movement. Police in high-vis vests strode around the village, breathless, urgent. I shifted to get a clearer view. They trampled down the four lanes our home sat on, through long grasses, going up to their ankles in muddy sections of drainage dykes.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Not even when a warm arm came around my cold shoulders.

      ‘Come on, duck. Melanie… Sit down. Dad and John have gone to join the search,’ said Mum.

      John? I hadn’t even realised my brother had been at the house, but didn’t acknowledge Mum’s words. Couldn’t engage my brain, too intent on staring at the police, willing them to find something. Dreading in case they did.

      Come on, Beth, call home. Breeze through the door with an excuse. Any excuse. I won’t be angry.

      The officers called out to villagers they came across: ‘Have you seen a teenage girl on your travels? Possibly distressed?’

      ‘I’ll keep an eye out,’ came the repeated reply. ‘I’m joining the search now.’

      ‘I should get out there again, look for her,’ I decided.

      Mum’s gentle touch restrained me.

      ‘Why don’t you stay here, eh? Don’t want Beth coming back to an empty house, do we?’ She spoke in that over-bright voice adults use on young children.

      ‘Has Jacob gone with Dad and John?’

      ‘No, love. He wanted to but the police persuaded him to stay here. You know, he’s in a bit of a state, like you… Might do more harm than good.’

      How the hell was it possible to do more harm than good in this situation? But I’d no strength to argue; it took everything I had to keep myself together. Poor Jacob, being overruled by the police, though. No chance of anything stopping my dad – your Grandpa Mick – or your Uncle John; they were both so stubborn. That was where you got it from, I supposed, though I wasn’t like that at all. Too soft for my own good. As for Jacob, he was a gentle man; artistic, kind, sensitive. Stubborn, in his own way, but only on matters such as family coming first, fidelity; the things that count to a good man – the ideologies that someone should be immovable on.

      How long had I been standing there? How long had you been missing? A hole had been ripped in my heart, and I couldn’t seem to breathe. I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to hold myself together. Turned to speak to my mum, but she had slipped away, perhaps some time ago.

      A thwump, thwump, thwump that had been so far distant I hadn’t noticed it now became impossible to ignore. Squinting in the low winter sun, I found the culprit. A helicopter crawling across the limitless sky like a blue and yellow beetle.

      Where are you, Beth? Come home. Please, baby, come home.

      A scream ripped through the silence – Mum, making a sound I wouldn’t have thought her capable of. I shivered, turning slowly for fear of what I might see. She walked towards me, careful as a bomb disposal expert.

      ‘Your dad called. They’ve found Beth.’
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      They had found you, Beth! Thank God!

      ‘It’s bad. They don’t want anyone down there,’ Mum added.

      It was bad; okay, I could deal with bad. I disregarded your gran’s scream from moments earlier, shoved aside the shock on her ghostly face. I concentrated on the positive – because it was all I could deal with, Beth; there was no other option. You must have changed your mind, started walking home last night after all, perhaps by a different route. Got hit by a car and injured, but you would be fine.

      Unless…

      Headlines ripped from newspapers flew across my mind.

      
        
        ‘Teenage Girl’s Rape Horror!’

        

      

      
        
        ‘Tortured Then Left for Dead!’

        

      

      
        
        ‘Drugged & Abused in Frenzied Attack!’

        

      

      Anything could have happened to you. ‘It’s bad,’ Mum had said. You could be barely alive. Every bone broken. Unspeakable things done to you at knifepoint. Your beautiful skin slashed and gouged.

      No! No! No!

      Just a few hours earlier, everything had been fine. I’d thought you were safe at your best friend’s house, and had called Ursula to see if you fancied coming shopping with me in Wapentake.

      ‘Beth? She’s not here. She didn’t come over last night,’ Ursula had said.

      I’d almost smiled through my first shot of fear, convinced she’d come back, laughing, at discovering you in Chloe’s room. I’d heard her calling up to her daughter, checking with her.

      At the sullen ‘no’ my stomach had plummeted. I’d insisted on speaking with Chloe.

      ‘You didn’t see her last night?’

      ‘No, no, she didn’t come round last night,’ she said.

      The terror had been a lump cutting off my oxygen.

      ‘She must have done! Where is she? What’s happened?’

      Chloe started to reply, but I slammed the phone down, biting back screams of frustration. My hand shook as I dialled your mobile. It went straight to answerphone.

      ‘Sweetheart, call me as soon as you get this message. It’s urgent.’ I made my voice stern but calm.

      Maybe I’d got the wrong friend? Maybe you hadn’t said you’d be staying with Chloe. No, that made no sense; you and I had walked virtually up to her front door. Still, I called your other pals, but no one knew anything. Repeat-dialled your mobile, but it never rang out.

      Even as my head whirled in panic, I tried to convince myself I was overreacting.

      Snatching up my mobile, I’d run from the house. You had disappeared on Holders Lane, on your way to your best friend’s house, so that was the obvious place to start looking for you. That’s when I’d called your dad. That’s when this nightmare had begun.

      At least you had been found now. Mum stared at me, eyes wide and wary. ‘It’s bad,’ she had said. I needed to stop imagining and see for myself exactly what had happened. Surely nothing could be as bad as what was going on in my head.

      ‘I… I need to get to the hospital.’

      ‘Just… just wait a little bit.’ Mum’s restraining hand was once again on my arm.

      ‘I need to see my daughter.’

      ‘Let’s have a cup of tea first, let the police sort a couple of things out.’

      ‘No, I need to see her now.’ I pulled away from your Granny Heather’s grasp as tyres crunched on the drive. My dad’s car pulled up. But he didn’t get out. I saw him put a hand on my brother’s shoulder. John was crying.

      Big brothers don’t cry. Your Uncle John was a tough fireman, and I hadn’t seen him shed a tear since he’d broken his collarbone when he was ten, after showing off jumping from a tree.

      So there was only one explanation for his tears. You were dead, Beth. You were exactly two weeks short of your fourteenth birthday.

      Another scream ripped through the air. This time, it was mine.
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      My triumph, the moment I committed murder, was a film in my head I revisited. I knew it so well that it could be fast-forwarded through the dull bits and rewound to watch the interesting bits over and over again.

      The sound of the girl’s head being hit was like a watermelon smashing open. That wasn’t a metaphor, because when the thought first occurred to me I bought a watermelon to compare the sounds. It gave me a rush to hear it, and so I’d done that again and again too.

      Of course, the watermelon didn’t make the helpless little huff of breath that she had given. Remembering that was one of my favourite parts.

      The real highlight had been watching her skin turn from a pink glow to a corned beef mottle to grey then finally blue. That was amazing, and each time I replayed the memory I felt a warm glow of satisfaction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt a touch on my shoulder, but I didn’t look up. I stayed curled on the floor of the hallway, Wiggins whining and trying to get to my face to lick away my tears.

      You were dead. My daughter was gone.

      My chest tightened horribly. I couldn’t breathe. Maybe I’d die. That would be good.

      Voices surrounded me; Mum, Dad and John hunched over me. Jacob’s voice broke through, pulling people away. A strong hand under my chin forced my face up to meet his.

      White face. Wide eyes. Pupils like bottomless wells. He was as stricken as me. I stood and threw my arms around him, clinging on, a drowning woman to a life preserver.

      Not a word was uttered between us. Just pain screaming silently.

      Everyone stood back, watching, hands over mouths. In a separate world to us now. Mum’s hands fluttered around us, weak as butterfly wings in a gale.

      Jacob cradled my head in one hand, protecting me and holding me safe against him as he turned and looked at someone.

      ‘Mick, what happened?’ His voice rumbled through his chest against my ear, distorted, as he questioned my dad.

      ‘There’s CID on their way. We should wait for them. The new lead officer, Detective Sergeant Devonport, she’ll be able to explain things better,’ said a muffled voice. A woman’s. Must be that Family Liaison Officer, Britney.

      ‘Mick.’ Jacob’s urging tickled my ear. I buried my face further into his jumper. Wanting to escape. Desperate to hear.

      ‘We were on the marsh.’ My dad spoke, his voice uncharacteristically unsteady. ‘We, er, we heard a shout. Saw police running.’

      ‘Yeah, everyone ran,’ John confirmed.

      My fingers dug further into Jacob’s jumper, feeling the taut muscles of his back.

      ‘We ran too. Jill’s youngest, Davy, was pointing at something. There…’ Dad’s voice broke. ‘Beth was there. Floating in a mere.’

      ‘No. I don’t want to hear.’ Jacob pulled me tighter as he protested, trembling against me.

      But I raised my head.

      ‘I do.’

      Dad looked at me, shocked. Shaking his head. But I didn’t agree with Jacob. I needed to know what had happened to my daughter, no matter how hard it was. I had to do it for you, Beth.

      He and John looked helpless, but John took a deep breath, carried on speaking. ‘Right, so… the, umm, the one officer felt for a pulse. And shook his head.’

      Seismic shocks ran through Jacob’s body. I held him close, each of us stopping the other from falling apart. There was something that had to be asked…

      ‘What did she look like, Dad? What had happened to her?’

      ‘I didn’t see too close, duck. I don’t know. Pale. She looked very pale. I didn’t really see anything else.’

      ‘What was she doing on the marsh?’

      My question went unanswered, along with a million others. Perhaps you had gone there in the dark to do some bird-spotting. Slipped and hurt yourself. Had hypothermia killed you? Or had you hit your head when you fell? Why the hell were you there in the first place?

      Jacob and I were too stunned to cry. Wiggins pressed against us, trembling, because he knew something was terribly wrong, the way animals always do.

      ‘Love, love, let’s get you onto the sofa,’ sniffed Mum, her own face wet with tears.

      I nodded. Because what else could I do? I let myself be urged gently along, supported, to the living room. Murmured talk. A hot drink pressed into my hand, which was held only because I couldn’t think of anything else to do with it. More staring at the carpet.

      I wouldn’t get to hold my daughter again. You loved your cuddles. As a youngster you’d asked for them so often that I’d even had to stop in the middle of washing up, suds dripping on the floor as we’d hugged. Do you remember, Beth? You hadn’t changed a bit; even as a teenager you were always asking for a hug.

      Another knock at the door. I didn’t move. More voices; this time urgent.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Oak.’ A woman with a low, calm voice but with such authority that my head rose in spite of itself.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Oak,’ she repeated, to be certain she had our attention. ‘My name is Detective Sergeant Ellen Devonport. I have an urgent update about your daughter.’

      ‘We know.’ Call herself a detective? I shrugged helplessly at the scene in front of her.

      ‘I believe you’re aware that Beth has been found on a section of marsh a couple of miles from the village boundary. An officer couldn’t find a pulse—’

      ‘We know.’ Jacob spoke to the floor, head in his hands. Voice dead.

      ‘What you don’t know is that a paramedic did detect a faint pulse.’

      What! Invisible strings jerked everyone to their feet. We all stared at the CID officer.

      ‘She’s alive? Beth’s alive?’ I demanded.

      Jacob’s nervous laugh sounded.

      DS Devonport gave a cautious hint of a smile. ‘She’s being taken right now by air ambulance to St James’s Hospital in Leeds.’

      ‘But she’s all right? She’s alive?’ I had been drowning and now rushed up to the surface, dizzy, gasping, euphoric. ‘Can we see her?’

      ‘We can drive you to Leeds now, if you’d like.’

      Jacob and I clung onto each other, grinning.

      ‘You must understand: Beth is very poorly,’ DS Devonport added.

      But we barely heard, too busy celebrating. Your Grandpa Mick gave a whoop of relief, and clapped Uncle John on the back. Granny Heather looked as if she couldn’t decide between dancing and fainting.

      You were back from the dead, Beth. Our miracle girl.
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      Alien bleeping sounds, a spaghetti of wires, odd machinery and crisp white sheets: I had entered a different world. And in the middle of it all lay you, my love. You were as pale as the bedding, a breathing tube crammed down your throat and a device forcing air into your lungs and out again.

      ‘So that’s breathing for her?’ I checked.

      The machine hissed, and your chest rose. A bitter taste of bile hit the back of my throat.

      ‘That’s right. Beth is in an induced coma to help her heal,’ said the consultant. It was the third time he’d explained that bit. This was all so hard to take in, I’d asked for a bit of paper and a pen to make notes. A string of incomprehensible words had been jotted down.

      The Family Liaison Officer, Britney, had driven us to St James’s Hospital, Leeds. The two-and-a-half-hour journey had been a blur of elation that you were alive, Beth. You probably don’t know, but that’s a really famous hospital. People call it Jimmy’s because they love it so much – it even had a television programme devoted to it years ago. You’re too young to remember that, of course. But it’s a centre of excellence in the treatment of head injuries, so your dad and I had been pleased knowing you were in such capable hands.

      Until we’d seen you. Hope had rapidly been replaced with fear again. Beth, you looked like something from a horror film.

      A moan escaped through the fingers covering my mouth. I clamped them down harder as I made myself look at you.

      Your beautiful long blonde hair had been completely shaved off on the right side, and a tube came out of your skull. The sight of it made me feel faint. Your temple and eye were swollen and blackened, distorting your delicate features so that you didn’t look like you.

      Always as slender as a fairy, now you looked insubstantial in the hospital bed. Someone could whisk you away with the bedding, screw you up and toss you to one side without noticing.

      This was not my daughter.

      You were always rushing about. Hiding round corners and jumping out: ‘Boo!’ Laughing like a loony at the look on your dad’s or my face. You even did it to the dog, who would look at you full of reproach, then leap forward and pin you down for a thorough licking, so the pair of you formed a tumbling, giggling, barking mass of fun.

      You would talk in a breathless stream about nature, about working in conservation one day and saving the world. You had an opinion on everything. Like me, you read voraciously – the only time you were quiet was when you had your head stuck in a book. You sang, played guitar. Thundered down the stairs making more noise than was surely possible for one tiny teenager.

      Now you just lay there. Dead but not dead. In limbo. I could not equate the empty shell with the lively daughter. Your soul seemed to have fled.

      I peered at you, trying to see a spark of life. Something that looked like an inflatable Li-lo covered your body for some strange reason. Then I remembered, I’d been told about it. Something about it keeping you cold to aid healing.

      I shuffled even closer, taking in the terrible dark circles beneath your eyes. No, it was smudged make-up. Odd. You never wore cosmetics, and certainly hadn’t had any on when you left the house.

      The thought was snatched away by the other doctor speaking, the one who wasn’t a consultant but a neurosurgeon. Yes, you had a team looking after you, Beth.

      ‘For now, the most important thing to understand is that we have stopped the bleed on your daughter’s brain. That’s good news,’ she said. The blue of the scrubs set off her eyes, which confidently met first mine, then Jacob’s. We moved our heads like nodding dogs.

      ‘Right now, it’s too soon to say how profound Beth’s injuries are. We won’t have any idea until she wakes up – if she wakes up.’

      ‘If?’ Jacob’s voice sounded scratchy and thick.

      ‘The injury to her brain is significant. The blow was to her temple, and caused an epidural haematoma – a bleed to the brain. Although we have stopped it, you need to be prepared for the worst. Beth may not wake up, and if she does, her injuries may be profound.’

      ‘Wait.’ I flapped my hands as if to shoo away what she had said. ‘You mean Beth might die?’

      ‘I’m going to do everything in my power to stop that happening. But yes.’

      ‘I’m going to be sick.’

      The doctor grabbed a kidney-shaped cardboard bowl and pushed it under my mouth as my stomach heaved. Just in time.

      ‘Nurse,’ she called.

      One had already appeared with a larger bowl. I heaved again, my whole body rejecting what was happening to my daughter.
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      FRIDAY 22 JANUARY

      As she walked down the lane that crisp Friday night, Beth had a spring in her step, only slightly burdened with guilt. She had fooled her mum, and the plan was working a treat. But if her parents ever found out the truth they would totally freak out.

      Lying wasn’t something the teenager was good at, but lately she seemed to be getting a lot of practice. So many secrets weighed down on her; and not only her own. She needed this night to let her hair down and have some fun.

      Beth checked over her shoulder. Her mum wasn’t watching her progress towards Chloe’s house; in fact, she had disappeared. Good.

      No one saw Beth change direction and slip away to her real destination.
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      Jacob and I sat side by side, holding each other’s hand and yours too. The machines were a constant percussion.

      ‘Come on, love,’ I whispered. ‘You can do this. Come back to us.’

      Those hours were the worst of my life. I held your hand, willing my strength into you. Wishing I could swap places. Jacob sat beside me, doing the exact same; silently, fearfully, fervently.

      Each second that ticked by was an achievement. She’s held on for this long. She’s made it this far. That has to be a good sign.

      The conviction that you would wake any second kept us beside your bed well past the point of our own exhaustion. I stood, stretched, my back giving a twinge, then walked around a bit and yawned. A nurse bustled in, chubby hands checking the read-outs from the bits of machinery. Quick eyes running over me, then Jacob.

      ‘There are private family rooms on the other side of the hospital. You should go there, get some sleep,’ she said. Brisk, efficient, well-meaning.

      ‘Yes, your colleagues have mentioned it.’ About a thousand times, I silently added. ‘But I have to be here when she wakes, no matter when that is.’

      You would be scared, confused, and you’d want your parents there to hold you and tell you everything would be all right. And then you could tell us who had done this to you. Because the more I thought about it, the more I realised it had to be someone local – strangers stood out a mile in our little village, where everyone knew everyone else so well they could quote their lineage or even their favourite breakfast cereal. Besides, you’ve had stranger danger drummed into you since you were so high, and are far too sensible to disregard it – aren’t you? Which meant someone we knew had done this.

      They must have lured you into their car on a pretext, then whisked you to the marsh and hurt you. It couldn’t have been for money, so… My stomach lurched. Sex?

      Your fingers were digging into my palm; I uncurled my hand from the fist I’d unconsciously made, afraid I’d inadvertently hurt you. But the anger remained balled inside me as I tried to make a list of people you would trust to get into a car with. It consisted of pretty much the entire village.

      A strangled sob came from beside me. Jacob wiped furiously at his face, but couldn’t hide the tears.

      ‘I didn’t say goodbye to her properly last night,’ he croaked. ‘Too busy watching football, I barely even looked at her. She must have thought I didn’t care.’

      ‘She knows how much you love her,’ I soothed.

      But despite the calm of my voice, I couldn’t tamp down my growing anger. Whoever had hurt our daughter, they were going to pay.
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      I swayed on my feet as I walked from the car to the front door, beyond exhausted after the last seventy-two hours or so. Dad and I hadn’t left your side since you had been found on Saturday, not even to return home to get a change of clothes. We didn’t dare, willing you to cling on – and by a miracle you had.

      Now it was Tuesday afternoon, and my mum and dad were sitting with you, having previously been dog-sitting for us. Wiggins would be having a great time running round the big garden of their house on the far edge of Fenmere, so at least I didn’t need to worry about him. Between them all – John and Dad’s parents, your Grandpa Isaac and Granny Julia, and Grandpa Mick and Granny Heather – they were sorting out a rota to cover for the times your dad and I couldn’t be at the hospital. Your Aunt Tricia was in bits, so she couldn’t help, but with her living in America it wasn’t really an option.

      No matter when you woke, the first thing you would see would be a person you loved.

      The Family Liaison Officer had brought us back from hospital. Unable to remember her name, which Jacob kept reminding me was Britney, in my head I referred to her as Flo, because it was the initials of her job title. She had been great over the last three days, barely leaving our side, giving us updates on how the police were sweeping the area for clues and interviewing villagers. It all sounded really positive, and freed your dad and me to concentrate on you. Flo had even offered to come into the house when she dropped us off, and make us some food. We refused. We wanted to be alone for a while, at home. Get our heads together, then gather bits and bobs for you, Beth, to make the hospital room more ‘you’.

      Our family home had a stale, disused air to it after being empty for three days.

      ‘Cup of tea?’ Jacob called as he strode into the kitchen. I shook my head, trailing after him.

      ‘Knackered.’ I threw a piece of paper onto the kitchen table to look at later. Jacob glanced at it. ‘It’s a list of some of the phrases chucked at us earlier. Thought I’d look them up.’

      ‘They’ve told us,’ he said over the sound of the running tap as he filled the kettle.

      ‘You know me.’

      ‘Always have to find stuff out yourself, yep.’

      Typical journalist, always making notes and sniffing out information. Well, would-be journalist. Once upon a time I’d wanted to become one, but had given up my place at university after falling pregnant. Still, I’d never lost that basic instinct to find things out.

      Now my head spun with medical information overload.

      Epidural haematoma. Traumatic brain injury. Pressure in the intracranial space. Hypertension. Bradycardia. Irregular respiration. Suddenly these words were my world; it was too important not to find out more about them.

      I hugged myself to keep the shivering at bay. Every muscle aching from being constantly tense; even my jaw hurt. Being in the house wouldn’t help me relax, though. It felt strange and empty without you and Wiggins. No singing, shouting, barking, no herd of elephants running down the stairs. No laughter. Just Jacob and me, rattling around.

      It wasn’t simply the atmosphere; the missing pieces of our family had a physical impact too. Every noise the two of us made sounded different. Louder. More echoing. Lonely.

      Someone had torn our world apart. Who would hurt you, Beth? Why?

      Once again, my instinct told me it was someone we knew. Statistically, the most likely suspects were our own family, but my brain rebelled at the thought of my brother or husband as the attacker.

      ‘Can we go to bed?’ I asked suddenly. ‘I need a hug and some sleep.’

      Tea abandoned, minutes later we were curled up together, even though it was only just gone three thirty. Beneath the covers, the smell of Jacob’s bare chest comforted me; the sweet odour of wood resin permeated his skin from hours working at the local handmade furniture factory. Something reliable in a world gone mad, its odour carried me into a dreamless sleep and fleeting respite.

      

      Something dragged me from sleep. My eyelids felt heavy as they lifted with some effort.

      A knock at the door. Gentle, apologetic, but enough to disturb my slumber. I felt groggy.

      I slipped from Jacob’s side just as he groaned and turned over, his face crinkled from the pillow. As I pulled on my jeans, he sat upright.

      ‘What is it? Has something happened?’

      ‘Someone’s at the door,’ I called, hurrying from the room and down the stairs.

      He was right behind me, top half-naked.

      We almost fell out of the front door in our haste. Was it the police, with news of an arrest? Someone sent round to give us terrible news from the hospital?

      Your best friend’s mum, Ursula Clarke, stood on the step. She held up a casserole dish. The first of no doubt many visitors we would get now we were finally home. Kind, but my heart sank, Beth – I didn’t want to see anyone or answer any questions. I didn’t have the strength.

      ‘Oh! I was about to leave this for you. Sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you… I’ve been so worried. When I heard what had happened… well, I feel so helpless, and wanted you to know that we’re all thinking of you. If there’s anything I can do to help…’

      She looked as perfectly made-up as ever. Not a curl of her peroxide-blonde hair out of place. Perish the thought that the village bombshell should let herself go, even in a time of crisis. But despite the way she looked, the barrage of words illustrated Ursula’s nerves at what state she’d find us in, bless her.

      She held the casserole out to me again.

      ‘That was kind of you,’ I said, touched.

      I took the heavy dish, even though the thought of food made me feel sick, and passed it straight to Jacob. How long had it been since I’d eaten a solid meal? Mum and Dad had bought us sandwiches at the hospital, but I’d only had a little nibble before putting it down, fearing I’d vomit again. I’d managed a banana not long before leaving the hospital. Was that all? I should have been ravenous.

      ‘How, umm, how is Beth?’ Ursula asked, head on one side. She used the sort of hushed tone more usually associated with people talking of the recently deceased.

      ‘She’s… Ursula, would you like to come in?’

      ‘Well, I’d better get back to Chloe. She’s upset by what’s happened, understandably.’

      ‘Of course, of course. I just wondered if Chloe had any idea why Beth was on the marsh in the middle of the night.’

      ‘I’ve asked, believe me. But she doesn’t have a clue.’

      Of course she didn’t have a clue. Your best friend wasn’t exactly blessed in the brains department, was she, Beth? I know you two had been inseparable since nursery school, but she didn’t understand half of what you said these days. Her idea of a deep conversation was discussing what the Kardashians had been up to. Why did it have to be you lying in that hospital bed, fighting for your life, when you had so much potential compared to her?

      Are you shocked that I could think that way, Beth? I was. Fear and exhaustion were making me feel out of character. As soon as your attacker was arrested, and you had come round, I’d be back to my old self. We all would.

      Suddenly, a thought occurred…
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