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            Prologue

         

         “I bet there’s a body in that.” Lucas pulled his blazer tight around his chest. He pointed at the grey cabinet that had appeared in the lay-by a few days ago.

         “Bet there isn’t,” I said, dragging my school skirt down to cover my frozen legs. “Why would anyone leave a body here?”

         “Go on then, if you’re so sure. Open it.”

         I stared at the cabinet. It was waist high, at an angle, propped against the skanky barbed-wire fence. Sleet flakes were settling on the metal. It was probably colder than we were. I touched it. It was.

         “Ow!” I said. “That’s frozen. If I’d left my hand there any longer, it would have got stuck.”

         “So?” he said.

         I looked back at the cabinet. It was actually big enough to put a body in. “Suppose you’re right?”

         “But you said I couldn’t possibly be. Go on. Open it.”

         I wish I hadn’t. But I did.
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            Chapter 1

         

         The Christmas market’s heaving. The people are so jam-packed that I’ve barely moved and I’d swear that if I took my feet off the ground I’d be carried all the way to the hot-dog stand without any effort. Behind me, the crowd surges forward and I lean into the tiny gap that’s opened up in front of the man with the wooden neckties.

         He glares at me; I’m very much in his space. Aaargh – I’m going to have to throw myself back into the people stream. I said I’d meet Mum at six, by the hot dogs. But there are two hot-dog stands and I don’t know which one she meant, and there are about a billion tourists in between.

         I’m really hungry so I hope she turns up soon. Hours ago, Mia and I shared a spiced apple juice and some overpriced roasted nuts. She ate most of them. I’m not that keen, to be honest. I’d rather have had a toffee apple thing. The nuts are now a distant memory and even though I can’t hear it, I know my stomach’s gone full cement mixer.

         I catch a glimpse of a green quilted coat. “Mum!” I shout over the crowd, not that she’s the faintest chance of hearing it. “Mum!”

         She’s looking around, but she can’t see me. With a supreme and probably antisocial effort, I ram my way through the coats and bags and get to her just as she’s heading off towards the abbey.

         “Ruby!” she says. And she hugs me really hard, really close. For too long. We stand cheek to cheek, our hair mingling. Hers dark and mine mousey brown.

         “What is it?” I mutter.

         “Nothing, nothing, darling. I’m just happy to see you.”

         “Can we get something to eat?” I say, pushing her away. “Can you be happy to see me in the hot-dog queue?”

         She laughs and hugs me again, and we battle back through the crowds.

         A moment later I’m burning my mouth on hot onions and I don’t care. They’re sliding down my chin on to my uniform. I gobble the whole thing while Mum laughs at me again and then, because she’s my mum and she’s prepared, she hands me a tissue to mop the oil and onion from my chin.

         “Anything you particularly want to show me?” she says, and we link arms and batter our way around, buying Granny some soap and Paolo a lumpy sweater that Mum says he’ll love, though I’m not so sure.

         “What about Lucas?” she says as we drift to the edge of the market. I think of the gingerbread and candles and carved elf statues on offer. “I think he’d rather have some new headphones,” I say. “Actually, please can you give him decent headphones? Or soundproofing? In fact, can you build him his own shed? Like, miles away?”

         Mum would normally give me a disapproving glance, but instead she looks around, like she’s expecting to see someone. “Headphones, you’re right,” she says, her gaze off somewhere over my shoulder. “I’ll get Paolo to do some research.”

         “What is it, Mum? Are you OK?”

         “Tell you in the car. It’s time we went home,” she says, taking my hand and tugging me away from the market.

         “But you haven’t even seen all the stands!” I point to the indoor market. “There’s that whole bit over there.”

         “Come on, love, let’s get home.”

         Letting go of my arm she stomps off towards Pulteney Bridge and I’m left standing, staring at her back and wondering what’s going on.

         
             

         

         We get to Great Pulteney Street before she starts talking.

         “I’m sorry, Rube, but I’ve had an awful day,” she says eventually. “I’m just not in the mood for the market.”

         “Is everyone all right? Is Granny OK?”

         We stride past the huge houses; above us, coloured Christmas lights twinkle in the windows. Below, through half-closed shutters we can see into the basement flats. Kids doing their homework on kitchen tables, people chopping vegetables, one family putting decorations on their tree. It’s Christmas perfect.

         “No – nothing for you to worry about, everyone’s fine. It’s not that sort of awful day.” We swing round the corner into the side street where she’s parked the car. “It’s about work.”

         The car’s freezing. I clamp my hands between my knees and breathe on to them. Even after mum starts the engine and the fans come on full blast, all the heat does is clear a tiny arc of fog from the windscreen. Shivering, we thread our way on to the main road and in silence we creep up the hill in a slow worm of traffic. White Christmas lights on either side of us. A deer made out of stars galloping over a frail balcony. A tree trussed in festive cheer. One utterly out-of-place inflatable Santa bobbing on a roof top.

         My mind wanders back to the market. I wonder if Mum’d like any of the things we saw. She didn’t really react to anything, but then she wasn’t concentrating.

         Shame. I never know what to give her. She buys everything she needs and she’s picky about everything else. She complains about Granny being picky, but she’s just as bad herself. I look across at her. By the brake lights of the car in front I can see that she’s frowning. Lines on her forehead and her mouth clamped shut.

         “So what is it, Mum?”

         She’s considering her answer. She probably doesn’t want to worry me. Which is much more worrying than if she just spat it out. Eventually, she begins to talk. “I told you Dr Price didn’t turn up yesterday? Well, he didn’t turn up again today.”

         “Stressy.”

         “And when I got to the surgery this morning there’d been a fire.”

         “What? Had the whole place burned down? No way!”

         “No, but it would have done; the fire brigade said it ran out of oxygen. It was just the office that got really badly damaged – but everything’s covered in soot, unreadable or melted.”

         I try to picture the neat and tidy surgery blackened and burned. “Do you think Dr Price did it? Is he losing it?”

         “No, it was a break-in. They came in through a window. We’ve still not heard from him. It’s so … unlike him.”

         The traffic loosens and we speed up. Mum begins to talk again.

         “We have digital records, of course. They’re on an off-site server – but the computers have been trashed. The police were there all morning. I had to turn away patients, although the doctors saw as many as possible. I had no idea who was coming because the appointments are all computerised. It was awful.”

         “Not just you though? Jacqui and Oskar must have been there?”

         “Oh, they were. It was all three of us trying to make it up as we went along – and then…”

         “What?”

         “Oh, nothing. It’s silly.”

         “Mum?” I leave the word hanging in the air and we reach the top of the hill, where we wait behind a university bus.

         “I’d swear I was followed back to my car.”

         “For real?”

         I wait for her. She’s thinking.

         “I don’t… I can’t be sure, but you know, where I park my car – it’s pretty tucked away? The chances of anyone else doing the same twists and turns to get there are like a hundred to one.”

         We crawl past the university, and streams of bikes, buses and cars flood the roads around us. Mum slows until we’re at the top of Brassknocker Hill. We join the cars advancing in slow caterpillars down the slope. Ahead of us, the valley opens up into a few clusters of yellow lights, and a huge moon silhouettes the trees on the ridge opposite. She’s right, the surgery is in the middle of a network of small roads and alleyways. But she could just be overthinking it.

         The queue halts and we halt with it. To my left is a lay-by. On sunny days tourists stop and take pictures of the valley from here. It’s famous and beautiful. It’s also a place favoured by fly-tippers, and just now they’ve left a small filing cabinet thing and an armchair. Someone’s graffiti-tagged the cabinet with a tiny white owl.

         “Why would anyone follow you?”

         She glances in her rear-view mirror. “I don’t know.”

         “All the way to the actual car?” I ask.

         She thinks about it.

         “Actually, they didn’t – because I stopped for a newspaper at the end of the parade.”

         “So they might not have been following you?”

         “They might not,” she says.

         “So you might just be being paranoid?”

         “I might,” she laughs.

         “Good,” I say, and stare out at the blackness.
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            Chapter 2

         

         When we get home I unlock the front door and we cram inside, dropping our bags and gluing ourselves to the big radiator in the kitchen. Lucas, my Step, is upstairs. I can hear him shouting at his computer. He talks to it more than he does to us.

         “You must be frozen,” says Mum, picking up a throw from the sofa and draping it over my shoulders. “I’m sorry about that car. It’s so cold in the winter. I’ll put the kettle on.”

         I take off my school shoes and bung them on the shoe rack. My feet are actually complete ice blocks now. If I moved my toes, they’d crunch.

         “Tea?” says Mum. “Or do you need food? Although, I must just go to the loo.” She charges upstairs to the bathroom.

         With that, the landline starts to ring. It’s probably a scam call. Deciding to chance it I hold the receiver to my ear. “Hello?”

         “Hi, sweetie, is your mum there? It’s Oskar.” Oskar works with Mum at the surgery. He’s lovely.

         “Yeah, she’s just in the bathroom. I’ll—”

         “Before you do, is she OK? It’s just she was really rattled earlier. I wanted to check.”

         “I think so, although she thought someone followed her back to her car.”

         “Oh!” Oskar goes silent.

         “What is it?”

         “It’s just… Oh, nothing. Paranoia probably.”

         “Not you as well!” I say. “What’s going on?” I lift my right foot up so that it rests on the radiator. The burning heat is blissful.

         He pauses for a long time. “Oskar?” I ask.

         “I’m sorry, Rube, I know this sounds crazy, but I don’t want to say it over the phone. Do you think Sally and Paolo would mind if I came round on Sunday? There’s just a load of stuff that doesn’t quite make sense. I want to run it past your mum, face to face, before we go back in on Monday.”

         “I expect she’d love to see you, but she’s here now,” I say as Mum thumps down the stairs.

         I hand Mum the phone and run upstairs to change into pyjamas and slippers. My room’s next to Lucas’s and I can hear the rumble of imaginary guns blasting imaginary foes through the wall. His room used to be the guest room. The house used to be quiet. And neat, and pretty but now … now there are bowls of congealing Weetabix on the stairs, socks on the bathroom floor, exploding backpacks blocking up the landing. It just isn’t the same as it was.

         I stuff my feet into the fleecy slippers that Granny gave me last Christmas.

         For the moment, we tolerate each other. Or I tolerate him – I don’t think he notices that I exist most of the time. I’ve been putting up with him for almost four months; before that we’d barely met. He lived with his mother in London. I hadn’t really understood that if Paolo moved in with Mum, Lucas came too.

         It never occurred to me that the room Granny often slept in would now be occupied by a stinky cyborg. But worse, in September, he started at my school. That first day was so weird. We ignored each other completely but then got back into Paolo’s car at the end of the day and sat next to each other on the back seat.

         In silence.

         I shudder just to think about it.

         We’re in different year groups, thank goodness. He’s a Year Eleven. A millennium away, but still.

         Thing is, Mum and I have been on our own here for years. I was six when my dad left for a new life in Ireland. Since then he’s had a new life in Portugal, Spain and France, and I think he’s now back in Ireland. He’s a complete loser. He’ll send me an embarrassing jokey card at Christmas and an awful Christmas jumper with a reindeer on it or something. I don’t miss him. Paolo and Mum began to date when I was in Year Five, and Paolo’s much more fun.

         I hear Mum’s mobile ring downstairs.

         They got married in the summer and now Lucas is officially what Mia calls my “Step”. I’ve never had a sibling before. It’s opened up a whole new world of complicated possibilities.

         When I come back down, Mum’s still on the landline.

         “But, Oskar, why don’t you just tell me over the phone?”

         She listens to him and I stack breakfast plates into the dishwasher. Lucas could have done this. He really could.

         “But…”

         I pause.

         “You think you know…”

         She waits.

         “For goodness’ sake, tell me, Oskar. Don’t be—”

         She listens.

         “Yeah, yeah – quite right. I think we’re all rattled after today. It does make you imagine things. I imagined that someone followed me back to my car, but it was just nerves. Yeah … yup. See you Sunday. We’ll see if we can put the whole thing to rights. Have a lovely evening, kiss kiss, bye now…”

         Mum puts the phone down and picks up her mobile.

         “Jacqui on one line and Oskar on the other. It’s really put the wind up us.” She shivers. “I wish it wasn’t the middle of winter.”

         “OK,” I say, thinking of things that are normal. I switch on the radio – news burbles in the background – fill a pan with water and stick it on top of the stove. It hisses on the heat, and while Mum taps a message into her phone I empty a tin of tomatoes into another pan and bung two cloves of garlic and a swoosh of olive oil in with it. I would actually just eat the tomatoes heated up without the pasta. Or the pasta raw, or both of the above I am so hungry. But I’m trying to be helpful because I’ve never seen Mum so shaken. She’s worse than when my dad left, or when Grandpa died.

         Back then she retreated into romcoms. I wonder if she’ll do the same this time. I’m not sure I can stand a back-to-back season of Hugh Grant.

         I wander over to the piano and try a few notes of “Good Morning Baltimore” from Hairspray. It’s the play we’re doing this term and there are lots of songs. I know most of them from the film, but when Miss Johnson plays them on the piano there are notes and places where you’re supposed to breathe that I’d never noticed before. I’m probably in the wrong key; I try and sing the chorus – but I can’t do it without singing Tracy Turnblad’s lines, which is fine because I’m the understudy for Tracy. So I kind of have to know it all.

         Lulu who has the part will never be ill though. She’s wanted to play Tracy Turnblad from the moment she stepped into school. I have too, but Lulu is so obviously desperate. And she’s a Year Ten.

         I have a tiny, short fantasy of Lulu getting suddenly struck down by a freak illness, or a bus, and immediately kill it dead. That way lies meanness – and I have vowed not to be mean. To anyone. Even Trixie Thompson, who deserves every scrap of meanness I can muster and has been perfectly cast as Amber Von Tussle. Miss Johnson must have put that in when she’d had a glass or two. But I guess Trixie would always see herself as a lead role, and she wouldn’t want to play Tracy, so…

         I must stop obsessing over it all. It’s just a school play.

         I stir the tomatoes.

         But it would be brilliant if Lulu couldn’t sing. She could get a tiny spot of laryngitis. Or just a sore throat.

         Mum’s standing in the hallway talking to Jacqui on her mobile. Jacqui works with Oskar and Mum at the Sundown Surgery. She’s the other administrator. There are three doctors, a dentist and two receptionists. Mum does patient liaison, whatever that means.

         Mum’s talking in a hissy way, like when you don’t want to be overheard, but I can hear individual words “Police … Dr Price … worried … crisis…”

         Garibaldi the cat wanders in through the cat flap in the back door and looks up at me. I feed him. He’s Paolo’s and we’re not best friends. Except that I’m the one who remembers that he needs food and so he doesn’t poo on my bed. He only poos on Lucas’s – so that’s OK. He scarfs his saucer of disgusting meaty goo and wanders over to the sofa, shuffling among the cushions until he finds a comfortable position.

         When she finishes her phone call, I pour Mum a glass of wine and she sits down next to Garibaldi in front of the telly and clicks over to the streaming services. She settles on Love Actually. Here we go then.

         Paolo’s motorbike growls in the yard outside. I turn back to the stove.

         Paolo is kind and funny, and he cooks brilliantly. He works at the university wearing a white coat and looking in people’s ears all day to see if they can move their eardrum. I know. Really specialised stuff. I think he should be up for a Nobel Prize but he laughed when I suggested it, saying that other scientists do much more groundbreaking work. I wonder if he was dull when he was a teenager. Perhaps one day, after metamorphosis, Lucas will turn from a gloomy caterpillar to a beautiful butterfly. Here’s hoping.

         I think Mum may indeed be paranoid, but I’m glad Paolo’s back. He’s so warm and generous. And I’m glad Lucas is upstairs shooting things. Even if he’s completely useless. It feels better if we’re all in one place. If I’m honest, Mum being rattled rattles me. And what did Oskar mean? And why couldn’t he say it over the phone?

         The front door swings open and Paolo comes in backward, kicking off his boots in the hall and throwing his gloves on the floor alongside.

         “Oh, that was cold!” he bellows, launching his jacket on to the hooks on the wall, where it misses and slides to the floor. “Hello, my lovelies! How was the market? Sally? How was your day? Ruby? Yours? And Lucas…”

         “Good, thank you, Paolo. How was yours?” I ask, grinning. It’s hard not to smile around him. He’s infectiously cheerful.

         “Bene, bene, sweetie. Guess what I did all day?”

         “Look in people’s ears?”

         He ruffles my hair and kisses the top of my head. I turn back to the tomato sauce; he goes to sit next to Mum and they cuddle. I’m really fond of him but I still find it a bit weird. Uncomfortable, I suppose. For so many years I was the closest person to her – now I’m not so sure, and that intimacy between them is – eew.

         I turn the radio over to a music channel.

         Mum starts talking and through the music on the radio I hear her babbling about the surgery and the fire and everything.

         Paolo makes soothing noises and Mum laughs and the low-level tension in the room starts to ease. Paolo takes over the cooking from me, peering sadly at my tomato sauce and adding a load of ingredients that bring it to life. A little later Lucas comes down to eat and mumbles a few words and goes back up to shoot things, and Mum and Paolo sit on the sofa to watch another romcom on Netflix. I stand in the kitchen feeling vaguely uneasy.

         
             

         

         Later, just as I’m thinking about going to bed, Mum glances at her mobile.

         “Oh! Another missed call from Jacqui. Do you think it’s too late to call her back? Ten fifteen?”

         “She’ll still be awake,” I say.

         I hear the tones as she dials. “Jacqui?” she says, talking into her phone. “How are you?” I listen while she listens.

         Jacqui’s talking, and Mum’s nodding her head. I pour milk into a pan and put it on the stove to warm and reach for chocolate powder.

         “So it was a black car?”

         I pause to listen.

         “And it’s been sitting out there on the road? This evening?”

         Mum listens again.

         “Are you on your own, Jacqui?”
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            Chapter 3

         

         Mum and Paolo head over to Jacqui’s and I go to bed, listening. Mostly, I hear the rumble of Lucas’s guns and his occasional shouts of frustration. Then I hear him running from his bedroom, crashing both his door and the bathroom door open, and then comes the sound of loud peeing from a great height, the toilet flushing, thank goodness, and Lucas racing back into his room, doors slamming shut behind him.

         I lie with my eyes open, thinking. I don’t mean to think, it just keeps happening. I think about Dr Price going missing, imagining all the places he might have gone. Perhaps he lives a double life, with another family, except he’s not that sort of man. Then I think about Oskar. What did he want to say to Mum? I turn over and click my phone on. I could message him if I had his number – but then, all this has nothing to do with me.

         I don’t have his number. That’s easy.

         And then I think about Mum. About how worried she is.

         Eventually, when I’ve properly fallen asleep, Mum and Paolo do that sneaking back into the house thing people do when they think they’re being really quiet and they’re not. I lie wide awake for a while after that.

         At one point Mum comes in to sit at the end of my bed.

         “S’all right, poppet,” she says. “Go back to sleep.”

         I lie there for ages, waiting for her to go, and I fall asleep not sure if she’s there or not.

         It’s completely dark when I hear someone go to the bathroom. I think it’s Lucas, finally going to bed sometime in the early morning. I’m halfway asleep when it occurs to me that Lucas will have to wake up early; he has super-maths-for-clever-people at the uni in the morning. I get a spot of smug from the thought of him spending his sleep-deprived Saturday morning doing algebra while I pad around in my dressing gown. His fault for being so clever.

         
             

         

         It’s almost light when I wake up properly. My fingers squeak on the glass as I clear the condensation on the window.

         It’s a clear morning. Bright, cold. Shavings of frost on the leaves. A beautiful day.

         Wearing my dressing gown I pad downstairs. The house is quiet. I open the French windows and step out on to frosty concrete. The big tank that collects rainwater from the roof has a solid sheet of ice across the top, creating a perfect Sylvanian skating rink.

         Garibaldi sidles up to me. He’s looking especially glossy this morning, as if he’s spent the night eating small creatures and it agrees with him. If he has, he’s still hungry. Closing the door, we go back into the kitchen and I feed him. He repays me by scratching the piano legs. “No, Garibaldi! No.” But he looks at me with disdain and goes on scratching.

         I have no authority.

         Watery sounds come from Mum’s bathroom, and then I hear Paolo’s voice on the landing.

         “You’ve got ten minutes. I’m going to do some work in the lab, get Sally a spare laptop. I’ll take you on the bike.”

         Lucas rumbles from his bedroom. I can’t decipher the words but he doesn’t sound happy. A moment later and Paolo is singing in the kitchen and the coffee percolator is doing bubbly things.

         Lucas appears, red-eyed and silent.

         “Toast, Ruby?” asks Paolo.

         “Please,” I say, sitting alongside Lucas, who is stirring sugar into a cup of black coffee. He moves the toast around the plate, but doesn’t eat it.

         “Dad, do I have to go?” he asks, after picking the toast up twice, and replacing it twice.

         Paolo stops spreading butter and, using the butter knife to emphasise his words, says, “Lucas. It is a privilege, not a burden.”

         Lucas lets out a long sigh.

         My smug feeling wobbles. Perhaps this is the downside of being really smart. Other people thinking you’re a genius and making you do things on Saturdays.

         I reach across for the milk, and Lucas leans back out of the way. But he doesn’t look at me or say anything to me. I stop feeling sorry for him.

         “Why would they dismember the computers at Sally’s work?” Paolo asks. He’s obviously trying to engage Lucas in conversation.

         And Lucas rises to the bait. Or at least, he lifts up his head and turns to his dad. “Hard drives, motherboards, PCUs – all full of precious metals, gold, platinum, neodymium.”

         “Neodymium, eh?” says Paolo, smiling.

         “Or there was something on the hard drive they didn’t want anyone to see,” Lucas replies, “and they trashed the rest of the computers to—”

         Mum thumps down the stairs holding her mobile to her ear.

         “No! How awful!” she says. We all go quiet, listening for the little electronic voice at the other end. “Jacqui, calm down, it’ll be OK,” says Mum. “We’ll come round to you.” She closes her phone and glances up at me. “Get dressed, Rube, we’re off.”

         “What?”

         “Jacqui’s had a break-in. She’s all over the place.”

         “After we left?” says Paolo.

         “I know.” Mum shakes her head. “It’s awful. Anyway, I can’t leave you here alone, Ruby, not after yesterday. I wouldn’t feel safe. So get dressed and we’ll go and see Jacqui and pop into the market at the same time. Oh, and we’ll drop Lucas on the way.”

         “But, Mum!”

         “Ruby – just no. You’re coming too.”

         Paolo puts four triangles of Marmite toast in front of Mum. She doesn’t notice and I steal one. I feel I deserve it. I was going to swan about in PJs all day and now I have to go and see Jacqui and go vegetable shopping.

         Mum doesn’t notice that she’s down to three triangles. I’m tempted to take a second piece even though I’m full. I slide closer to Mum’s plate.

         I hear a small intake of breath.

         Lucas. He’s watching my hand.

         I can see thoughts moving behind his eyes. He doesn’t speak.

         “I wasn’t going…” I say.

         He raises his eyebrow and I feel the tiniest bit acknowledged.

         
             

         

         As we’re driving up the hill, Lucas gets a text to say his session is cancelled.

         “Sorry, Lucas, can’t run you back now, you’ll have to come with us.”

         He sighs and stares out of the window and we head towards Jacqui’s house.

         We see the police cars immediately. Two of them, jammed into Jacqui’s tiny drive.

         “We’ve brought the coffee,” says Mum, holding up a thermos to Jacqui as she answers the door.

         “Sally, Ruby, oh – and Lucas. Let’s go into the garden.” Jacqui looks exhausted.

         She guides us round the side of the house to a square of sunlight at the back and four white plastic chairs.

         “What happened?” I ask. Lucas gets out his phone and leans against the wall; the rest of us sit down.

         A policeman is examining the big sliding doors that give on to the garden and I can see two people moving about upstairs.

         “Someone broke in around five, I think.” Jacqui breathes heavily and stares at the back of her hand. “I was asleep, of course. But then I woke up and went for a pee – I thought the house was colder than normal, but I didn’t go downstairs. Oh, Sally – there was someone in my house!”

         Mum leans forward and gives her a hug. “I feel so guilty. They must have waited for us to go.”

         “Oh, don’t be silly – you were here till three. I mean, how long could you hang around?”

         “Still,” says Mum. “I feel like the worst kind of friend.”

         “Look, Paolo offered to stay – and I sent you both off,” she smiles. “It’s on me.”

         “But are you all right?” I ask, trying to imagine what it would feel like to be burgled while you’re sleeping.

         Jacqui holds out her hand. It’s shaking. She giggles. “It could just be the coffee. I’ve had a million cups since I found out.”

         “Well, do you want another one?” Mum asks, waving the thermos.

         “Yeah.” Jacqui shakes her head as if she can shake off the shivers. “It’s all that’s keeping me going.”

         Lucas looks up from his phone. “Did they take anything?” he asks, a millisecond before I was going to ask the same thing.

         “I don’t know,” Jacqui says, watching Mum pour the coffee. “They made such a mess. But they didn’t take the telly or anything obvious.” She shivers again and pulls her cardigan closer across her chest. She’s older than Mum, and her hands and neck are crisscrossed with tiny lines. The winter light is harsh, but I realise I’ve never seen her without makeup before. She usually presents a glossy, groomed appearance. Probably makes it easier to deal with tricky patients. Today she looks about twenty years older. Faded. Tired.

         There’s a long silence and then Mum says, “What a week. Dr Price missing, the surgery vandalised, and now this.”

         “They’re related?” I ask.

         Lucas looks at me sideways.

         Jacqui takes a long time to reply. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Too much of a coincidence otherwise.”

         A police officer comes out to Jacqui. She introduces herself as Detective Sergeant Afolabi. She’s smiley but looks at us doubtfully, like she wonders why we’re all there. Mum and I pretend to be really interested in a dead plant in the corner of the garden. It’s just about the only plant. Lucas keeps his eyes on his phone. Naturally, I’m listening to the conversation.

         “So apart from your laptop, which you think your son – er – Anthony, has, is there anything else that you can see is missing or disturbed?”

         “My jewellery’s all upstairs in my room – and they didn’t…” Jacqui goes inside with the police officer and points to things. I watch her through the big sliding doors. She looks very nervous. I guess she would be.

         “Poor thing,” says Mum. And then, “Poor thing,” again.

         Jacqui comes back out alone, this time with a blanket over her shoulders. “I hate this. I feel violated. Utterly invaded. I’d like to go as far away as possible. Or stay in a hotel – but I can’t afford it,” she says.
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