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CHAPTER 1


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      I met my daughter under unusual circumstances.

      To say I wasn’t prepared for what happened to me, and my daughter, would be an understatement. No one could predict waking up one day to endure the events I endured. But I lived through them, and in return for my suffering, the universe gave me a child.

      Everything started on a cold January day. A Saturday. I’d had a stressful start to the morning, with two awkward and unpleasant phone calls. My husband, Simon, insistent on keeping the house in the divorce, took pleasure in reminding me that he’d paid the full deposit and over half of the mortgage payments.

      His clipped voice muttered, “It’s only fair.”

      Rolling my eyes, I listened as he gave me more reasons, but I didn’t argue.

      Ten minutes after I’d hung up with Simon, my mum called to tell me I should under no circumstances let Simon keep the house and that I was weak and stupid for marrying him at all.

      “The man is a narcissist. He’s going to say whatever works to make you give up everything. Don’t allow him to take everything, Zoe. He doesn’t deserve it,” she ranted. “Fight back.”

      “Sure,” I lied.

      And as she carried on, I stopped listening, because she wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know. Then I did feel weak and stupid—which made me agitated. The four walls of that much-contested house closed in on me until I had to get out. So I hung up, grabbed my car keys, and drove out to the one place I felt alive and alone.

      My fingernails drummed against the steering wheel as I ventured into the Peak District, passing the popular beauty spots like Stanage Edge, until there were no more walkers striding across the landscape. It took thirty minutes or so to find the place I loved. But as soon as I saw my hidden parking spot in the middle of a seemingly forgotten valley, I exhaled with relief.

      The January wind bit deep into my body, taking a chunk out of my lungs when I tried to breathe. I set off jogging up the long, shallow hill, forcing my muscles to work hard. As I warmed, I tried to push the voices of my husband and my mother out of my mind. Mum’s tuts and staccato-quick judgements. Simon’s nasally whine, the one that made my ovaries shrivel into raisins. Three years earlier, a few months after our wedding, I’d suggested that I come off the pill so we could try for a baby. He’d disagreed. Now the thought of bearing his child made me want to vomit.

      And in the back of my mind were those words from my mum: “weak and stupid.” My feet pounded the tarmac, left foot weak, right foot stupid. Holding on to the house meant keeping Simon in my life for longer. It meant putting up with his gaslighting, whining, and passive aggression. It meant listening to him talk about how much he loved his new girlfriend, the twenty-year-old administrative assistant he’d sweet-talked into afternoon delights between meetings. It meant fighting a man I never wanted to see ever again.

      I breathed, letting it all out, and slowly, my rounded shoulders moved up and back as the coil of my muscles unfurled. All around me stretched the moorland with its dead, burnt-brown heather and scrubby grass. I remained vaguely aware of a farm about half a mile behind me. Its presence made me feel less alone. I’d often considered the fact that it might be dangerous to jog in such a secluded spot, but then I reminded myself that I could run to the farm to get help. It seemed like the best of both worlds: I got to see the untouched parts of the landscape. I got to be alone. But I always had a place to ask for help.

      I wore bright running gear, even in the early afternoon like today. I kept my keys in my pocket and planned to poke them through my knuckles if anything bad happened. I never listened to music, always aware of my surroundings, paying close attention to the sound of passing cars or other people. But those who want to do others harm will always find away, no matter what.

      And then it happened.

      In an empty field, the little girl appeared from behind an oak tree like a fairy-tale nymph. Dressed in shorts so ill-fitting they cut into her waist and a T-shirt that rode up her torso to reveal her belly button, she shivered and clutched her tiny body for warmth. My heart could hardly take it all in. I let out a muted yelp when I saw her. It was the strangest feeling, like I’d stepped into a movie or a television show. My brain told me that it wasn’t possible for a child to be standing alone in a field in January. And yet, she was there.

      “Hello,” she said.

      Finally, my body leapt into action. I hurried over to the wall, searching for a jutting stone to help me climb. She pointed to a stile a few metres down the road. I sprinted over to it and ran into the field to get to her.

      “Hello,” she said again, a bright, if quivering, grin on her face. “What’s your name?”

      She shivered violently, her poor skinny knees knocking together. She clearly hadn’t had a bath in days. Her fingernails were filthy and her ankles black. I slipped out of my jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      “I’m Zoe,” I said. “Wh…What are you doing out here alone?”

      “I ran away. But now I’d like to go home to my mummy, please. Can you take me?”

      “Of course, I can. Where do you live?”

      She sounded it out carefully, her eyebrows rising and her chin bobbing up and down in concentration. “Eye. Vee. Cwoss.”

      While I thought about what she meant, I rubbed her fingers with my hands, desperately trying to warm her up. “Eye. Vee. Oh, Ivycross. You live at the farm?”

      She nodded enthusiastically.

      “Is it okay if I pick you up?”

      “Yes,” she said, and her face lit up. Genuinely happy to be lifted into my arms, she even nestled her head into my neck. “Thank you, Zoe.”

      The earnestness in her tone made my scalp tingle. What had happened here? Why wasn’t she wearing clothes that fit her? Or a coat and boots? She had on scruffy trainers with the stitching falling apart. A squirming, uncomfortable horror crept up inside me as I carried her back to the place that had allowed this to happen. I was tempted to put her in my car and drive her straight to the nearest police station. Fear stopped me from doing that because… would it be kidnapping? Would I be convicted of a crime? Would it make everything worse for the child in my arms?

      My thoughts looped around until I settled on a compromise. I decided to take her back to the farm and call the police while I waited in my car for them to arrive.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her, realising I didn’t know.

      “Maddie.”

      “That’s so pretty.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I think so too.”

      Her response made me chuckle. She wasn’t afraid of strangers at all.

      “How long have you been out here, Maddie?”

      “Not long,” she said.

      “Why were you behind the tree?”

      “I was playing a game.”

      “Like hide-and-seek?”

      “Yes!” She laughed. “I was playing it with you.”

      I shook my head. “But you don’t know me.”

      “I saw you.”

      “But how could I find you if I didn’t know I was playing?”

      Maddie slapped her head like I was stupid.

      Wow, rough crowd. First my mum and now this kid.

      “I was seeking,” she said. “I had to find you.”

      I stepped onto the farm with Maddie in my arms, and a sense of dread lay cold and hard at the bottom of my belly. I’d never seen the place close up. A dead body had more life in it than the farm. No livestock brayed or cooed. I passed a beaten-up Land Rover. Facing the house, my gaze trailed up to the windows. Every curtain was drawn shut, blocking the view within. There were no ornaments or vases on the windowsills, just the dirty fabric of those old curtains. To my left, I noticed several sunken and decaying outbuildings and a long barn. No one used those buildings. No one had bothered to fix the broken window or brush away the crumbling brick. I approached the door with reticence, my heart beating hard.

      “Zoe,” Maddie said, pulling me from my fears. She wasn’t smiling anymore. “Can you put me down now please?”

      I gently placed her down on those broken shoes.

      “You’re very nice,” she said.

      At first, I thought I’d imagined the sadness in her voice. But when a pair of strong arms grabbed me by the neck, I realised I had not imagined it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      I blanket a chilled macaroni-cheese bake with a layer of cling film. I place it in my sensible Volvo alongside a bag of brand-new underwear and socks. I get in and drive down the coastal road towards Penry, a small Cornish village, over three hundred miles from the wild Peak District moors. As I take a left turn, sea air drifts in through the open window. I pull in three lungfuls to help calm my pattering heart. Taking my time, I drive towards Parvati and Dev Shah’s house. They are my friends who are going through the kind of pain I hope to never experience.

      On the outside, I appear normal. Here I am, a suburban mum doing suburban mum things. Inside, I’m screaming, fearing the worst. At a traffic light, I see a torn poster flapping and fluttering against a lamppost. A few tourists pass it, their eyes skimming the image of the smiling teenage girl. Tremors dance across my skin. My heart aches for the Shahs. Then I can’t stop thinking about him, the man who choked me until I passed out. The man who dragged me to his barn and tied me up.

      All around the world, women are being killed. What if Riya Shah is one of those women? She’s a girl, really. At sixteen years old, she’s still a child. And she’s been missing for two weeks. A week before that, I shared a bottle of Rosé with Parvati in the Black Swan. We sat in the window, watching a hen party stumble by. They waved, and we waved back, grinning at the young woman dressed in a veil and white stilettos. Now Parvati’s daughter is missing, and everything has changed. Beautiful Riya. My daughter’s best friend. I wish I weren’t thinking about what happened to me in that barn.

      The Shahs live in a beautiful home overlooking the Celtic Sea. Their lawn swoops down towards the coast, met first by the outer edge of a holiday park. I can hear the distant sound of music from the caravans. Sweet, early-summer air throws up the scent of Parvati’s gorgeous, magenta honeysuckle. I park on the drive and pick up the things from the boot.

      Dev answers the door, glassy-eyed and stiff. He notices the casserole dish in my arms and waves me into the house. “You didn’t have to, but thank you.”

      “It’s just macaroni cheese. Gabe mentioned that Sadiq liked it at school.”

      “He does,” Dev says. “Here, I’ll take it.”

      He leads me through to the kitchen and places the dish inside the fridge. I notice several other dishes there too. At least they have food.

      “I also brought…” I regard the bag in my hands. “Sorry, I hope this isn’t taken the wrong way, but I thought you might need some fresh clothes.”

      “We do. Thank you.” He takes it from my hands and places it on the kitchen counter. “Would you like a cup of tea?” His motions are robotic, his voice soft monotone. There are half-moon bruises beneath his bloodshot eyes. The Dev I know is always smiling. This is a different version, a stranger.

      “No. I won’t keep you long.” I find myself giving him that smile—the patronising one I remember from all those years ago. The smile of journalists and police officers that I found to be nothing more than performative. I hate myself for it. “Have you heard anything?”

      He shakes his head. “False information mostly. A witness thought they saw her in Aberdeen, but it was someone else.”

      Pain emanates from him like a swelling storm cloud, from the slope of his shoulders to the tight set of his jaw. I remember the haggard expression on my parents’ faces when they came to visit me in the hospital that first time. They’d both aged ten years in one week.

      “If there’s anything I can do to help,” I say, the words stilted and lame. I can’t find their girl for them. All I can do is imagine what a man might be doing to her right now.

      “You’ve done so much already, Zoe. Thank you. I hope Maddie is okay.”

      “She misses her friend, but she’s okay.”

      “Good. She’s a good girl.”

      Hearing him say that releases a tightness in my body that I hadn’t noticed.

      “Zoe.”

      I pull my gaze away from Dev to see Parvati standing in the doorway.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The words and her tone of voice—it all stings. Since Riya disappeared, Parvati’s demeanour with me has changed. And I don’t think it’s to do with her fear and grief. I think it’s me. I take her in, the way she vibrates with rage. Her hair, usually full of volume, is unwashed and clogged with grease. Her skin is blotchy and dust grey. Her arms are clamped tightly across her body, and she hovers far away from me like we’re enemies.

      “I brought some… um… food. And I’m going now. I…” My mouth hangs open, trying to find the words. After what I’ve been through, I should know what to say, but I don’t. “We’re all thinking of you. We know she’ll come home safe⁠—”

      “No, you don’t,” Parvati snaps. “You don’t know that at all.”

      “You’re right.” I back up, grab my handbag from the counter, and make my way towards the door. “You’re completely right. I’m so sorry, I know how⁠—”

      “You know from your own experience? Yeah, you’ve mentioned that,” Parvati says bitterly. “Thank you for coming here to remind us of what happened to you.”

      Dev raises a hand to calm her. “That’s unkind. Zoe came to help.”

      “No one can help us,” Parvati says, her voice breaking. “Our child is gone. Can’t you see that?”

      I linger by the doorway, desperate to cross the space between us and comfort my friend. But I don’t. She doesn’t need to say what she means, because it’s written across her face. She stares at the scar on my hand, no doubt remembering what happened to me and imagining the same thing happening to her child. I’m a reminder of all the horrible things that can happen to girls like Riya. I shouldn’t have come.
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        * * *

      

      Every narrow road feels like it’s pressing down on me as I drive home. The past has a weight to it.

      I’m lucky to have what I have. Justin, the rock I need on the bad days, a man who holds me when I shake at night. Gabe, my seven-year-old boy, hilarious and silly. Maddie, the daughter I found on that countryside road all those years ago. She’s now sixteen, and I wouldn’t change her. We’re messed up together. I love her dry sarcastic humour. I worry for her, though. I worry for us both, but I love her, and to me she’s perfect. I’m also lucky to have money, which bought the house that makes me feel safe.

      That money came with a price. About nine years ago, I sold a book to a publisher for a six-figure advance. I wrote about my experiences as a victim of the notorious serial killer Peter McKenna and as someone who had adopted a daughter through difficult circumstances. I wrote about my relationship with Maddie, the highs and the lows, the lack of support from my family, and the way we both struggled to move on. That book was a phenomenal bestseller that completely changed my world. It was adapted into a movie, and all of a sudden, I had money and options.

      Even now, after living in this house for seven years, I’m amazed it’s mine. I drive down into the underground garage and park the car. Then I take the hidden staircase into the house. Right next to this entrance is a control panel that allows me to lock doors, lower shutters, and check security cameras. We have them in all the rooms, but the cameras in the bedrooms are switched off unless there’s an intruder alert. Maddie and Gabe deserve their privacy.

      It’s a smart home with a built-in panic room, shutters that encase the entire building at night, air conditioning controlled in each room, and an alarm that alerts the police of any suspicious activity. There’s even an outlet that produces steam to frighten away anyone who can get into the house. Because you can’t be too careful. You can never be safe enough.

      I have the house to myself today. Justin, Maddie, and Gabe are all at school. Gabe is at the tiny Penry primary school in the village. I check the time. I have a few hours before I need to pick him up. Justin and Maddie are both at Bartholomew’s Secondary School, but Justin isn’t a student, obviously. He’s a counsellor for kids with mental health problems or issues they don’t want to discuss with a teacher.

      After a quick shower to wash away the anxiety sweat, I leave the house and walk along the coast, enjoying the breeze on my damp hair. The house is a five-minute walk from a quiet beach, one missed out by most tourists because of the turbulent tide and scattering of stones mixed in with the sand. I kick them around as I walk, breathing in fresh sea air. My agent thinks I’m writing the sequel to my first book, but I’m not. I haven’t been since Riya went missing. I’m trying not to think about why my daughter’s best friend went missing.

      I enjoy my days, even though they can stretch. Since we moved to Penry, I’ve focused on being a mum. But now Maddie is almost seventeen, Gabe is seven and I have more time to myself. It’s taken me years of therapy to appreciate my own company, and after what happened at the farm, I will never again take my freedom for granted.

      In almost no time at all, I’ve spent most of the afternoon walking up and down the beach. I need to collect Gabe from primary school. My legs burn as I hurry back up to the house to get the car. But luckily, I make it to school on time.

      Parvati is standing by the gates, waiting to collect her youngest, Sadiq. I wave shyly, but she pretends not to see.

      “Did you know that the average dinosaur is the size of a car?”

      I hadn’t even noticed Gabe running over. He walks straight past me towards the Volvo.

      “I did not know that.”

      “Yep. And the smallest one was like… like a chicken.” He mimes the size of a chicken with his hands before yanking open the door.

      “So, I guess you learned about dinosaurs today.” I check his seatbelt is fastened correctly.

      “Yep. Can I show Maddie my pictures?”

      “She’s going camping after school today, bud. How about tomorrow?”

      “Fine. When can we go camping?”

      I grimace. “Let’s see when your dad can take you.”

      “What about you?”

      “Me and tents don’t mix. Too many spiders.” I exaggerate a shudder, and he boos me.

      “Booooring.”

      “Erm, watch it, you.” I flash him a stern look, but I only half mean it. Then I close the door and make my way around to the other side of the car. As usual, the road outside the school is chock full of parents in large cars, and it takes me a while to back out of my space.

      “Dad’s not even going to be in tonight, is he?” Gabe asks from the backseat.

      “No, sweetie, not tonight.” But in truth, I’d completely forgotten Justin was going to the pub to watch football. Then again, he often has things going on in the evenings. My husband is the kind of person who’s never still. We have our movie nights, and he knows that I’m a homebody, but he needs more. He needs nights out with other men and sports. Lots of sports.

      “He’ll be home late, won’t he?”

      “Yup,” I said.

      “Booooring.”

      “Oh, I see. I’m not good enough for you, am I?”

      He doesn’t answer. He ends up distracted by playing his game counting the lampposts on our drive home. Gabe loves numbers and cars. The two together is his idea of heaven. If one day, he managed to add in dinosaurs, he’d be entertained for days on end.

      After parking the car back in our garage, I clutch my heart as though wounded by his words. “It hurts!” I exclaim dramatically as Gabe laughs.

      We actually have a pretty fun evening. I make spaghetti with the kind of tomato sauce he likes—one packed full of hidden blended veggies. He finishes his homework while I watch my favourite soaps and sip a nice Merlot. Both of us end up in bed at nine, Gabe with his nightlight on and a book about dinosaurs on his lap—he tells me he’s too old for me to read him a story now—and me with my Kindle, the screen brightening the space around me.

      I’m not sure what time I wake up, but there are hands on my thighs working their way up my body. The air smells like stale beer, the sourness worming up my nostrils. I freeze. That’s how my body works. It shuts down.

      “You awake?” His hands travel up towards my chest.

      “No,” I say.

      “You feel nice.”

      He’s drunk. I don’t like drunk men, not even my husband, the sweetest man I know. They scare me. They have to be handled, either through ego stroking or mothering. How do you get out of sex with either of those options?

      “Babe, I was asleep.”

      “Yeah, but I’m wide awake.” He laughs and pretends to bite my side.

      I’m making the decision whether to throw him off me or give in when my phone rings. I grab it, grateful for the interruption, and hear Justin swear under his breath. I don’t have time to feel disturbed that he didn’t pick up on my pretty big clues that I wasn’t into it.

      “Mum.”

      With that one word I’m sitting bolt upright, spine tingling, stomach sinking. Her tone is off. Maddie isn’t an emotional person, so when there’s any kind of distress in her voice, I’m immediately terrified.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, but something happened.”

      “What is it?”

      “One of the girls died.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      My right hand throbbed. Even half asleep, I knew not to move it. Blinking open sticky, sleep-encrusted eyes, I wondered why my hand throbbed, why my throat ached, and why I was freezing cold and groggy. I saw the nail sticking out of my skin. A Halloween prop, surely. And yet I didn’t move. I didn’t dare move because my instinct told me it would hurt. The air around me smelled like old keys. The sweet scent of rust. My stomach lurched, and bile filled my mouth like saliva. I tilted forward, dizzy.

      The nail was real. My hand throbbed because someone had hammered a nail into my hand. I smelled sweet rust because I’d bled all over the desk in front of me.

      “Take it out.”

      His voice washed over me like a bucket of cold water. I sat up, breathing heavily. And there he was, sitting in front of me on a plastic chair, the kind found in most schools.

      He hunched over that damn chair like a gorilla on a kiddie-sized stool. Tall and broad, he was intimidatingly enormous, with long legs that he struggled to fold beneath the seat. He leaned towards me, a dark moustache sitting starkly against his pale, flaky skin. His long fingers wrapped tightly around his knee. I found myself drawn to them… and the blood on his knuckles. My blood.

      “Take it out,” he said again. “I left you enough room to do it.” He gestured to the nail.

      Quelling the desire to scream, I focused on my surroundings. My arms rested on an old school desk, wooden and stained. And I could tell that my seat was made out of plastic by the shape of it underneath me. Another school chair similar to the one he slouched over. The desk appeared to be made from good quality wood, but there were many marks along the grain. Marks from other nails. Blood from other women.

      He clicked his fingers, bringing my attention back to him. “Are you deaf, dumb, or stupid? Take the fucking nail out of your fucking hand.”

      I whimpered. I didn’t want to, but the sound slipped from my shivering lips. When had he done this to me? Had I been conscious or unconscious? I had no idea of that or the answer to many questions, like how long had I been there? But my not doing anything only made him angrier, and that was bad news for me. I bit my lip and gently tested my restraints, starting with my feet. Cold metal encircled my ankles. The chair didn’t move, and I realised, with yet more dread seeping over my skin, that it was bolted to the concrete floor. Then I checked my hands. Both were in cuffs attached to a bar that had been drilled onto the desk. I could slide one hand across to the other, giving me enough room to remove the nail. A tight rope cut into my abdomen, pinning me to the chair.

      He stood. I winced, sliding down in my seat to make myself smaller, cowering like a submissive cat. I wanted to close my eyes and pretend he wasn’t there, like a child in trouble. Instead, I screamed. I’d never screamed before, not like this, not this throaty, desperate screech. Help me!

      He laughed, but after the second scream, he clamped his hand over my mouth. I tasted my own blood mingled with his sweat. He leaned over me and whispered into my ear. “Why do they always make this hard? Huh? Every last one of you. I get a woman in here, and I ask her one simple thing—to pull that nail out. And every one of you screams at the top of your lungs instead. Well, you know what? That’s it. Shut your pretty little mouth.” His breath tickled the tiny hairs by my ear.

      Repulsion shuddered through me.

      He produced a rag from his pocket, removed his hand, and wrapped it around my mouth before tying it hard around the back of my head. He forced it between my teeth, and my tongue got all twisted in the material. It tasted like his hands. Once he was done, I hated myself for not clamping my teeth over his flesh. That was what the feisty woman in a movie would’ve done. My mind went straight back to the phone call with my mum and the rhythm of my feet pounding the tarmac: left foot weak, right foot stupid.

      Self-pity flooded through me. I didn’t deserve to escape. I deserved this, whatever it was he wanted to do to me. Rape. Torture. Whatever. I deserved it. The shame of it, the fucking shame. I’d been alone, far from home, with hardly anyone around me. I’d been asking for it. I’d given up my rights to safety as soon as I’d started thinking like a man, thinking I could do what men do—go somewhere without expecting to be abducted.

      “I think maybe you’re shy and perhaps you’d do better on your own. So, I tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to give you one hour. When I come back, I expect that nail to be out of your hand. Do you understand?” He grabbed my hair and wrenched my head back. A searing pain shot across my scalp.

      He loosened his grip so that I could nod my head back and forth.

      “Good girl,” he said. His voice changed. He sounded like a farmer calming a cow before it gave birth. “Good lass.” He stroked my hair. One finger trailed down the side of my jaw.

      I trembled. Then I wondered if he assumed that meant I was aroused, which brought bile to my throat. He leaned in as though to kiss me, but his attention drifted to the nail, and he leaned away. He glanced down at his own hand. It was quick, furtive. An act I shouldn’t have seen. But I had seen it, and I noticed the scars dotting the back of his hand. So that was the reason. Someone had hurt him a long time ago, and now he wanted revenge. A new emotion shot through me. Triumph? Hope? I wasn’t sure. But at the same time, I understood his hatred and how it could fuel everything that came next.

      I let out a sigh of relief as his hulking back disappeared through the large double door. Of course, it was temporary, but I allowed myself a second to appreciate it. Then I made myself concentrate.

      Without his presence in the barn, I noticed new things. Firstly, the freezing cold penetrated down to my bones. Yet sweat somehow covered my skin, from adrenaline or pain, I don’t know. Secondly, the barn had two doors, both bolted shut on the outside. If I managed to get out of the chair, I’d have those doors to deal with.

      I checked the chair legs. They wobbled slightly. Perhaps the screws he’d used to keep the chair in place could be rocked out of their fixings. But when I tried to tip the chair, it jolted my injured hand. A second, or maybe third, dizzy spell washed over me. That nail needed to come out of my hand. Now.

      Calm, Zoe. Calm.

      Zoe Carter, née Osbourne. No. Zoe Osbourne, definitely not Carter, had never been described as a tough woman. I winced at papercuts. I swore at a stubbed toe. I was a normal, pain-avoidant woman whose eyes watered at a skinned knee. And now I had to pull a nail out of wood and drag it through my broken flesh… I almost laughed.

      One swift motion. Do it, Zoe.

      I stared at it. I wondered how much time I had left. Around fifty minutes, perhaps? Or more?

      My teeth chattered together. I inched the fingers of my good hand towards the nail. I allowed them to stroke my thumb, but even that motion brought me pain. Tears flowed down my cheeks, and I hated every one of them.

      Do it, Zoe. Fucking do it.

      The barn door opened, and my body tensed. But it wasn’t him. The child walked in. Maddie.

      She slipped what I assumed was a key into the pocket of her shorts and hurried over to me. She had on a thicker jumper and rubber boots. They were warmer at least, but still old and dirty. My heart soared. Help at last. But she was so tiny. What if he hurt her? What if he hurt her because of me?

      She placed a finger over her lips in a gesture far too mature for a girl her age. She’d done this before, I realised. She’d seen her father take women so often that she had a system. The thought filled me with a horror that sharpened my senses. This man, this murderer, had forced a child out into the cold to lure the women back to his farm. Then he killed them.

      “I’ll do it.” She pointed at the nail. “If you scream, Daddy will come. Don’t.” She shook her head earnestly.

      The astonishment of watching this child helped to distract me from the pain when she furrowed her brow in concentration, placed her small hand around the protruding nail, and yanked it hard enough to pull the thing out of the desk and my hand. I screwed my eyes shut and let out a low moan. Then I opened them again and watched her place the nail down on the wooden surface.

      “He’ll be back soon,” she said.

      “Please let me go.” My words came out muffled through the gag. “I’ll take you with me, I swear.”

      Her gaze lowered to the ground. She knelt on the concrete, and hot tears washed down my face. I couldn’t bear to examine my hand even though I knew I needed to address the severity of my wound. A rattling sound came from the floor, where Maddie was fiddling with something. I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing, but I imagined she was working on loosening a bolt. A moment later, she stood, a triumphant grin stretched across her face.

      “It’s loose,” she said.

      I tried to smile through my gag. She was helping me escape. But she did it in such a clever way that her father wouldn’t realise it was her.

      “I’ll get you out,” I mumbled. “I promise.”
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      To Justin’s credit, he sobers up as soon as he hears me ask Maddie if she’s okay. And when I launch myself out of bed, he does the same thing.

      “What’s happened?” His voice sounds sharp and focused.

      “A girl at the sleepover died.” I can barely believe the words are coming out of my mouth. A seventeen-year-old girl is dead.

      “What?” The disbelief in his voice echoes mine. “I’ll get my keys.”

      “You can’t drive.” I grab a jacket and pull it on over my pyjama top. Then I pull on jeans. “And you need to stay here with Gabe.”

      “Is Maddie all right? What happened to the girl?”

      “Maddie’s fine. The police are there with an ambulance.” I take a deep breath to steady myself. “Phoebe Thompson fell over a cliff.”

      “They were camping next to a cliff?”

      “No, they were at the campsite. I guess Phoebe walked off in the night and…” I rub my tired eyes, trying not to picture it.

      “Jesus.”

      “She’ll have to give a statement, and I should be there for her when she gives it. I can’t believe it. First Riya disappears, and now this?”

      He runs a hand though his short blond hair. “Yeah, it’s… it’s awful. It’s unbelievable even.” He crosses the space between us and rubs my shoulders. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive? We could get you an Uber.”

      I glance at the time—nearly one o’clock in the morning—and shake my head. “It’s too late. They won’t be operating around here. I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful, Zo. Take it steady, all right? And call me as soon as you know what’s going on.”

      “I will.” We peck on the lips, a standard goodbye that feels more autopilot than anything, then I’m running through the house towards the garage. I stop at the control panel and punch in the number to open the door, resisting the urge to lock the entire house down.

      There is a before and an after in my life. The before is me living without any real restrictions or inhibitions, going about my day like a regular person. After is me living my life in fear, waking up in the middle of the night and imagining Peter McKenna’s sour breath tickling the hairs along my neck. It’s the scar on the back of my hand and the stiff index finger that throbs in the cold. It’s the sudden public interest that messed with my head and the online stalkers who came after. It’s me living in a state of paranoia with the one person who understands any of it: the little girl who pulled the nail from my hand.

      I think of her like that as I drive the car out of the garage. Every therapist, every doctor, and every police officer struggled to come to terms with the extent of the violence that Maddie witnessed when she lived with Peter McKenna. A child walked over to me when I was strapped to a chair and pulled a nail through my hand without flinching. “Brave,” they said when we told our story.

      Yes, Maddie is the bravest person I know. But they don’t know how normal that was for her. And for years since then, I’ve worked with Maddie on changing what she considers to be normal. From the way she should handle animals, to the way she handles her temper and the way she treats her brother. I’ve had to teach her that pain is not an everyday occurrence. Inflicting pain on other people is not normal.

      After winding through some of the narrow, coastal roads, I pull over, realising I’m not sure where to go next. It’s pitch-black beyond the scope of my headlights. I wonder how many other parents are frantically driving up to the site as I type the address into my satnav and let it guide me there. Are they already there? Or did they take a better route?

      Maddie isn’t generally the girl who gets invited to parties. In fact, I had to persuade her to go. With Riya missing, I thought it might be a good distraction for her. I thought it might finally help Maddie socialise with her school friends. They don’t like her, but they don’t know her. Maddie has sharp edges that make her tricky to get on with. Teenage girls like to fish for compliments, but Maddie doesn’t care about that kind of social custom. Maddie isn’t quick to reassure like most girls. If a dress is unflattering on a friend, she’ll say so. If a boy isn’t interested, she’ll bluntly tell it like it is. Maddie doesn’t understand diplomacy. She’ll talk about how she performed better in an exam or how her family is richer. It’s not her being mean; she simply doesn’t care what other people think about her.

      But Phoebe Thompson’s mother, Connie, invited all the girls in the class, including Maddie. I try to imagine what Connie is going through right now, and my heart aches for her. My nose tickles with the threat of tears, but it’s too dark to allow myself to cry. I need to get to Maddie in one piece. She needs me.
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        * * *

      

      The carpark is full when I arrive at the campsite. I manage to squeeze into a spot on grass with the help of a police officer directing me in.

      “I’m here for Maddie Osbourne,” I say, climbing out of the car. “She was at the sleepover.”

      “Right, well, most of the girls are all clustered around.” He points to a group of five or six girls, but I don’t see Maddie.

      “Thanks,” I say then head along the damp grass towards the main campsite.

      There’s no ambulance. Perhaps they’ve already taken Phoebe away. But there are several police officers around. One passes a crying teenage girl a cup of water. Others are scribbling in notebooks. I see parents holding their children, tears glittering under the moonlight. Some of the girls are wearing blankets.

      Where is Maddie? My gaze travels over the scene, finally finding her standing far away from the others. She’s on her own in her tracksuit bottoms and the soft long-sleeve top I bought her to wear while lounging around the house. She isn’t crying or sipping water. An image flashes through my mind of her when she was five years old. She had messy, long hair then, and she does now. But now she’s almost grown and beautiful in the way that terrifies a mother. Tall and slender, she’s also serious and pale, with shoulders that slope into graceful arms, and hips wider than I’d realised.

      “Maddie,” I say, not too loud, not wanting to attract attention.

      She sees me, and a small half-smile appears on her face. Prickles work their way across my scalp. Maddie isn’t reacting to what’s happened like the other girls. As I close the gap between us, I cast a quick glance across at the police. Have any of them noticed her? That’s when I lock eyes with a plain-clothes policeman in a shirt and tie. He’s short, stocky, and around fifty, maybe older. His analytical gaze is fixated on Maddie. That isn’t good.

      He walks over.

      My heart starts to bounce. I glance at Maddie and whisper beneath my breath, “You’re upset. Okay? You’re upset she died.”

      “Of course I am,” she replies, but she sounds flat.

      The officer’s mouth is set into grim line, drilling down the seriousness of the situation. “I’m sorry to meet under such terrible circumstances. My name is DS Rosen, and I need to take your names.” He lifts his notebook and pen to scribble them down.

      “Zoe and Maddie Osbourne,” I say. “Maddie was here at the sleepover.”

      “Right. Have you given a statement to any of the other police officers?”

      “No,” she says quietly. Her voice always has a smooth-honey texture to it. She can turn on the charm quite easily. The problem is, many can tell after getting to know her better that it’s a shallow kind of charm. Beneath the surface, she’s messy, and not many people have the patience for messy.

      “Would you like to give me your statement?”

      She glances at me first, and I nod to tell her it’s okay.

      “Absolutely, officer,” she says politely.

      A cold sweat breaks out on the back of my neck. This man is watching her closely and taking in every single red flag Maddie signals. She isn’t upset, she isn’t nervous, her teeth aren’t chattering, and she isn’t draped around me like the other girls are with their mothers. She’s as self-possessed and calm as always.

      He starts off by asking her regular questions, such as what time she arrived and what the girls did at the campsite—they went hiking in the day and had a barbecue in the evening.

      “Where was your tent, Maddie?” he asks.

      She points to the single-berth purple tent she’d packed before leaving.

      “Is that a single-person tent?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      “You weren’t sharing?”

      “No.”

      “Why is that?”

      Maddie shrugs. “I like my own space.”

      When I clock the expression on his face, I want to blurt out something defensive. It isn’t a crime to want to be alone. It isn’t a crime to not be tearful and dramatic. Instead, I clear my throat and say, “Maddie is an introvert. She gets easily drained by being around people, so she likes a space she can be alone in.”

      It’s not exactly true. Maddie likes her own company, but people don’t tend to drain her. Sometimes she thrives on attention from others.

      He ignores me and carries on with his questions. “Did you hear anything in the night?”

      “Laughing,” Maddie says. “And whispers. I think some of them started singing songs at one point. They played music. Rihanna, Taylor Swift, Drake. That kind of thing.”

      “Did you leave your tent in the night?”

      “I went to the toilet,” she says.

      “Do you know what time that was?”

      “Um, about eleven?”

      “Okay.” He glances up from his notebook. “Did you see Phoebe when you went to the toilet?”

      “No,” she replies.

      “Did you see anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Did you go straight to the toilet and back?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. How well did you know Phoebe?”

      “We were in the same form at school.”

      “They had been since year seven,” I add.

      “Right, so you’re good friends?”

      Maddie shrugs. “Not really.”

      I wish she’d said something more effusive. She sounded so cold.

      “But you were still invited to her seventeenth birthday party?”

      “Her mum invited girls from the whole form,” Maddie explained. “Otherwise, Phoebe wouldn’t have asked me. She doesn’t like me very much.”

      I’m convinced that I’m pale in the moonlight, my face masklike as I try not to let my anxiety show. Maddie was alone in her own tent, she admitted to leaving it to go to the toilet, and I’m guessing none of the other girls will be able to provide her an alibi.

      “Detective, I hope you don’t mind, but I really ought to get Maddie home for the night. She’s been through a lot, and I can tell she’s in shock⁠—”

      “She doesn’t seem as though she’s in shock to me. She’s done very well answering my questions.” He offers me a smooth smile.

      “I understand how it might look to someone who doesn’t know Maddie, but I do, and I know that my daughter is still processing what happened in her own way. She’s been through a lot tonight⁠—”

      “And in the past,” he says.

      “Excuse me?”

      “And in the past too. My wife owns your book.”

      Shit. I glance up at the sky, expecting to see rain, because I feel like I’ve been drenched in ice-cold water. “Then you’ll understand why Maddie doesn’t react to trauma in the same way as other people. We’re both different because of what happened to us. In fact, what happened tonight was triggering to us both. I’d be grateful if you could let us go home.”

      He closes his notebook and places it back in his pocket. “Of course. Thank you, Maddie, for answering all my questions. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      I walk my daughter slowly towards the car, trying not to notice the way I see faces angle towards us. Hate gleams from the eyes of a dozen or more teenage girls, suspicion coming off them in waves. From the mothers too. My step quickens, and I grasp Maddie’s wrist, hurrying her along.
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      I counted two bolts on each chair leg and four small screws fixing the metal bar to the wooden desk. I needed to loosen all of them if I had any hope of getting out. Maddie had helped me. Now I needed to work on the rest myself, and there wasn’t a moment to lose.

      I rocked the chair back and forth by throwing my weight against the seat then toward the desk, feeling it move a few millimetres forward and a few millimetres back each time. It would be better to have my hands free before he returned, but I didn’t have anything to loosen the screws, and if I fiddled with the desk too much, the nail might roll away and implicate Maddie. I didn’t want anything to happen to her because of me. So I rocked carefully, trying not to knock the desk, feeling on instinct as to whether the bolts were loosening.

      I had a plan, or at least the bare bones of one, and that tiny bit of action helped me focus. I pictured how an escape could play out, running through the possible scenarios in my mind. If I loosened the bolts securing the chair, then I could tip it over. Then I could work the shackle down the leg, and my feet would be free. But my hands would still be cuffed to the desk, which was also fixed to the concrete floor. Loosening the bar on the desk would take more time without my hands free. Perhaps I could do it with my feet somehow? No, I couldn’t see that working.

      Right, I thought. Get the chair free first. But don’t remove the shackles. Let the psycho man come back to check on the nail situation and then fuck off again so I can work on the desk screw.

      What if he doesn’t leave me alone?

      The meticulousness of this setup made me believe he had a system to work through. It began with the nail in my hand. Then what? Another test? A staple gun to the knee? An arrow through the shoulder? Torture? Rape? Whatever it was, I had to survive it.

      I tested the desk screws with my fingers. They were tight, and I had a wounded hand that throbbed with every movement. Without a screwdriver, it could take hours… days—if I could remove any at all.

      Rocking the chair, I focused on the cold to stay alert. I assessed everything I saw in the barn. Two doors. Both locked. Maddie had come through the smaller door on the right side of the barn. He came through the larger door, the kind used for livestock. A double door with a bolt in the centre. I thought about him moving out of the door, his back disappearing. What had I heard? Chains? A key scraping against metal?

      The roof stretched above me, fifteen, twenty feet high. I saw the remnants of stalls used for housing animals. A long metal bar lay on the cement floor, probably a barrier for cattle once. I didn’t see much that I could use as a weapon. Strands of hay littered the stained concrete. My stomach lurched when I realised the mud-brown stains weren’t from cattle, rather old blood that had seeped into the surface. My teeth chattered together. Whymewhymewhymewhyme rushed through my brain with a big dose of self-pity that almost erupted into tears. I swallowed it down and forced myself to feel anger instead.

      It lasted until I heard the scrape of the bolt, but no chains, and one half of the wide doorway swung open. He swaggered back into the barn, his boots scuffing, a thoroughly delighted grin on his face. He barked out a laugh as soon as he entered. “What do you know? The bitch has some spirit after all. Good for you.” He dragged the chair closer to my desk and hunched over it. “Are you cold?”

      I said nothing. No doubt he could hear my teeth chattering against the gag.

      “I asked you a question.”

      I mumbled purposefully quietly. He walked over, yanked the gag down, and went back to his chair.

      “Yes.” I hated myself for being obedient, but it wouldn’t be smart to anger the person with all the power. Though I had to admit, I wasn’t exactly sure what would be smart. Too much submission could risk exciting him into killing me faster. Too much spirit could do the same. I needed to distract him. “What’s your name?”

      He brushed his moustache thoughtfully with his fingers. “Peter.”

      “I’m Zoe.”

      “I know,” he said. “The kid told me.”

      “Maddie, right? Your daughter?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t come across as particularly proud or interested, so I decided Maddie wasn’t a good line of questioning. But he did want to talk, which was good.

      “Have you always lived here, Peter? The barn is beautiful.” My body sat rigidly on that chair. But every so often, my fingers inched across to the nearest screw, covered from view with my other arm.

      “My parents ran the farm here. Good people, my parents. You know, this isn’t like the movies, Zoe. Nothing you say is going to make this process any easier for you.” I hated the grin that spread across his lips. I hated the sharp edge of his incisors and the way they touched his bottom lip.

      “I know,” I said. “Didn’t you talk to the other girls?”

      “Yes. They all do it. They ask me about my ma, and they tell me they’ll do anything… anything I want.” His tongue dashed out to taste his lips, and I made a mental note never to beg. “It doesn’t work, Zoe. Not for them and not for you.”

      “You mean you don’t want to tell me about your tragic childhood? About how your ma hammered a nail into your hand. And how she forced you to pull it out on your own to prove you were a real man. Over and over. Did you kill her first, or were you too much of a coward then?”

      When he directed his dark, stone-cold expression at me, I knew I’d pissed him off. I knew I’d hit a nerve. It terrified and thrilled me in equal measure.

      “A lot of things go on out here in the places no one notices.” He stood and took a step forward. His black eyes widened until I saw the blood vessels at the edges, red veins reaching to two empty pits. “You’ll find that out soon.”

      I fiddled with the screw while I cringed away from him, filled with panic. But as he came closer, my fingers groped for the nail Maddie had pulled from my hand. He moved around the desk, and I tried to stab his arm with the nail, but the cuffs restricted my movement. Peter swatted my hand away, and the nail tumbled from my fingers. My wrist slammed against the cuffs and hit the desk. But I hardly had time to react before he grabbed me by the throat.

      “Now, then, boy. Where I come from, sneaky-snakes are punished. Do you understand what that means?”

      I said nothing. I cowered down in my chair, a low whimpering noise emitting from between my lips.

      He positioned his face closer to mine. He squeezed my throat, and I gurgled in panic.

      “Shut up, boy! Shut up! Stop that snivelling.”

      He kept calling me boy, and I was convinced he was back in the past, reliving scenes from his childhood. But that thought didn’t have time to linger, because he let go of my throat and slapped me so hard, I heard a ringing in my ear. Then he did it again but on the other side. His breathing started to rasp out of his chest. He was red skinned, like a flayed man. All the blood rushed to his face in the excitement. He dropped his hands, and they balled into fists.

      Then I begged.
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      I didn’t remember passing out, but at some point, I woke up shivering, the blood cold and dry on my face. I sensed the wetness between my legs and glanced down in horror, but it was urine, not blood. My chest heaved with painful breaths. I felt like every bone in my face had been broken. My vision blurred, and a heavy exhaustion settled through me.

      The moment stretched because he’d beaten the fight out of me. I knew I was going to die. The question was when? Or how?

      I thought about my ex-husband and the years I’d wasted believing he would change. I thought about our wedding. We’d been all smiles, even though I’d had doubts about Simon, and we’d already had a few arguments. I’d ignored all the red flags as people in their twenties often did. It’d rained, and Simon had complained during the ceremony, but I loved our photographs with the storm clouds gathering behind us.

      Then I thought about the fight I’d had with my mum. I thought about all the times I’d rolled my eyes and every time she’d thrown one of her barbs in my direction. I thought about the children I’d never had. Chestnut-haired twins, perhaps, or one girl with blonde hair that gradually darkened as she aged. Hot tears rolled down my torn face. Tiredness seeped into every wound, and I lost consciousness again.

      When I woke for the second time, the dizziness had abated, and I could concentrate again. I leaned my head back and clapped a dry tongue against a dry mouth. Stay awake, Zoe. Stay fucking awake.

      The barn door creaked open, and I flinched. But it was Maddie, who tiptoed in. She hurried over to me with a rag and a bottle of what appeared to be antiseptic liquid. She had a backpack with her, too, and my heart soared. Was she going to let me go?

      “Daddy’s asleep. He likes to sleep after. He dreams less.”

      It sounded like something she’d heard him tell her. And I was horrified that it took beating women for Peter McKenna to get a good kip.

      “How long does he sleep for?”

      She shrugged. “Depends.”

      I had to lower my face to her so she could press the soaked rag on my cuts. I winced, hissing through my teeth, but the pain wasn’t half as bad as I’d thought it would be.

      Once Maddie had cleaned my cuts, she produced a bottle of water from her backpack and held it to my lips. I thanked her and told her again that I would help her escape. A thought popped into my mind—what if Peter made Maddie come in here and help me? What if he did that to prolong my agony, to make me believe I might actually live?

      “Please, Maddie. Please help me.”

      She hesitated. “I am.”

      I whispered breathlessly, “Thank you.”

      She stared at me then, biting her lip, thinking.

      “Where’s your mother? Do you have one?”

      “Daddy says she’s dead.”

      “I’m so sorry, Maddie,” I said, hoping she heard the genuine sadness in my voice. “Did he hurt her like he’s hurting me?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied.

      “Okay. I’m sorry you don’t know your mummy. That must be hard.”

      She blinked again, like she didn’t know how to respond. I understood. She didn’t know any other way. “I’m so grateful for you bringing me water. Is there anything else you can do to help me get out of this chair? I’ve loosened the legs, but I need to get my hands free. Can you get my hands free, Maddie?”

      She reached back into her bag and pulled out a screwdriver. All the pain in my bones and skin left my body at that moment, and my heart soared so high, I wondered if I’d ever get it back. Maddie was my saviour. My angel.
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