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‘It’s hard to believe when you see a person’s 

face that you’re not looking at their soul.’	

 

	–Donna Tartt, ‘The Secret History’ 











 

 

 

 

Town

 

Time will smooth this over like river stones. 

Nestled between the coast and a sleepy 

stretch of farmland, Lindleigh has the air of 

somewhere arranged to seem gentler than it 

is. A home for second marriages and 

summer markets, for lavender honey and 

locally made candles named things like 

Seafoam Sunday. The kind of place where 

the school mascot wears a pastel hoodie, 

baristas write your name in stars, and where 

lawns are trimmed so meticulously it feels 

unmannerly to walk past them with scuffed 

shoes.

A region that had never once been in the 

national news, until Sana Mercer vanished.

The first articles were screened with drone 

shots of Lindleigh University and photos of 

the town centre dusted with fairy lights.

Locals speak of the incident today as that 
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dark year or what happened with those 

girls.

Lindleigh is still sleepy. Still pretty. Still 

lined with window boxes and painted 

porches. Sits steadily by the sea and pretends 

it is not wet in its bones. If you stand in the 

right spot, you can almost believe nothing 

has ever gone wrong. But grief is a tide 

rising until it buries a town.
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One

 

Odessa would remember everything.

Not just her date of birth, favourite pastry, 

usual coffee order or the items on the wish 

list saved on her phone.

But the low creak of the stairs as Sana 

came home from her part-time shift at the 

campus coffee shop, and the faint citrus note 

of the detergent trailing behind her like 

steam.

She would remember her hair still damp 

with sweat at the roots, and how she carried 

her toiletries in both arms like a small child–

rolled towel, clean oversized shirt, zippered 

bag sagging with product.

It was late, nearly tomorrow. The lights in 

the street were off, but no one had really 

gone to sleep yet. Odessa sat on the floor of 

the hallway, scrolling through something she 

wouldn’t be able to recall later. A video, an 

ad of a bag she already owned, a photo of 
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someone else’s party. Her knees tucked up, 

her fingers buzzed dully from screen-glow. 

Sana stood in the doorway to the 

bathroom, turning back like she’d only just 

noticed Odessa there. 

‘You haven’t forgotten, have you?’ 

Her voice wasn’t sharp, just habitual. She 

was always asking things like that–Did you 

text them back? Are you still bringing the 

camera?

Odessa used to joke that Sana was born at 

forty-two. The amount of times Sana felt the 

need to remind her of certain plans had 

offended her many times before.

‘Lilian’s birthday surprise, I know.’ Odessa 

rolled her eyes, a little too hard, just for 

show. ‘You’re such a Mum.’

‘Remember last time?’ Sana said, stepping 

into the steamy flicker of the bathroom 

light. She was already pulling her hoodie off, 

muttering something else that Odessa didn’t 

catch.

‘See you tomorrow,’ Sana added, just 

before she shut the door.

‘Tomorrow, bitch,’ said Odessa with a 

grin. It felt like Sana remembered her 
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shortcomings best. To nag her or to improve 

her–it was hard for Odessa to make out 

sometimes.

Later, from her room before she fell asleep, 

she heard the soft thud of Sana’s door 

closing. The sound of the lock latching 

before Sana headed to bed. Odessa heard it 

a thousand times before, trivial and tender. 

The sound that meant nothing–until it was 

the last thing. 
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Two

 

On October 16th at eight o’clock, no one 

knows why Sana Mercer is late. Odessa 

Hart waits at their usual window spot inside 

Firkin Coffee. Mindlessly checks her emails.

No news about lectures being cancelled. 

Her arms sore from a workout earlier. There 

was a missed call from Sana last night, but 

no follow-up message if it had been 

important. Odessa drafts a new text message 

to Sana with half a croissant between her 

teeth.

 

Up at the crack of dawn to work out 

because we’re being “productive” 

later. Please clap

 

Sana and Odessa usually start their 

weekdays at Firkin coffee shop, grab a 

discounted drink from Sana’s boss, and talk 

about their plans, or something new to add 



16







to a conversation they had the day before. 

Sana only lives two doors down the same 

corridor, but their mutual perfect routine 

prompts them to meet outside first thing in 

the morning. To boost their productivity, 

and essentially to turn their first term on its 

head, becoming improved versions of 

themselves.

Next to her usual oat cappuccino, Odessa 

has an unopened bag containing a takeaway 

croissant for Sana. She is done eating when 

she lets out a drawn-out sigh. She leans back 

in her chair, turning in all directions. Her 

fingers tap on the round wooden table. She 

shifts position and crosses her legs. 

Haven’t they just talked about how much 

they dislike people being late? It must have 

been a couple of days before. Saying how it’s 

disrespectful to them and their time. It 

hasn’t been the first time complaining about 

it to Sana, either.

People are starting to notice Odessa is 

alone, or at least she imagines they are. 

Sitting there with two drinks, like someone 

waiting for a flaky date. Like she doesn’t 

have better places to be.
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Odessa gets up from her chair, and takes 

Sana’s coffee to-go, stuffs the pastry into her 

tote bag. A quick text wouldn’t hurt, she 

thinks. 

Lectures start after an hour. Sana doesn’t 

show up. The professor doesn’t notice this, 

but Sana has attended every lecture this year. 

Even stays through the pointless ones. 

‘So she’s ill as well, is she?’ someone who 

knows them asks. ‘Flu’s been making the 

rounds. Poor girl.’ 

Only Odessa doesn’t know if Sana is ill. 

And she hasn’t noticed about a flu going 

around. 

Hidden beneath the desk, she types out 

another message to Sana. 

 

Told the prof you were ill so she 

didn’t mark you absent. Ure welcome

 

In the afternoon after lectures, Odessa 

makes her way back to the halls. She knocks 

on Sana’s door. 

Nothing comes back, her door remaining 

locked. The text messages remain unread, 

calls unheard. 
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Odessa skims text messages from her 

parents asking about her next trip back 

home, exams and ideas for Grandma’s 90th 

birthday.  

There’s a message from Bastien left sitting 

there for days. He lives in his own flat off 

campus. Maybe Sana changed her mind at 

the last minute last night and stayed over. It 

wouldn’t be the first time. 

Their relationship, in Odessa’s eyes, is too 

sweet sometimes. The honeymoon phase 

should have dissolved by now, but somehow 

never has. But Sana is happy, and for 

someone who’s always had one foot halfway 

out the door, Bastien seems strangely 

devoted. Odessa dials his number. 

He sounds out of breath, like he’s been on 

a run. 

‘She texted me when she got back to her 

room, then said Good night.’

‘When was that?’

Odessa hears him tapping on his phone. 

‘Half eleven.’ 

‘And nothing after?’

‘No.’

‘You weren’t worried when she didn’t text 
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today?’

‘I messaged her, yeah, but I figured she was 

just tied up with uni or with you lot…’ A 

beat. ‘Right, well, now I’m worried.’

Odessa almost forgets Lilian’s birthday 

party, and ends up being late, missing the 

whole surprise part of it. She’s in a sleek 

dress, mindlessly chosen from her wardrobe, 

and she feels a heel dangling off already.

The venue is a chic, intimate event space 

tucked away in a populous corner of the 

town, an eclectic mix of rustic charm with 

exposed brick walls and tall windows and 

modern lighting. The place is filled with lush 

ferns and hanging ivy, soft vintage furniture 

draped over with birthday gifts from the 

guests. 

A small stage in a corner, low circular 

tables scattered with velvet chairs and a long 

bar with a designated barkeeper. Sana rented 

this place with a small buffet with vegetarian 

and vegan options, and a chocolate cake 

covered with strawberries. The venue staff 

decorated the room with Lilian’s favourite 

pink and yellow shades and big letters that 

make out her name. For a space so big, 
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Lilian only has a group of ten of her 

girlfriends around her. 

Sana isn’t there, either. Again, no messages, 

not a birthday message, nor a Sorry I won’t 

make it. Her phone must be off, or out of 

battery, or perhaps even stolen. 

As the evening progresses and Odessa 

starts asking around, the girls look at each 

other with concern, shrugging shoulders. 

‘I mean, she’s probably just somewhere 

with someone, right?’ says Mira.

‘Disappearing for a few days doesn’t mean 

you’re missing… it means you want some 

privacy.’ 

‘She wouldn’t ghost Odessa, though? And 

she wouldn’t ditch Lilian’s birthday without 

a message? That’s kind of sociopathic, even 

for her?’

‘Thanks, Cass,’ says Odessa. 

‘Sorry. I meant sociopathic in a cute way. 

Like, detached? She is always a little… 

mythological?’ 

‘Like an old poem that only makes sense if 

you’re stoned.’ 

‘I’m sure she just changed her mind about 
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socialising. I skipped my cousin’s wedding 

last month and binge-watched Kitchen 

Nightmares.’ 

‘Except your cousin didn’t have to file a 

missing person’s report.’ 

‘Shut up, no one’s reporting her missing. 

She’ll turn up.’ 

‘I just saw her around campus yesterday? 

She was wearing those hideous corduroy 

overalls.’

‘They were a statement, to be frank.’ 

‘The statement was I stopped trying.’ 

‘I thought I saw her with Bastien, but he 

left on his own again.’

‘Should we cut the cake?’

‘That was the day before, Bri.’

‘You’re obsessed with people’s boyfriends, 

Cass.’

‘I don’t know, Odessa, sorry.’ 

‘I haven’t heard from her, either.’ 

‘Let me get you plates.’

‘Maybe something happened with her 

family. Where did they live? Japan?’ 

‘Cake anyone?’

‘They live in London.’ 

‘Oh. See, I’m sure she’s fine.’ 
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‘How big of a piece?’

‘Just tiny.’ 

They refill their glasses of champagne. 

Sana had lugged those bottles over to the 

venue herself a couple of days earlier, in said 

hideous overalls. 

Odessa bails first, the noise and chatting 

scraping at her nerves. She’s spent most of 

the time half listening, half zoning out. 

She lets Bastien know Sana never showed 

up. He calls Odessa back in the middle of 

the night, but with Odessa’s cheek on the 

cool pillow and a freckled hand underneath 

it, the night slips into morning. 

Sana misses her shift at Firkin Coffee. Her 

boss, Carlota, tells Odessa this, clearly 

annoyed she is made to stand in. It feels 

accusatory, like Odessa is supposed to know 

where Sana went.  

She wonders, should she ring Sana’s 

parents, or would that only worry them for 

no reason? She tells herself she’ll wait one 

more day. If Sana isn’t in London with 

them, she’ll call the police. 

Odessa skips her workout. She catches up 

on her reading, finishes a few assignments. 
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Grabs a bag of crisps from the supermarket. 

She goes for a walk–Lindleigh is small 

enough–stopping by the spots where Sana 

might turn up.  

There’s Lindleigh harbour, where small 

boats bob in the water, lined with colourful 

shop fronts and a seafood restaurant. 

The Old Market square opens again the 

following week, so the heart of town looks 

empty, only revealing the stone clock tower. 

She finds no one familiar at the cliffside 

walks, takes in the view of the sea. 

The wildflowers are wilting, and the 

benches are wet from rain. 

They never went inside before, but Odessa 

enters St. Ethel’s church, ivy-covered in its 

soft glory and the candlelight, now that the 

days are shorter. The silence engrosses her 

for a while as she sits down on an empty 

pew inside, looking straight ahead at the 

altar. 

Porcelain white figures look past her into 

voids. She doesn’t know what to pray for. Is 

it rude to pray for the best? Does it even 

count as a prayer if you’ve never done it 

before?
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She checks the popular pub in town called 

Wren & Whistle, which Sana likes for its 

crackling fireplace and its resident tabby cat 

she petted sometimes. It’s closed in the 

afternoon, and Odessa finds it empty when 

peeking through the quaint windows. 

The town is a time slowed down, 

unchanged and unshaped by Sana’s absence. 

It is unlike her to vanish like this. On her 

way back to the halls, as the sky darkens 

early, it occurs to Odessa that there’s one 

last thing she can check before alarming 

Sana’s parents. Surely she hasn’t tripped and 

fainted in her room? 

The janitor is visibly peeved when Odessa 

asks him to open Sana’s door with his 

master keys. ‘See? No one inside.’

Odessa thanks him and looks around. 

Her room is the exact same layout as 

Odessa’s down the corridor, small but 

thoughtfully arranged with big windows, 

offering a view of the campus greenery. The 

walls painted a soft, neutral colour, light 

grey with touches of white, some art prints 

that Sana hadn’t bothered framing before 

sticking them to the walls. 
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Her bed is the biggest thing inside the 

room, a twin-size with a muted green 

bedding, and a pile of beige plush pillows 

for comfort.  The bed is unslept in, her 

pillow fluffed. In the nightstand, a bunch of 

pens and some Aspirin.

There’s a desk against a wall, a cup with 

make-up products, a potted plant, a water 

bottle. Stacks of books, mostly academic, 

and classic literature. Sana’s laptop in her 

opened laptop sleeve, her charger resting 

plugged into the wall.

A small chair waits by the window, a 

throw blanket slouched over the back, 

Sana’s worn clothes strewn in a tired heap 

nearby. 

Her curtains haven’t been drawn, even 

though Sana always shuts out the night. Her 

make-up is tucked away in her toiletry bag. 

Her electric toothbrush is still plugged in, its 

green light blinking steadily.

Her wardrobe is tidy: crisp white shirts 

hanging in a neat row, cashmere jumpers 

and high-end jeans folded in careful stacks, 

her bags lined up beside silk scarves. Only 

her shoes lie in a loose scatter across the 
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floor. 

The room is empty of her phone, and a 

pair of trainers Odessa bought her last 

spring. Apart from that, nothing seems out 

of place at all, as if she’ll be back any 

second.

Odessa adjusts her sleeves, suddenly aware 

of how loud she’s been all day. She shouldn’t 

have felt that way about Sana before, when 

she could be facing serious danger. How at 

the coffee shop, she hated Sana for making 

her feel small, even when she wasn’t there. 

How part of her hoped Sana would come 

back because of how many more people 

would care about her going amiss.

The air is stiff suddenly, and Odessa 

reaches for the east window. A draft goes 

past her, rattles a poster on Sana’s wall.

Odessa closes her eyes, takes in the scent of 

her best friend. French lavender soap from 

Grasse, her scented dark berry candle, and 

her forgotten sandalwood and vanilla 

perfume. Still lingering, like Sana is just 

playing a joke, hiding underneath her plump 

blanket.

Of course, when Odessa opens her eyes 
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again, Sana is still gone. She remains gone 

for a long time.  
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I dream in colours that feel stolen.
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Three

 

The news find them at home.

Rento is in his home office, a spacious 

room lined with dark oak bookshelves filled 

with neatly arranged legal texts and old 

first-edition books. On his mahogany desk, 

important documents under review. The 

warm glow of his brass desk lamp. 

He’s only just finished a call when his 

phone buzzes. Odessa Hart lights up his 

screen. He almost ignores it, expecting his 

next appointment on call, but it’s an odd 

time for Odessa to ring him. 

Before Sana left for university, Odessa only 

ever called when Sana was in trouble. The 

last time she’d done that was years ago, 

when they were still teenagers.

‘How’s it going?’

‘Good, love. How are you?’

‘I’m okay,’ says Odessa, but there is an 

underlying urgency that sends a prickling 
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rush down his spine.

Rento straightens, already bracing. 

‘What’s happened?’ he asks.

Isla is in the kitchen, sitting by the marble 

island with a glass of white wine in her 

hand, flipping through the newspaper.

There is a stack she hasn’t touched for 

days, and she still has to go through. The 

house smells faintly of vanilla candles, 

mixing with the aroma of freshly brewed 

chamomile tea sitting untouched beside Isla. 

She spends her time like this as she waits 

for Rento to finish work so they can have an 

idle evening together. 

Rento appears in the doorway just then, 

his face ashen, phone clutched in his hand.

‘Honey, can you try calling Sana’s phone.’ 

It comes out not as a question but a 

demand.

Staring back at her husband, Isla feels for 

her phone on the island. She dials Sana’s 

number, the first number in her Favourites 

list, and puts the call on speaker.

It doesn’t ring. It goes straight to 

voicemail. Isla lets out small, nervous laugh 

as she asks him what’s happening. 
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She dials again, then repeatedly, each ring 

going unanswered, and tightening the knot 

in her stomach. 

‘I think we need to get to Lindleigh 

immediately,’ says Rento. ‘Odessa says 

Sana’s missing.’ 

Rento has already turned, moving with 

urgency towards the hallway, throwing over 

a coat, ready to do something, anything. 

‘What are you doing?’ Isla remains, 

overwhelmed by Rento’s grabbing the door 

handle. 

‘We need to go now.’

‘Wait, wait,’ says Isla, collecting herself at 

the same time. ‘We need to get our stuff. We 

need to call the police. We need to call into 

work.’

Rento lets go of the handle, looks down at 

himself, wiping something invisible off his 

body. ‘You’re right,’ he says, no longer 

concealing the panic in his voice. 

They have had many moments like this 

before, when they were worried sick about 

their daughter, called out to a hospital when 

she broke her leg on their ski trip, or when 

she fell asleep at Odessa’s and they thought 
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she had been abducted, or caught up in an 

accident. 

Every single time, it had been Isla who 

gathered her thoughts first, making game 

plans in her head while others were 

panicking. 

This time, though, the instinct arrives 

without the understanding of the situation. 

Her mind marches on, but the truth hasn’t 

quite caught up yet: her daughter has gone 

missing. 

Rento hears a door in the house swing 

shut, as though Sana just left.

 

*

 

A Japanese English second-year university 

student in Lindleigh goes missing and local 

authorities respond swiftly. 

By dawn on Saturday, the Mercers have 

already driven up from London, the 

motorway blurring past them in silence. 

They arrive hollow-eyed, carrying overnight 

bags and a terror that any parent would 

recognise. 

Police units concentrate their search 
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around the university and the coffee shop 

where Sana was last seen. Officers sweep the 

gardens and wooded paths, checking 

hedgerows and alleyways for anything 

dropped, disturbed. A phone, a scrap of 

fabric, a footprint softening in the mud. 

They knock on doors, hoping for a 

neighbour who might remember a sound, a 

shadow, a girl passing by. 

Detective Eden Nurain faces the press at 

the steps of Lindleigh Police Station. Her 

voice, clipped and steady, is carried across 

local television, radio, and social media.  

‘We urge anyone who saw or heard 

something unusual to come forward. No 

detail is too small.’

For Eden, this case is peculiar. Most 

missing students fall into familiar patterns–

an argument with parents, or friends, a 

night spun too far, a blackout followed by a 

train ride, a borrowed sofa in another city.  

They usually turn up again. 

But Sana did not vanish from her family 

home. She wasn’t seen spilling out of a club, 

wasn’t on the phone to a friend, wasn’t 

climbing into the wrong car. She was in her 
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room. And then she wasn’t.

The rule of thumb is merciless: if a girl has 

not returned within twenty-four hours, the 

chances of her coming back shrink by the 

hour. Police repeat it like a mantra to soften 

the blow for parents, though it never does. 

When Isla Mercer speaks to the press, she 

clutches her written statement in her hands 

but doesn’t seem to see the words in front of 

her. 

Her husband stands beside her, but she 

doesn’t register the cameras, only the crowd. 

‘We just want to know where she is. We’re 

praying for her safe return.’ 

She lowers the paper as she immediately 

forgets the faces in front of her. 

Scans the sea of strangers as if her 

daughter’s face might suddenly rise from it. 
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Town

 

The fateful morning blankets rolling hills, 

shoddy streets. Stone buildings breathe 

ancient air. Time is tight-knit, and it’s 

holding its breath.

One pub, one square, one clock tower that 

tolls each hour with a sound that feels 

louder these days.

Nights are hushed unless students break 

them open with laughter. That hasn’t ceased.

The police station is noisier than usual, 

uniforms chafing, radios crackling, boots 

scuffling against the floor. Car doors slam in 

sequence. Nature carries on, inviting and 

indifferent.

It begins, as many stories do, with a 

missing girl. It begins also with the weary 

refrain from those who receive such reports: 

girls vanish all the time. 

The endings are well-rehearsed. They ran 

away. They asked for trouble. They burned 
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too brightly and paid the cost. Bad luck. Bad 

choices. Young women are restless, naïve, 

bound for disaster. They are made of such 

unpredictable nature. 

The photo chosen for the missing person’s 

headshot was taken in secondary school. 

Sana must have been sixteen there, the 

photo printed out in the drug store off 

Odessa’s new point-and-shoot camera that 

her grandfather passed down. She was 

messing around with it, uncertain if it was 

still working or not.

Sana’s face hadn’t changed a bit in the five 

years since then. Sana has always worn her 

hair the same way, dark, cascading over her 

shoulders, a fringe hiding her forehead. She’s 

wearing her school uniform, slightly 

dishevelled, as it would be after a day of 

wearing them. 

She gives the impression of someone 

fleeting; the camera caught her just as she 

was slipping away into another thought, or 

another world. Or she could have been tired 

when the picture was taken.

Maybe this photo was chosen because of 

the resilience in her demeanour, like it is the 
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only documented visual proof where she 

openly carries this seldom sorrow. One that 

doesn’t seek pity but rather exists as an 

unshakable part of her being. 

She looks straight at the camera, like she is 

waiting for an answer through the lens.

It is almost too fitting, this photograph–the 

one where she looks less like a girl and more 

like an omen.

On social media she appears more elusive. 

Birthday cake, colourful doors, the coffee 

shop table with her drink on it, Odessa 

tagged on the other side. Library books and 

high windows, empty chairs in the corner of 

a thrift store, late night takeout. Lindleigh’s 

nature and London’s roofs, parks and pub 

scenes. Blankets, an abandoned game of 

cards after a party, half-empty cans and 

messy group selfies. Hallway film night, ice 

cream dates, being silly waiting for the bus 

or at the supermarket. Enjoying family 

holidays in Bangkok, New York, her gap 

year in Paris, falling on her bum skiing. 

Odessa flipping off the camera, her 

boyfriend’s back in his open kitchen at his 

flat, clouds during a sunset. A funny 
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Halloween costume where Sana wears a 

fake bob, a leopard pattern top, and huge 

sunglasses, holding a prop cigar. 

Messing with Odessa’s hair or face, or 

their cheeks pressed together, tongues 

poking out. 

Little to no photos of Sana herself, 

remaining mostly behind the camera. A life 

of unreachable joys documented for 

everyone to see online but kept private 

enough to reveal nothing much at all. Both 

present and absent, witness and participant. 

The blanks fill by themselves. 

Sana, the mystery. Cheerful, confident girl. 

Someone’s daughter, someone’s friend, 

someone’s girlfriend. Too good, too bright, 

too vain, too careless, too stubborn. 

The narrative shifts in shapes adjusting to 

each retelling, at the pub, in the queue at the 

grocers. Each makes of her what they need: 

a warning, a tragedy, a ghost in the making. 

Candles appear in windowsills. Students 

spread comments, post a tribute, though 
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