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         She always said that if we ever got married, ours would be a black wedding in the tiny stone church by Meddleswater. She wanted the ceremony in the half-light of a December morning, when the lake would lie hard as glass, the church barely visible in the mist from its waters.

         I can picture her now, sweeping up the aisle towards me, no father on her arm, no mother of the bride at the front of the church, no train of bridesmaids behind her. There would be only her, white-faced and spectral, her black dress whispering across the floor, her eyes shrouded behind a veil, and at her throat the choker I bought her. There might be flowers, too – black tulips in her hands, black roses at the altar.

         And we would be married, she and I, and we’d step into another life, the life we’d dreamed was waiting for us after this one, where we could be together without others trying to part us, where no one would tell us we were too young, or too broken, or too fragile to know what we were doing.

         Because we were young, it was true. We were fragile, too. But we weren’t fragile like flowers. We were fragile like bombs.
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            1

         

         
      This isn’t how we’d planned it. They’ve just found her on the ground outside the church, wailing beside my body.
    

         
      She’s going to make lots of mistakes over the next few days, but hanging around my corpse is her first. She should have run. She should have run far away from here, back to the arms of strangers, or the arms of anyone who’d have her…
    

         
      No one knows what to do with her. The police are murmuring about her age, putting her at around fifteen. They’re right. But on the inside, she’s ancient as the world. We both are.
    

         
      They can’t stop her crying. They can’t get her to move. She’s shouting and protesting and holding on to me, but I am already cold.
    

         
      I’m furious with her for doing this. She used to say she’d come with me. ‘If you go, I’m going too,’ she’d say, taking my hand in hers and looking me straight in the eye. It was a promise as sacred as a wedding vow, but like everything else between us, it ended up broken long ago.
    

         
      I’m going to haunt her. I’m going to make her think she’s losing her mind and tip her slowly over the edge until she can bear it no longer and joins me here.
    

         
      Would that be murder? Maybe; but no more murderous than what she’s just done to me.
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         This isn’t a proper interview room, not like the ones you see on TV, with hard chairs and no windows and mean-faced coppers. This is a room designed especially for people like me: young suspects they don’t want to frighten. They’ve put sofas in here and plants, and a rug and a small table with mats to rest your drinks. You can see it’s meant to be comfortable, and they’ve even got women officers to interview me so I don’t get too agitated. Non-threatening. That’s the sort of word they’d use to describe it, but it’s actually bollocks. They want to put you at ease and make you talk, but there’s nothing more threatening than a room designed to be non-threatening so you’ll be tricked into saying too much and getting arrested. Sinister, that’s what I’d call it. Sinister as hell.

         The whole day has been a blur. All I know is that she’s dead. My girl is dead, and they forced me away from her. Then they brought me here, where they gave me tea made with crappy teabags, as if that would be enough to calm me down and make me talk.

         We’ve been at it for hours.

         ‘Please tell us your name.’

         ‘It’s none of your business what my name is.’

         ‘We are the police and we found you beside the body of a young girl. It is every bit our business what your name is.’

         ‘Blah, blah, blah.’

         That annoyed them.

         I can tell they’re drawing on every bit of their patience. They’re going to need it.

         ‘We need to talk to you,’ one says. ‘When you’re ready, we’ll have to ask you what happened and who the girl is, so we can let her family know.’

         I stay silent. They’d found no ID on her body. Nothing at all. All they know is that she was young and blonde and she doesn’t match any of the missing persons on file. They don’t even know she’s pregnant. I suppose the whole future of this case relies on me now, but I’m in no fit state to co-operate. Look at me, I want to say to them. I’m insane with grief.

         ‘Was the girl who died a relative of yours?’

         I shake my head.

         ‘A good friend, then?’

         Again, I shake my head.

         The officers stop the questions and hand me more tissues. My face must be a mess. They see my tears as suspicious, I can tell. I’m meant to be hollowed-out and silent with shock.

         After a while, they try again. ‘We understand your distress,’ one of them says.

         I want to shout at her. No, you don’t. You haven’t got a clue. She’s dead and I am here, and I don’t know how I’ll ever bear this.

         But I don’t say it, so she carries on. ‘But it’s really important we find out who this girl is. Her family will be worrying and we need to tell them the truth as soon as we can.’

         I don’t know what comes over me then. It’s like I’ve left my body and I’m watching myself from somewhere above the spot where I’m sitting. I look straight at the two of them. ‘Fuck off,’ I’m spitting. ‘Just fuck off. She hasn’t got any fucking family.’ Then I hold out my hands as if I’m reading a book and recite, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue. No one gives a shit about the end of you.’

         With no warning, her voice suddenly fills the room. What about you? she asks. Do you give a shit? Are you sorry?

         I look around at the police officers to see if they’ve heard it, too, as clearly as I just did. They don’t seem to have. They’re sitting there, sympathetic but tough, ready to charge me with bad behaviour.

         It wasn’t meant to be this way. It should never have come to this.
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      We lived in a children’s home, she and I. It was where we met, six months ago now. They kept us cloistered away from the world, not because we were dangerous – although we were working at that – but because the world was bad for us. We weren’t like other kids. We didn’t have parents that loved us and lived for us and would die for us. We had parents who harmed us. Not on purpose. They never did it on purpose. They did it because they couldn’t help it. They did it because they knew no other way to be. Cruelty was built into them, handed down through long generations of cruel people who had no idea about love and how to show it.
    

         
      That was one view of it all, anyway. A generous view, but one I chose to believe because it was easier than the alternative.
    

         
      It was my first children’s home. Before this, they’d sent me to a girls’ secure unit. They said it wasn’t a prison, but the doors and windows were all locked. I wasn’t there because I was bad, though. I was there for welfare. That’s what they called it. Welfare. Banged up for my own safety. When my time was over, they sent me to this old home, smash in the middle of nowhere, with no boys, no shops, no booze, nothing. Nothing at all that could do anyone any harm, just miles and miles of mountains and lakes, which I knew from the start would have their own dangers. No one had thought of that. No one had considered the fact that I was an expert in sniffing out ways to die.
    

         
      The home is called Hillfoot House, and you can’t get there unless you walk to it. Anyone who comes here – which is no one – has to leave their car in a layby half a mile away, and that’s after they’ve driven far off the main road, down long tracks full of potholes and over a ford that’s impassable after rain. They might as well have grown a forest of thorns around us.
      
    

         
      The house is on the edge of a hollow that dips towards the dark waters of the tarn below and is hemmed in on all sides by the mountains. It’s beautiful, but the beauty isn’t calm. It’s ferocious, like us. I suppose that’s why we loved it here, for a while.
    

         
      It’s winter now. Christmas Day. A perfect morning to die. There’s mist rising from the lake and fresh snow on the highest fells. As the weeks wear on, this scene will be transformed. The mountains will strip their winter hue and shift slowly to green, their lowest slopes purpled with foxgloves, their rocky peaks lit by the spear of the sun.
    

         
      I never dreamed I’d become so attached to a landscape as I’ve become to this one. When I first came here, I resisted. ‘Why did you send me to this place in the middle of butt-fuck Egypt?’ I asked my social worker. ‘It’s boring. It’s so boring, I want to scratch my eyes out.’
    

         
      But there was a theory behind it. There’s a theory behind most things they do for us. They change with the fashion, but this one had something to do with mindfulness and the healing power of the natural world. Most kids like us have never seen beauty before. We grew up in the darkest hearts of the cities, in overcrowded tower blocks and rundown terraces, where vandalism was high and nothing green grew, so management like to think that if they house us in the mountains, where we can hear only the gentle bleat of lambs and the cold rush of water over rocks, the pain we all try to hide might somehow be eased.
    

         
      It’s a noble idea, and not complete horseshit, though of course it’s too late for us. It was too late for us before we’d even crossed the doorstep. Landscape can only go so far. What we really needed was to undo time, to restart our lives from the beginning, and there wasn’t a hope of that.
    

         
      Inside the house are six bedrooms – one for each girl and one for each of the staff members who have to sleep there every night. It’s quite cosy in some ways, if you catch us in one of those moments when no one is kicking off. There’s always a fire burning in the living room, because most of us have only ever been poor, and they 
      
      want to teach us about warmth and how important it is, so that when the time comes to budget our own money we’ll make heat a priority.
    

         
      There are three girls here at the moment, if you include me, but Lara’s the only one in her bed this morning. Lara is twelve – pretty young to have been handed over to institutional care, but she’s a difficult case: no real trouble, just impossible for anyone to connect with. She’s only been here since September. Before, she’d been in foster care with a couple in Manchester, but that had fallen apart because she never spoke. For months, apparently, she’d lodged herself into the corner of their inglenook fireplace, curled her knees up to her chest and stayed there from morning till night. If anyone came near her, she’d turn to face them and hiss like a cat. Her foster carers, who’d never been able to have their own children, had started out committed and full of hope that they could be the ones to help this troubled girl, but in the end, they gave up. She was beyond them, beyond all reach of love and good intentions.
    

         
      She still is. She reminds me of my sister. Stupid really, because she’s a lot older than my sister would have been if she’d lived, but I can’t help it. I often thought I’d like to sweep her up and away from this life and look after her, like I hadn’t ever managed to with Jade, but it’s ideas like that which got me into this mess.
    

         
      It’ll be harder than ever for Lara today. Christmas is never a good time for children in care, although the unlucky staff who ended up on the festive rota have done their best with some decorations from B&M Bargains (a six-foot inflatable elf, some tinsel and a fake tree that smells unmistakably of plastic), a frozen turkey and a nicely wrapped present for each of us. There are no stockings. Even Santa can’t be bothered with kids in care.
    

         
      When she wakes around eight, Lara can hear the clatter of staff in the kitchen, starting the second day of their three-day shift – the kettle boiling, cupboards opening, the warm pop of the toaster, weary voices wishing each other a merry Christmas, and all of them longing to be anywhere but here.
      
    

         
      ‘Girls still asleep?’
    

         
      ‘Must be.’
    

         
      Lara stays in her room, listening. The house is old. You can hear every movement and every word spoken.
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      An hour or more passes before anyone says anything about waking us up. The staff prefer it when we sleep late. It makes their jobs easier and their days shorter. If we stay in bed, they can laze around on the sofas, watching TV and reading magazines, or baking. Clare used to make flapjacks and brownies, and leave them in containers on the wall outside with an honesty box saying ‘£1.50. Please help yourselves’. It was meant to be a moment of joy for walkers as they passed, still miles from the nearest pub. Her idea had been that, eventually, we’d all join in with the work of it, and then any profits could go towards a weekend in Blackpool, but I went outside one day and nicked the cash for fags. Clare stopped bothering after that.
    

         
      It’s after ten by the time Lara hears Danny’s voice in the room below her. ‘We should probably wake them. It’s Christmas Day. Not even Annie will want to sleep through lunch.’
    

         
      Gillian and Clare agree. It’s their job to bang on our doors and rouse us from sleep because if Danny tries it, who knows where he might end up? Troubled girls like us can’t be trusted not to make false allegations against every man we meet. You can’t blame us for that, though. We have to get in there first, get them away from us before the allegations have a chance to become real. We’ve learned better than to let anyone near us.
    

         
      I watch Lara listening to their footfall on the wooden staircase. She sucks in her breath. I can tell she knows what’s coming.
    

         
      There’s a light rapping on doors along the landing outside her room, then silence. Then more rapping, louder, and Gillian’s cheery voice calling, ‘Merry Christmas, Annie! It’s after eleven. Time to wake up!’
      
    

         
      Silence.
    

         
      ‘Hope! Wakey, wakey! It’s Christmas Day!’
    

         
      More silence.
    

         
      Lara curls up on her bed, brings her knees up to her chest and closes her eyes. No one is going to say anything to her. She doesn’t speak, and as far they’re concerned, she doesn’t see or hear, either.
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         These women have had enough. They’re bringing in the men now because they think men can force it out of me. A quick, hard kick to the stomach and it’ll be there for them: the truth like vomit all over the floor.

         The door opens and a policeman comes into the room. He’s tough-looking and walks with a swagger, as if he thinks he’s good-looking. He isn’t.

         ‘Good morning, young lady,’ he says, and sits on the sofa opposite me, beside the two women.

         ‘Fuck off,’ I say.

         He looks at me sternly, trying to scare me. ‘If you continue like this, not co-operating or telling us what happened, we’ll assume you’ve got something to hide and we’ll have to arrest you. Then you’ll be shut up in a cell for the day, while we investigate who you are.’

         I sit in silence.

         He goes on: ‘Now, I know you’re distressed. My colleagues have told me all about it. We’re going to have to keep you here until you’ve answered our questions. It would help if you were to co-operate with us and tell us who you are and who the girl is whose body we found this morning, but we’ll find out, anyway. The forensics team are working on it as we speak. They’ll have ways to identify her. So why don’t you just make it easier for everyone and answer our questions?’

         I know you’re distressed. He hasn’t got a clue.

         I want to say, Have you ever had your skin stripped off and rocks thrown at your bare flesh so your heart is nothing but a gaping wound? But then I think it would sound dramatic, so I just shrug and say, ‘Depends what you ask.’

         ‘How about you start by telling us whether you knew that girl?’

         ‘Course I knew her.’

         Stupid question. I knew her well. I knew her inside out, in every sense. My mother would have known what that meant. She’d lower her voice sometimes and say, ‘In the Biblical sense? Did you know her in the Biblical sense?’ ‘No, no, Mother. Of course not,’ I would say. Of course not. Not me.

         The copper carries on. ‘You’re clearly devastated by what happened. You must have been close.’

         I shrug. ‘I spent a night hanging around with a dead body. It’s enough to upset anyone.’

         ‘I don’t disagree. How about you tell us your name?’

         ‘How about no?’

         He draws a deep breath. ‘We’ll find it out, anyway. It would be easier for you if you just told us.’

         I look up at him. ‘Hope,’ I say. ‘My name is Hope. But you can call me Hopeless, if you prefer. It suits me better.’

         ‘And the girl?’

         With no warning, my memory opens up and I see the two of us standing together the day we first met, her black skirt sweeping the floor, her blue eyes locked on mine, the touch of her hand on my arm…

         I feel my heart clench and kick out.

         ‘Get away from me!’ I’m shouting suddenly, grabbing hold of a chair and hurling it across the room. I don’t care where it lands. I’m not aiming it at anyone. ‘Just fuck off.’ I pick up the next chair and throw it, then reach for the table with its cold cups of tea.

         ‘That’s enough, Hope!’

         And then there are big arms around me, holding me tight so I can’t move, and a voice trained to be firm and soothing says, ‘You’re safe, Hope. You need to calm down.’

         ‘Get off me,’ I say.

         ‘We’ll let you go when you’re calm.’

         I can’t move. I keep shouting. The police go on holding me.
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      She must be feeling awful, down there at the police station. I suppose that’s why she’s giving them such merry hell. But still, I can’t help being amused by her, for all my anger.
    

         
      We were meant to be getting married in that church, near where I died. I liked it there –small and dark and right on the lakeshore. We’d been planning it for months.
    

         
      ‘I want a black wedding,’ I said, ‘with bats and black roses and no guests.’
    

         
      ‘Alright.’
    

         
      ‘Really?’
    

         
      ‘Really,’ she said, and that was it. We had no rings, but we were engaged. We were engaged until she betrayed me.
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      The police are on their way to Hillfoot now. Lara’s watching them from her bedroom window, walking gravely up the track to the front door, ready to give the serious knock that signals bad news. She’s going to hide, of course, because that’s what she always does. I read her file once – I wasn’t supposed to – and I know she’s been getting worse over the last year or so. She hasn’t always been this bad. It used to be that she fell silent for a while at the beginning of each new foster placement, just until she felt more settled, and then she’d slowly open up again, if people were patient enough with her. The speech therapists called it selective mutism at first because she would talk to some people, just not everyone; but recently she’s been slipping further and further away, out of anyone’s reach.
    

         
      She’s like a shy, hunted animal. For hours, she’ll sit hunched over 
      
      in her spot by the fireplace, and now and then, the staff will try and lure her out with gentle words and promises of safety. She never responds and they end up walking away in despair, fearful that she’ll stay there forever; but then later they’ll look up and her space will be empty and she’ll be gone, and no one will ever have seen her leave.
    

         
      It’s a trick she’s a master of – making herself invisible. It didn’t work with Ace, though. He noticed her.
    

         
      Ace. I still feel giddy at the thought of him. The wild love and the ferocious hate. I hope they catch him one day and he rots in jail. We all hope that. Apart from my mother, of course.
    

         
      Lara’s room is at the front of the house and has a long view of the mountains, all the way over to the Langdale Pikes, their jagged grey summits held in this winter’s hard, white freeze. The sight of them in the distance like that frightens her. Sometimes, she sits at her window with her hands over her eyes and looks at them through the gaps in her fingers. To her, they’re monstrous – vast, rocky bulks slabbed against the sky, and when darkness falls they’re even worse because then they seem to start moving. The night-time lurch of the mountains, ready to smother the life out of her.
    

         
      Her room is right above the office, where only staff are allowed. It holds our records in a big filing cabinet, all the paperwork documenting our whole, messy histories: social workers’ reports, hospital notes, court reports, psychiatric reports … Entry by us is strictly off limits, the door heavily protected by two locks to which only Helen and Danny have the keys. Still, even that didn’t prevent me from breaking in one night. I couldn’t help myself, although I do know that’s not much of an excuse. But when something is forbidden, it’s hard to resist. Danny left his keys lying around one day, so I pocketed them and let myself in when everyone else was asleep. I found everything. All of Lara’s life was there, spread out for me to see. It was mind-bogglingly bad. I wanted to help her after that – become her friend, or her surrogate mother – but she wasn’t having it.
    

         
      The office is also the place for meetings and secret, unknowable 
      
      discussions among the staff. The trouble is, when the care company who owned this home bought it, they didn’t realise there was no soundproofing in the floors. Every word spoken on one floor is carried through the timbers to the next. I sometimes reckoned they’d done it deliberately, so they could listen to everything we said in case we were plotting murder or escape.
    

         
      Two hours have passed now since they found our beds empty, two hours in which all the staff have been shut in the office, making phone calls and talking in low voices. Strictly speaking, someone is meant to be available for Lara all the time but they mostly don’t bother. She’s no trouble and really, there’s nothing anyone can do with her. Occasionally, someone might say, ‘Lara, do you fancy a walk down to the tarn?’ or, ‘Lara, shall we drive into Windermere for an ice cream?’ But she’ll just fix them with her vacant, brown-eyed stare, or look away from them. No one understands that she can’t leave her tiny, silent world. She’s locked herself in and stepping outside is dangerous.
    

         
      She’s always on the lookout, though, always alert. She needs to know what’s going on around her, and when to hide. She keeps a glass in her drawer, wrapped up in an old jumper, and when the low voices start downstairs, she takes it out and holds it to the floor, her ear pressed softly against it so the words can drift up to her like smoke.
    

         
      This morning, she heard Danny make the first phone call to the police. ‘I’d like to report two missing fifteen-year-old girls,’ he said. Then he told the person on the other end of the line that he believed we’d run away overnight, but we were vulnerable young people and there could be threatening adults out there, waiting for us…
    

         
      Mad mothers and pimps.
    

         
      He gave our names and brief descriptions and when he came off the phone he said to the others, ‘An officer will be round within the next hour.’
    

         
      It’s just after midday now, and here comes the knock. Lara listens as the door creaks open and a strong, male voice says, ‘I’m PC Graham French and this is my colleague, WPC Muzna Rahman.’
      
    

         
      She hears the sound of boots against the tiled floor and the door close behind them. They lower their voices to the ground. Through the glass, Lara listens.
    

         
      ‘We found two girls matching your description this morning. One is with us at the station. She says her name is Hope. I am very sorry to have to tell you that the other girl is dead.’
    

         
      There is a stunned silence.
    

         
      Then Clare says, ‘But it’s Christmas Day,’ as if somehow Christmas ought to make death impossible.
    

         
      ‘I know this is a terrible shock. It’s a terrible shock for Hope, too, as you can imagine. She’s finding it very difficult to talk to us. She hasn’t yet told us the other girl’s name, and we need an appropriate adult to be with her in the interview room to support her. Her friend – if that’s what she was to Hope – was dead at the scene. The paramedics took her to hospital. You can expect a call sometime today from the mortuary staff. They’ll be needing someone to formally identify the body.’
    

         
      Danny clears his throat. ‘I’ll be able to do that,’ he says. He’s the only bloke here, so he pretends to be tougher than he is.
    

         
      Gillian says, ‘How did she die?’
    

         
      ‘We can’t be certain at this stage, but the circumstances surrounding the death look suspicious. The state of the body suggests drowning, and we did find her on the lake shore; but there are other injuries that lead us to believe this could be a murder case. Hope isn’t telling us very much, but she is our key witness. Assuming that they left here together, we think she was there throughout the whole process, and that she didn’t leave her friend’s side.’
    

         
      Silence again.
    

         
      Lara takes her ear away from the glass and wills them to stop talking. I know she’s no stranger to murder. She’s full of it. If a butcher reached into her guts, he’d pull out long strings of a buried, murderous past. He’d find it in every organ, every drop of her blood. She feels like she’s going to overflow now, spill murder on the floor for everyone to drown in.
      
    

         
      I watch as she takes herself to her wardrobe, climbs inside and sits there, letting the hanging clothes brush against her face, lovingly, like fingers.
    

         
      Like all of us, she is longing for her mother.
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            Helen

         

         All year, Helen had been saving for this. It was a perk of being the manager. She no longer had to pack the kids off to her ex-husband while she spent Christmas Day at work, trying to keep angry teenagers from running away, from tearing their rooms apart, from suicide. Now, she could spend it with her own two children, lavishing them with gifts and good things to eat, proving to them – because they always complained about it – that they really were more important than her job.

         Except they wouldn’t bloody get up. Their first Christmas together for ten years and they were still lolling about in bed, glued to their devices, barely glancing at the stockings she’d so carefully filled for them. It was something she’d always done; even when they’d gone to their dad’s, she’d smuggle them, fully stuffed, into the boot of her car and then discreetly hand them over to him before she left, just about trusting him to leave them by their beds on Christmas Eve. ‘Oh, it’s just the same stuff every year,’ Chloe said, when Helen couldn’t wait any longer and went into her room. ‘A pair of gloves, some hand cream, a few pens and some notebooks. I’ll look at it later, when I’m properly awake.’ And then she returned to Snapchat.

         Jack was even worse. He was playing a game of some kind and Helen wasn’t sure if he’d even been to sleep yet. Possibly, he was still lost in whatever zombie apocalypse he’d started when he came home last night. Or possibly, she no longer even had a son. It often felt to her as though he’d been kidnapped by the strange creatures in his iPad. He was almost unable to function off-screen – whenever he re-emerged, bleary-eyed and cognitively absent, he was forever desperate to get back to it.

         She made herself a coffee and thought about phoning her parents. But could she face it? Her dad, she’d realised when she saw them last weekend, was on his way out and her mother refused to acknowledge it. ‘Oh, he’s always been like that,’ she said, when Helen tried to talk to her about the fact that he’d climbed into the back seat of the car and spent five minutes looking for the steering wheel. He’d always been prone to mixing up his words – never could grasp the difference between Brie and Stilton, or sometimes even the train station and the marina – but he’d never been as absent as he was last week. Helen saw the future waiting for them like an open mouth: her dad lurching towards dementia; her mother unable to cope; and her, the only child, balancing teenage children and a full-time job with supporting the two of them 300 miles away.

         A new year was dawning, and that was the only change she could see. Otherwise, it would just be more of the same: the demands of her work; the evenings spent exhausted on the sofa with a six-pack of KitKats and Netflix, and the ever-expanding space in the house that used to be filled with children who needed her.

         She tried not to think about it. New Year was harder than Christmas in some ways – full of everyone’s remembrances and hopes for the future. It was enough to make her dizzy.

         The sudden, shrill ring of the telephone interrupted her thoughts. She picked it up, expecting the joyful, festive tones of her mother or ex-husband, phoning for the children.

         ‘Hello, Helen.’ The voice was familiar but so sombre and grave, she couldn’t place it. All she knew was that it carried bad news.

         ‘It’s Gillian,’ the voice continued.

         Work. They were phoning her at home on Christmas Day. This could only mean something awful.

         She tightened her grip on the phone. ‘What’s happened?’

         She could tell from the way Gillian spoke that this wasn’t the usual case of a young person self-harming or running away and ending up in police custody. It was more than that. She started tunnelling through all the recent dramas with the three girls they cared for, hunting for clues. Hope had been caught shoplifting and cautioned for shouting at a police officer; Annie had thrown a chair into her bedroom door and broken it; Lara was silent, as usual, but that didn’t mean there was nothing to worry about.

         There was a moment’s pause. Then, ‘Annie has passed away. A man found the body in the churchyard on the edge of Meddleswater early this morning. The police have said it’s suspicious. We’ve just had a call from the mortuary, and Danny’s about to leave to formally identify the body, but there seems to be little doubt. Hope was with her. She’s at the station now. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, Helen.’

         Helen couldn’t speak.

         Gillian said, ‘Everyone’s in shock here. I think we need—’

         ‘I’ll be over as soon as I can. Oh, God. I’m meant to be putting a turkey in the oven and the kids aren’t up…’ She heard her words and shook herself suddenly. ‘Sorry, Gillian. What a stupid thing to say.’

         ‘Don’t worry.’

         ‘I’ll be there soon.’

         They said goodbye and she hung up. There was a chill in her stomach and a rawness to her chest, as though someone had sliced a chunk out of her flesh and left it to gape. Annie was dead. Murdered. It struck Helen, guiltily, that she’d have been less shocked if it were Hope who’d been killed. An abrupt and brutal ending to her life seemed … not fitting, of course, she’d never say that, but somehow inevitable. But Annie? The one girl Helen had thought might be able to break out of this misery because she should never really have been in care in the first place, and because she was bright and also quite lovely if you gave her a chance. They were all quite lovely, if you gave them a chance.

         She couldn’t help herself. As she went upstairs to break the news to Jack and Chloe that they wouldn’t be having Christmas together after all, she started racking her brain, wondering if the CQC would launch an investigation into standards of care at a home that allowed a vulnerable young girl to wander away at night and be murdered.

         Neglect. They could do her for neglect. Annie and Hope were always running off together, disappearing into the fells for hours, coming back to the home wild-eyed, bedraggled and high as kites. She should have put a stop to it. She should have paid waking-night staff to sit downstairs every evening and make sure no one got out. The trouble was, she’d already done that. It cost £75 a night and she was meant to be running this home on a shoestring. The cuts to funding were becoming more frequent and more severe, and the place was being shut down in March. Extra staff were an extravagance they could no longer afford.

         But now Annie was dead and someone would have to be blamed. Dear God, she wasn’t paid enough for this.
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         They’re both looking at me, proper tough. ‘For the last time, Hope. What was the name of the girl you were with this morning?’

         ‘Annie,’ I say. ‘Annie the Tranny.’

         The one who’d spoken raises an eyebrow.

         ‘Alright, not tranny,’ I tell him. ‘Lezzer. Annie the Lezzer. Doesn’t sound as good, though, does it?’

         The police officers glance at each other and say something with a few nods and gestures. It’s a code I’m not meant to understand, but I do. I’m not a bit surprised when the bloke says, ‘OK, that’s enough, Hope. We’re going to arrest you now on suspicion of murder…’

         One of them puts his hands on my shoulders, firmly so I can’t move away. The other one bolts handcuffs round my wrists. I think about kicking off, then change my mind. I could do with a break somewhere peaceful, like a prison cell.

         ‘Where are you taking me?’

         ‘To the custody suite. We’ll be formally interviewing you later. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if…’

         Blah, fucking blah.

         I hear her voice again as they lead me down a cold corridor lined with heavily bolted doors. Bastards, she’s whispering, so clearly I spin my head round to see if she’s beside me. She’s not.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         So they’ve left me alone, banged up in a cell as if I’m the one who killed her. It’s pretty much what I imagined a cell would be like – about six feet square with a concrete block taking up half the space. It’s meant to be a bed but there are no covers, just a blue plastic mat like the ones they make you do headstands on at school. There’s also a low metal toilet, but it’s filthy with the piss of criminals, and I’d rather just shit my pants, thank you very much.

         This is what happens in a police station when they get fed up with your smart-alec answers. They take it as evidence of your guilt. They said they’d haul me back in when I’m ready to co-operate. That’ll be never.

         ‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,’ I said. I saw someone on TV saying that once. It really pissed them off. I like playing around with people’s heads. I learned it from her. I learned pretty much everything I know from her, including how to swear and how to lie.

         ‘You’ll never survive if you don’t toughen up,’ she told me. ‘The world’ll eat you alive.’

         She was right. The world is eating me alive. I’m nothing more than a bright-red wound and my words keep coming out covered in blood.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         It’s easier being alone. Easier to feel like she’s here, I mean. In the silence, I lie back and feel her all around me. Invisible, but present. It was always like this if she ever went away. I’d lie in bed on my own, and even though there was no body to reach for, it still felt as though she was by my side. I suppose that’s what love is. Maybe that’s what ghosts are – the love that won’t stop, even though they’re gone, so strong it’s as physical as life.

         If I close my eyes, I can see her now. She’s standing beside me, dressed all in black, forever half in love with death. She takes her tarot deck from the bag slung over her shoulder – she carried those cards everywhere with her; said she wasn’t setting foot even one moment in the future unless she knew what it held. She pulls out a card. The two of cups. I know what that means, of course. It’s us as we were before it all went bad between us, nothing but love and passion and joy. Then she pulls out another one and waves it in front of my face.

         The tower, she says. The worst one. All that’s good is collapsing.

         There’s anger in her voice and I open my eyes with a start. I want the room to be filled with her again, but something has shifted. She’s gone, and not even love is enough to conjure her back.
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      I’ve never seen her like this. Of the two of us, she was always the softer one, the better behaved, the most polite. It was me who dragged her down, with my murky biography and crazy, angry ways. We were an unlikely love match, that was true – opposite in so many ways – but where it mattered we were the same. She understood me, and there is nothing more erotic than being understood, especially when the rest of the world finds you impossible.
    

         
      I suppose she’s in shock. It does strange things to people. She needs to stop lying, though. She’s getting herself into trouble and she’s already messed everything up. The investigation needs to get back on track. I don’t mind being sacrificed, but something good has to come of it now, and that’s all in her hands.
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      I don’t feel bad for her, not really. I feel bad for Lara. She doesn’t need all this. She’s already mad enough. I’d wanted to do her a favour. I’d wanted to protect her. Now, I think I’ve made everything worse.
    

         I want to say. It will all be OK, Lara.

         
      But it won’t be OK. Anyone can tell that. Lara’s as dead as I am. There’s not a chance here of a happy ending.
    

         
      She still isn’t speaking. This morning’s news has changed something in her, though, and she at least wants to be in a room with others now. The staff look pretty disappointed about it. They’d wanted to spend these first minutes after the police left drinking tea together and sharing their shock and grief, but of course they can’t discuss it around Lara, not unless Lara speaks first, which everyone knows she isn’t going to do.
      
    

         
      The fact that Lara is no stranger to murder doesn’t make this one any easier to deal with. She never used to speak to either of us, but our rooms are close to each other and the walls are thin, so she’d overhear all the private details of our lives: the agitated pacing of floorboards at night; the murmured phone calls; the unexpected, gentle weeping. Now, there’s only silence. Lara has never known silence in houses before. She’s only known the dangerous uproar of fierce adult misery, and simply exists in her own time and space, far away from the noise and terror of others.
    

         
      The staff keep on talking to her, though. She hears their voices as a drone in the air around her. ‘Would you like a drink, Lara?’ they’ll ask now and then and sometimes, they’ll even touch on the subject of Annie. ‘What happened to Annie was terrible,’ Clare says. ‘But you mustn’t be frightened, because the police will catch whoever did it.’
    

         You mustn’t be frightened. All her life, people have said that to Lara, as though any fear is her own fault, as though it’s really just a silly thing to be afraid of all this – these people and the things they do to each other, all around her, all the time, the awful things she can’t stop.

         You mustn’t be frightened. She stands up from her seat and backs slowly out of the kitchen, away from these women and their feeble language. There is no sense in speech. All words are useless.
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            Helen

         

         No one should have to do this without a 4x4, but no one who worked in a children’s home could afford one, and Helen’s Fiat Panda just wasn’t up to it. The track from the main road was long, rocky and potholed and could wreck a car in an instant. It was worst on winter evenings. A couple of weeks ago, she’d missed sight of a rock in the darkness and ended up with a flat tyre, a broken exhaust and cracked bumper.

         It ought to have been as hard for the girls to escape this place as it was for anyone else to get to it. They should have been afraid to step into this landscape alone, to face the endless hulks of the mountains, the impenetrable mists, the ice and the violent winds.

         Annie, she was certain, would never have done it without Hope, but Hope was afraid of nothing. All she really wanted, everyone knew, was to throw herself away. She was always on the lookout for how to do it. There was a recklessness to her, an I-don’t-care-if-it-kills-me-I’m-going-to-do-it-anyway-and-don’t-pretend-you-care-enough-to-stop-me attitude it was impossible to strip her of. She’d have walked a tightrope over a motorway, just for the sheer, bloody risk of it. It was something that impressed Annie – that deep vulnerability dressed up as cockiness – and Annie had followed her like a lone, obsessive fan.

         And now she was dead.

         Helen parked off track, a few minutes’ walk from the house. The morning was cold. The earth beneath her feet had been hardened by winter and there was no sign yet of the movement of life below. She shivered as she reached a bend in the path that wound over the fells to Tilberthwaite. The house itself stood before her, unseen by any except the most steadfast hikers. Those who did see it were charmed by it – the deep, rural remoteness; its aged crookedness; the view over the water to the rugged fells beyond. Their hearts lurched with envy at the thought of real lives being lived out in this place. They had no idea, Helen thought, no idea at all.

         Four thousand pounds a week it cost to house a child here, in this particular home, and it was rare any of them lasted for long. They came and went like storms, dumping their catastrophes and moving on. Catastrophe followed these children, or perhaps it was truer to say catastrophe was a part of them. It was their foundation; their brains were wired for it. They could no more avoid it than other children could avoid love.

         Helen’s aims had changed over the sixteen years she’d been doing this job. She used to think she could be like Michelle Pfeiffer in Dangerous Minds, showing up to work with sullen, violent teenagers and saving them from gang warfare simply by introducing them to the right poetry. She laughed now at how naïve she’d been back then, but of course you had to start out like that. You had to start out with the thought that you could make a difference to someone, or you’d never get out of bed. Now, though, she considered a placement successful if it lasted longer than six months and if the child left for some reason other than that they’d punched someone’s lights out or were about to be shut away in a young offenders’ institution.

         The front door was unlocked. She walked in and immediately she could feel it: the brutal tension in the atmosphere; the build-up; the appalling sense that something else awful was about to happen. They’d need to work with Lara straight away, get her therapist in (on Christmas Day?), stop the shock and fear from escalating to crisis.

         Clare and Gillian were in the kitchen, grey-faced and silent as they sat round the table. Their faces broke with relief as she entered, as though each of them were visibly handing over a burden. But Helen had no idea what to do with this. She’d never been trained in how to manage staff when a child in their care had been killed, never even dreamed such a thing would happen here, to her. This was the distant drama of television, of newspapers, social media. It wasn’t meant to be lived.

         She took off her coat and draped it over the back of a chair. ‘I’m so sorry for what you’re going through,’ she said. That was the way to deal with this for now. Kindness and support, not judgement, although of course she’d have to get to the bottom of it. Annie hadn’t been murdered in her bed. She’d obviously gone out at night when she wasn’t meant to leave the house unsupervised. The media would be all over this, dragging the home – and Helen, especially Helen – through the mud for failing to look after her.

         She said, ‘Where’s Lara?’

         It was Gillian who answered. ‘She was down here a while ago. She’s gone back to her room.’

         Helen nodded. ‘I’ll go and talk to her in a minute. Let me get you both some tea, and then I’ll need you to tell me what happened. Has Danny gone?’

         ‘He left about ten minutes ago.’

         ‘He should have waited. I feel like it ought to be my job, to identify the body.’

         Clare smiled weakly. ‘You know how macho he likes to be.’

         Helen went over to the worktop and flicked the kettle on. It was big, this kitchen, much bigger than the one she had at home. There was a range cooker, oak units, granite worktops, a table that could seat eight, an island where people could play card games or drink tea and chat. The message to these young people was meant to say, We believe you are worth this. Comfortable, homely surroundings and staff who cared – these were the foundations for healing and ambition. No one could move forwards with their lives if they were given only the starkest and cheapest the world had to offer.

         Helen filled a teapot, carried it to the table and sat down. ‘So,’ she said. ‘I know everyone is in shock. I am, too.’

         Gillian started crying.

         Helen went on, ‘And I know you are all desperate to get home. I know this. But if we can, we need to work together for the sake of Lara – and Hope when they release her, which presumably they will do at some point. I’ve thought this through and I can’t ask temporary staff to come in now and take over, not when we’re dealing with trauma. The girls need familiar faces. So I am asking each of you to please stay for the rest of your shift. It’s a big ask, I know it is, and if you can’t manage, I will step in and stay tonight…’

         Gillian said, ‘We have to stay, anyway. The police have said they’ll be back later to speak to us.’

         Of course. Helen wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought of that. She nodded slowly. ‘Thank you.’ Then she added, ‘I won’t pretend I’ve ever dealt with anything like this before.’
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